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CORONAL

Val enti ne swayed, braced hinmself with his free hand against the table,
struggled to keep hinself fromspilling his wne.

This is very odd, he thought, this dizziness, this confusion. Too much
wi ne the stale air naybe gravity pulls harder, this far down bel ow t he
surface

"Propose the toast, lordship," Delianber murmured. "First to the
Pontifox, and then to his aides, and then "

"Yes. Yes, | know "

Val entine peered uncertainly fromside to side, like a steetnoy at bay,
ringed round by the spears of hunters.

"Friends he began

"To the Pontifex Tyeveras!" Delianber whispered sharply.

Friends. Yes. Those who were nost dear to him seated close at hand.
Al most everyone but Carabella and Elidath: she was on her way to neet
himin the west, was she not, and Elidath was handling the chores of
government on Castle Mount in Valentine' s absence. But the others were
here, Sleet, Celianber, Tunigorn, Shanamir. Lisanmon and Er manar

Ti sana, the Skandar Zal zan Kavol, Asenhart the H ort yes, all his dear
ones, all the pillars of his Iife and reign

"Friends," he said, "lift your wine-bow s, join me in one nore toast.
You know that it has not been granted nme by the Divine to enjoy an easy
time upon the throne. You all know the hardshi ps that have been thrust
upon ne, the challenges that had to be faced, the tasks required of ne,

t he wei ghty problenms still unresolved."
"This is not the right speech, | think," he heard someone behind him
say.

Del i anber nmuttered again, "H's majesty the Pontifex! You nust offer a



toast to his mpjesty the Pontifex!"

Val entine ignored them These words that cane from himnow seened to
cone of their own accord.

"I'f I have borne these unparalleled difficulties with some grace," he
went on, "it is only because | have had the support, the counsel, the

| ove, of such a band of conrades and precious friends as few rulers can
ever have claimed. It is with your indispensable help, good friends,
that we will come at last to a resolution of the troubles that afflict
Maj i poor and enter into the era of true anmity that we all desire. And
so, as we maeke ready to set forth tonorrow into this realmof ours,
eagerly, joyously, to undertake the grand processional, | offer this

| ast toast of the evening, ny friends, to you, to those who have

sustai ned me and nurtured me throughout all these years, and who "

"How strange he | ooks," Ermanar nmurmured. "Is he ill?"

A spasm of astonishing pain swept through him There was a terrible
droning buzz in his ears, and his breath was as hot as flane. He felt
hi nsel f descending into night, a night 50 terrible that it obliterated
an light and swept across his soul like a tide of black blood. The

wi ne-bow fell fromhis hand and shattered; and it was as if the entire
worl d had shattered, flying apart into thousands of crunbling fragnments
that went tunbling crazily toward every corner of the universe. The

di zzi ness was overwhel ming now. And the darkness that utter and total
ni ght, that conplete eclipse

"Lordship!" soneone bell owed. Could that have been H ssune?
"He's having a sending!" another voice cried.

"A sending? How, while he is awake?"

"My lord! My lordl W lord!"

Val entine | ooked downward. Everything was bl ack, a pool of night
rising fromthe floor. That bl ackness seened to be beckoning to him
Cone, a quiet voice was saying, here is your path, here is your
destiny: night, darkness, doom Yield. Yield, Lord Val entine, Corona
that was, Pontifex that will never be. Yield. And Valentine yielded,
for in that nonent of bew | dernent and paralysis of spirit there was
not hi ng el se he could do. He stared into the black pool rising about
him and he allowed hinmself to fall toward it. Unquestioningly,
unconpr ehendi ngly, he plunged into that all-engulfing darkness.

I am dead, he thought. | float now on the breast of the black river
that returns me to the Source, and soon | nust rise and go ashore and
find the road that leads to the Bridge of Farewells; and then will | go
across into that place where all life has its beginning and its end.

A strange kind of peace pervaded his soul then, a feeling of wondrous
ease and contentment, a powerful sense that all the universe was joined
i n happy harnmony. He felt as though he had come to rest in a cradle,
where now he lay warmy swaddl ed, free at last of the tornments of

ki ngshi p. Ah, how good that was! To lie quietly, and let al

turbul ence sweep by him Was this death? Wy, then, death was joy!

You are deceived ny lord Death is the end of joy.



Who speaks to nme here?
You know e, ny |ord

Del i anber? Are you dead al so? Ah, what a safe kind place death is,
old friend!

You are safe, yes. But not dead
It feels nmuch like death to ne.

And have you such thorough experience of death, ny lord, that you can
speak of it so know ngly?

What is this, if it is not death?
Merely a spell, said Delianber.
One of yours, wzard."

No, not mine. But |I can bring you fromit, if you will permt. Cone:
awaken. Awaken.

No, Delianber! Let ne be.
You nust, ny lord

Must, Valentine said bitterly. Mst! A ways nush Am| never to rests
Let me stay where | am This is a place of peace. | have no stonach
for war, Delianber.

Cone, my lord
Tell me next that it is my duty to awaken.
| need not tell you what you know so well. Cone.

He opened his eyes, and found hinself in nmidair, lying linply in

Li samon Hultin's arns. The Amazon carried him as though he were a
doll, nestling against the vastness of her breasts. Small wonder he
had i nagi ned hinmself in a cradle, he thought, or floating down the

bl ack river! Beside himwas Autifon Delianber, perched on Lisanon's
| eft shoulder. Valentine perceived the wizardry that had called him
back fromhis swoon: the tips of three of the Vroon's tentacles were
touching him one to his forehead, one to his cheek, one to his
chest.

He said, feeling i mensely foolish, "You can put ne down now. "

"You are very weak, lordship," Lisanmon runbled.

"Not quite that weak, | think. Put me down."

Carefully, as though Val enti ne were nine hundred years old, Lisanon
lowered himto the ground. At once, sweeping waves of dizziness rocked
him and he reached out to | ean against the giant woman, who stil
hovered protectively close by. His teeth were chattering. H s heavy
robes clung to his danp, clamy skin |ike shrouds. He feared that if
he closed his eyes wanly an instant, that pool of darkness would rise
up again and engulf hire. But he forced hinself toward a sort of



steadi ness, even if it were only a pretence. dd training asserted
itself: he could not allow hinself to be seen | ooki ng dazed and weak,
no matter what sort of irrational terrors were roaring through his
head.

He felt hinmself growing calner after a nmonent, and | ooked around. They
had taken himfromthe great hall. He was in sone brightly lit
corridor inlaid with a thousand intertw ned and overl appi ng Pontifica
enbl ems, the eye-baffling Labyrinth synbol repeated over and over. A
nmob of peopl e clustered about him | ooking anxious and di smayed:

Tuni gom Sl eet, Hissune, and Shanamir of his own court, and sone of the
Pontifex's staff as well, | lornkast and old Dilifon and behind them
hal f a dozen ot her bobbing yel | ow masked heads.

"Where am 1?" Val enti ne asked.

"Anot her norment and we'll be at your chambers, |ordship,"” Sleet said.

"Have | been unconscious | ong?"

"Two or three minutes, only. You began to fall, while nmaking your
speech. But Hi ssune caught you, and Lisanon."

"It was the wine," Valentine said. "l suppose | had too nmuch, a bow
of this and a bow of that--"

"You are quite sober now, " Deliamber pointed out. "And it is only a
few mnutes later."

"Let nme believe it was the wine," said Valentine, "for alittle while
| onger." The corridor swung | eftwardand there appeared before himthe
great carved door of his suite, chased with gold inlays of the

st arburst enbl em over which his own LVC nonogram had been engraved.
"Where is Tisana?" he called.

"Here, ny lord," said the dream speaker, from sone di stance

"Good. | want you inside with ne. Al so Delianber and Sleet. No one
else. |Is that clear?"

"May | enter also?" said a voice out of the group of Pontifica
ofllcials.

It belonged to a thin-Iipped gaunt man with strangely ashen skin, whom
Val entine recogni zed after a nmonent as Sepul t hrove, physician to the
Pontifex Tyeveras. He shook his head. "I amgrateful for your
concern. But | think you are not needed."

"Such a sudden collapse, nmy lord it calls for diagnosis

"There's some wisdomin that," Tunigorn observed quietly.

Val entine shrugged. "Afterward, then. First let me speak with ny

advi sers, good Sepulthrove. And then you can tap ny kneecaps a bit, if
you think that it's necessary. Cone Tisana, Delianber "

He swept into his suite with the last counterfeit of regal poise he
could rmuster, feeling a vast- relief as the heavy door swung shut on
the bustling throng in the corridor. He let out his breath in a |ong
sl ow gust and dropped down, trembling in the rel ease of tension, on the



br ocaded couch.
"Lordshi p?" Sleet said softly.
"Wait. Wait. Just let ne be."

He rubbed his throbbing forehead and his aching eyes. The strain of
feigning, out there, that he had nade a swift and conplete recovery
from what ever had happened to himin the banquet hall had been
expensive to his spirit. But gradually sone of his true strength
returned. He |ooked toward the dream speaker. The robust ol d woman,
thi ck bodied and strong, seened to himjust then to be the fount of al
confort.

"Cone, Tisana, sit next to nme," Valentine said.

She settl ed down beside himand slipped her arm around his shoul ders.
Yes, he thought. OCh, yes, good! Warnth flowed back into his chilled
soul , and the darkness receded. From himrushed a great torrent of

| ove for Tisana, sturdy and reliable and wi se, who in the days of his
13

exile had been the first openly to hail himas Lord Val entine, when he
had been still content to think of hinself as Val entine the juggler

How many tines in the years of his restored reign had she shared the

m nd- openi ng dreamwine with him and had taken himin her arns to draw
fromhimthe secrets of the turbulent inmages that cane to himin sleep
How of ten had she given himease fromthe weight of king ship!

She said, "I was frightened greatly to see you fall, Lord Val entine,
and you know I am not one who frightens easily. You say it was the
wi ne?"

"So | said, out there."

"But it was not the wine, | think."

"No. Delianber thinks it was a spell."

"OfF whose nmking?" Tisana asked

Val entine | ooked to the Vroon. "Wel|?"

Del i anber displayed a tension that Valentine had only rarely seen the
little creature reveal: a troubled coiling and weaving of his

i nnurer abl e tentacles, a strange glitter in his great yellow eyes,
grinding notions of his birdlike beak. "I amat a loss for an answer,"
said Delianmber finally. "Just as not all dreanms are seedings, so too
is it the case that not all spells have makers."

"Some spells cast thenselves, is that it?" Valentine asked.

"Not precisely. But there are spells that arise spontaneously from
within, ny lord, within oneself, generated out of the enpty places of

the soul . "

"What are you saying? That | put an enchantment on nyself,
Del i amber ?"

Tisana said gently, "Dreans spells it is all the same thing, Lord



Val entine. Certain auguries are naking thensel ves known through you.
Orens are forcing thenselves into view Storns are gathering, and
these are the early harbingers.”

"You see all that so soon? | had a troubled dream you know, just

bef ore the banquet, and nobst certainly it was full of storny omens and
auguri es and harbingers. But unless |I've been talking of it in ny
sleep, 1've told you nothing of it yet, have 1?"

"I think you dreamed of chaos, nmy lord."

Val entine stared at her. "How could you know t hat ?"

Shruggi ng, Tisana said, Because chaos nmust cone. W all recognize the
truth of that. There is unfinished business in the world, and it cries
out for finishing."

~4

"The shape shifters you mean," Val entine nuttered.

"I would not presune,’
state "

the old woman said, "to advise you on matters of

"Spare ne such tact. Fromny advisers | expect advice, not tact."

"My realmis only the real mof dreamnms,"” said Tisana.
"I dreaned snow on Castle Muunt, and a great earthquake that split the
world apart.”

"Shall | speak that dream for you, my |ord?"
"How can you speak it, when we haven't yet had the dream w ne?"

"A speaking's not a good idea just now," said Delianber firmy. "The
Coronal ' s had visions enough for one night. He'd not be well served by
drinking dreamwi ne now | think this can easily wait until "

"That dream needs no wine," said Tisana. "A child could speak it.
Eart hquakes? The shattering of the world? Wy, you nust prepare
yoursel f for hard hours, ny lord."

"What are you sayi ng?"
It was Sleet who replied: "These are onens of war, |ordship."

Val enti ne swung about and glared at the little man. "War?" he cried.
"War? Must | do battle again? | was the first Coronal in eight
t housand years to lead an arny into the field; nust | do it tw ce?"

"Surely you know, ny lord," said Sleet, "that the war of the
restoration was nerely the first skirm sh of the true war that nust be
fought, a war that has been in the making for many centuries, a war
that | think you know cannot now be avoided."

"There are no unavoi dable wars,"” Val enti ne sai d.

"Do you think so, ny |ord?"



The Coronal glowered bleakly at Sieet, but made no response. They were
telling himwhat he had al ready concluded wi thout their help, but did
not wish to hear; and, hearing it anyway, he felt a terrible

restl essness invading his soul. After a nonent he rose and began to
wander silently around the room At the far end of the chanber was an
enornous eerie scul pture, a great thing made of the curved bones of sea
dragons, interwoven to neet in the formof the fingers of a pair of

cl asped upturned hands, or perhaps the interlocking fangs of sone

col ossal denonic mouth. For a long while Valentine stood before it,
idly stroking the gl eam ng polished bone. Unfinished business, Tisana
had said. Yes. Yes. The Shapeshifters. Shapeshifters, Metanorphs,
Piurivars, call them by whatever nane you chose: the true natives of
Maj i poor, those fromwhomthis wondrous world had been stolen by the
settlers fromthe stars, fourteen thousand years before. For eight
years, Valentine thought, |'ve struggled to understand the needs of
those people. And | still know nothing at all

He turned and said, "When | rose to speak, ny m nd was on what Honkast
t he hi gh spokesman just had said: the Coronal is the world, and the
world is the Coronal. And suddenly | becanme Myjipoor. Everything that
was happeni ng everywhere in the world was sweepi ng through ny soul."

"You have experienced that before," Tisana said. "In dreans that |
have spoken for you: when you said you saw twenty billion gol den
t hreads sprouting fromthe soil, and you held themall in your right

hand. And another dream when you spread your arms w de, and enbraced
the world, and "
"This was different,"
apart."

Valentine said. "This tine the world was falling

"How so?"

"Literally. Crunmbling into fragments. There was nothing left but a
sea of darkness into which I fell "

"Honkast spoke the truth," said Tisana quietly. "You are the world,
| ordship. Dark know edge is finding its way to you, and it comes
through the air fromall the world about you. It is a sending, ny
lord: not of the Lady, nor of the King of Dreanms, but of the world
entire."”

Val entine gl anced toward the Vroon. "What do you say to that,
Del i amber ?"
"I have known Tisana fifty years, | think, and | have never yet heard

fool i shness fromher lips."
"Then there is to be war?"
"I believe the war has al ready begun," said Deliamnber.

H ssune woul d not soon forgive hinself for coming late to the banquet.
Hs first official event since being elevated to Lord Val entine's
staff, and he hadn't managed to show up on time. That was

i nexcusabl e.

Sone of it was his sister Ailinoor's fault. Al the while he was
trying to get into his fine new formal clothes, she kept running in,
fussing with him adjusting his shoul der chain, worrying about the



length and cut of his tunic, finding scuff marks on his brilliantly
pol i shed boots that would be invisible to anyone's eyes but hers. She
was fifteen, a very difficult age for girls~ Il ages seened to be
difficult for girls, H ssune sonetinmes thought and these days she
tended to be bossy, opinionated, preoccupied with trivial donestic
det ai |

So in her eagerness to nake himperfect for the Coronal's banquet she
hel ped to nake himlate. She spent what felt to himlike a good twenty
mnutes sinply fiddling with his enblemof office, the little golden
starburst epaul et that he was supposed to wear on his |eft shoul der
within the | oop of the chain. She noved it endlessly a fraction of an
inch this way or that to center it nore exactly, until at last she
said, "All right. That'll do. Here, see if you like it."

She snatched up her old hand-mrror, speckled and rusty where the
backi ng was wearing away, and held it before him Hi ssune caught a
faint distorted glinpse of hinmself, |ooking very unfamliar, all ponp
and spl endor, as though decked out for a pageant. The costune felt
theatrical, stagy, unreal. And yet he was aware of a new ki nd of poise
and authority seeping inward to his soul fromhis clothing. How odd he
t hought, that a hasty fitting at a fancy Place of Masks tailor could
produce such an instant transformation of personality no | onger H ssune
t he ragged hustling street-boy, no | onger H ssune the restless and
uncertain young clerk, but now Hi ssune the popinjay, Hi ssune the
peacock, Hi ssune the proud conpani on of the CoronalL

And Hi ssune the unpunctual. If he hurried, though, he mght stil
reach the Geat Hall of the Pontifex on tine.

But just then his nother Elsinore returned fromwork, and there was
another small delay. She cane into his room a slight, dark-haired
worman, pal e and weary-Ilooking, and stared at himin awe and wonder as

t hough soneone had captured a conmet and set it |oose to whirl about her
dismal flat. Her eyes were glowi ng, her features had a radi ance he had
never seen before.

"How magni fi cent you | ook, Hi ssune! How splendid!"

He grinned and spun about, better to show off his inperial finery "It's
al nost absurd, isn't it? | look like a knight just down from Castle
Mount !

"You | ook like a prince! You look Iike a Coronal!"

"Ah, yes, Lord Hi ssune. But |1'd need an ermine robe for that, | think
and a fine green doublet, and perhaps a great gaudy starburst pendant
on nmy chest. Yet this is good enough for the noment, eh, nother?"

They | aughed; and, for all her weariness, she seized himand swung him
about in awildlittle three-step dance. Then she rel eased hi m and
said, "But it grows late. You should have been off to the feast by
this tinme!"

"I shoul d have been, yes." He noved toward the door. "How strange al
this is, eh, nother? To be going off to dine at the Coronal's table to
sit at his elbowto journey with himon the grand processional to dwell
on Castle Munt "

"So very strange, yes," said Elsinore quietly.



They all lined up Elsinore, Ailinmoor, his younger sister Maraune and
sol emmly Hi ssune kissed them and squeezed their hands, and sidestepped
t hem when they tried to hug him fearing they would runple his robes;
and he saw them staring at himagain as though he were sonme godli ke
being, or at the very least the Coronal hinself. It was quite as if he
were no | onger one of this famly, or as if he never had been, but had
descended fromthe sky to strut about these dreary roonms for a little
while this afternoon. At times he alnost felt that way hinmself that he
had not spent these eighteen years of his life in a few dingy roonms in
the first ring of the Labyrinth, but indeed was and al ways had been

H ssune of the Castle, knight and initiate, frequenter of the royal
court, connoi sseur of all its pleasures.

Folly. Madness. You nust always renmenber who you are, he told
hi nsel f, and where you started from

But it was hard not to keep dwelling on the transformation that had
cone over their lives, he thought, while he was maki ng his way down the
endl ess spiraling staircase to the street. So nuch had changed. Once
he and his nmother both had worked the streets of the Labyrinth, she
beggi ng crowns from passing gentry for her hungry children, he rushing
up to tourists and insistently offering to guide them for half a royal
or so, through the scenic wonders of the underground city. And now he
was the Coronal's young protege, and she, through his new connecti ons,
was steward of wines at the cafe of the Court of G obes. Al achieved
by luck, by extraordinary and i nprobabl e | uck.

O was it only luck? he wondered. That tinme so many years back, when
he was ten and had thrust his services as a guide upon that tal
fair-haired man, it had been convenient indeed for himthat the
stranger was none other than the Coronal Lord Val entine, overthrown and
exiled and in the Labyrinth to win the support of the Pontifex in his
reconquest of the throne.

But that in itself mght not have | ed anywhere. Hi ssune often asked
hi nsel f what it was about himthat had caught Lord Val entine's fancy,

that caused the Coronal to renmenber himand have himlocated after the
restoration, and be taken fromthe streets to work in the House of
Records, and now to be summoned into the innernost sphere of his

adm nistration. Hi s irreverence, perhaps. His quips, his cool, casua
manner, his lack of awe for coronals and pontifexes, his ability, even
at ten, to look out for hinself. That nust have inpressed Lord

Val entine. Those Castle Munt knights, H ssune thought, are all so
polite, so dainty-mannered: | must have seened nore alien than a
CGhayrog to him And yet the Labyrinth is full of tough little boys.
Any of them mi ght have been the one who tugged at the Coronal's sl eeve.
But | was the one. Luck. Luck.

He emerged into the dusty little plaza in front of his house. Before
himlay the narrow curving streets of the Guadel oom Court district
where he had spent all the days of his life; above himrose the
decrepit buil dings, thousands of years old and | opsi ded with age, that
formed the boundary palisade of his world. Under the harsh white
lights, much too bright, alnmpst crackling in their electric intensity
all this ring of the Labyrinth was bathed in that sane fierce light, so
little like that of the gentle gol den-green sun whose rays never
reached this city the flaking grey masonry of the old buildings
emanated a terrible weariness, a mneral fatigue. H ssune wondered if



he had ever noticed before just how bl eak and shabby this place was.

The plaza was crowded. Not many of the people of Guadel oom Court cared
to spend their evenings penned up in their dimlittle flats, and so
they fl ocked down here to mll aimessly about in a kind of random
patternl ess pronenade. And as Hissune in his shimrering new cl ot hes
made his way through that pronenade, it seenmed that everyone that he
had ever known was out there glaring at him glowering, snickering,
scow i ng. He saw Vani noon, who was his own age to the hour and had
once seemed alnost |ike a brother to him and Vani noon's sl ender

al nrond-eyed little sister, not so little anynore, and Heul an, and

Heul an's three great hul king brothers, and N kkilone, and tiny

squi nch-faced Ghisnet' and the beady-eyed Vroon who sol d candi ed ghunba
root, and Confal ume the pickpocket, and the old Ghayrog sisters that
everyone thought were really Metanorphs, which H ssune had never
bel i eved, and this one and that one and nore. All staring, al

silently asking him Wy are you putting on such airs, Hi ssune, why
this ponp, why this splendor?

He noved uneasily across the plaza, mserably aware that the banquet
nmust be al nost about to begin and he had an enornous distance down
level to traverse. And everyone he had ever known stood in his way,
staring at him

Vani nroon was the first to cry out. "Were are you going, Hissune? To
a costune bal | ?"

"He's off to the Isle, to play nine sticks with the Lady!"
"No, he's going to hunt sea-dragons with the Pontifex!"

"Let me by,’
hi m now.

H ssune said quietly, for they were pressing close upon
"Let himby! Let himtry!" they chorused gaily, but they did not nove
back.

"Where'd you get the fancy cl othes, Hissune?" GChisnet asked.

"Rented them " Heul an said.

"Stole them you mean," said one of Heul an's brothers.

"Found a drunken knight in an alleyway and stripped him bare!"

"CGet out of ny way," said H ssune, holding his tenper in check with
nmore than a little effort. "I have sonmething inmportant to do."

"Somet hing inportant! Something inportant!™
"He has an audience with the Pontifex!"

"The Pontifex is going to nake Hi ssune a Duke!"
"Duke Hi ssune! Prince Hi ssune!"

"Why not Lord Hi ssune?"

"Lord Hi ssune! Lord Hi ssune!"”



There was an ugly edge to their voices. Ten or twelve of themringed
him pushing inward. Resentnment and jeal ousy ruled themnow This

fl anboyant outfit of his, the shoul der chain, the epaulet, the boots,
the cloak it was too rmuch for them an arrogant way of underscoring the

gul f that had opened between himand them In another nonment they'd be
pl ucking at his tunic, tugging at the chain. Hi ssune felt the
begi nnings of panic. It was folly to try to reason with a nob, worse

folly to attenpt to force his way through. And of course it was
hopel ess to expect inperial proctors to be patrolling a nei ghborhood
like this. He was on his own.

Vani noon, who was the closest, reached toward Hi ssune's shoul der as
t hough to give hima shove. Hi ssune backed away, but not before
Vani noon had left a grinmy track along the pale green fabric of his

cl oak. Sudden astonishing fury surged through him "Don't touch ne
again!" he yelled, angrily making the sign of the sea dragon at
Vani nroon. "Don't any of you touch ne!"

Wth a nmocki ng | augh Vani noon clawed for hima second tine.

Swiftly H ssune caught himby the wist, clanmping down with crushing
force.

"Hoy! Let go!" Vani nbon grunted.

I nstead Hi ssune pulled Vani noon's arm upward and back, and spun him
roughly around. Hi ssune had never been nuch of a fighter he was too
small and lithe for that, and preferred to rely on speed and wits but
he coul d be strong enough when anger kindled him Now he felt hinself
throbbing with violent energy. |In a low tense voice he said, "If |
have to, Vaninoon, 1'll break it. 1 don't want you or anybody el se
touching me."

"You're hurting ne!"
"WIl you keep your hands to yourself?"

"Man can't even stand to be teased

H ssune tw sted Vaninoon's armas far up as it would go. "I'Il pull it
right off you if | have to."

"Let go '

"I'f you'll keep your distance."

"All right. Al right!"

H ssune rel eased himand caught his breath. Hi s heart was poundi ng and
he was soaked with sweat: he did not dare to wonder how he mnust | ook

After all of Ailimpor's endl ess fussing over him too.

Vani noon, stepping back, sullenly rubbed his wist. "Afraid I'll soi
his fancy clothes. Doesn't want common people's dirt on them™

"That's right. Now get out of ny way. |'mlate enough already."
"For the Coronal's banquet, | suppose?"

"Exactly. I'mlate for the Coronal's banquet."



Vani nroon and the others gaped at him their expressions hovering m dway
bet ween scorn and awe. Hi ssune pushed his way past them and strode
across the plaza.

The eveni ng, he thought, was off to a very bad start.

On a day in high sumer when the sun hung all but notionl ess over
Castl e Mount, the Coronal Lord Valentine rode out joyously into the
fl ower - shi meri ng meadows bel ow the Castle's southern wing.

He went al one, not even taking with himhis consort the Lady Carabell a.
The nmenbers of his council objected strongly to his goi ng anywhere
unguarded, even within the Castle, let alone venturing outside the
spraw i ng perineter of the royal domain. Wenever the issue arose,

El i dat h pounded hand agai nst fist and Tunigorn rose up tall as though
prepared to block Valentine's departure with his own body, and little
Sl eet turned positively black in the face with fury and rem nded the
Coronal that his enem es had succeeded in overthrow ng hi monce, and

m ght yet again.

"Ah, surely I'd be safe anywhere on Castle Munt!" Val entine
i nsi st ed.

But al ways they had had their way, until today. The safety of the
Coronal of Myjipoor, they insisted, was paramount. And so whenever
Lord Valentine went riding, Llidath or Tunigorn or perhaps Stasilaine
rode al ways beside him as they had since they were boys together, and
hal f a dozen nenbers of the Coronal's guard lurked a respectfu

di st ance behi nd.

This time, though, Valentine had sonehow el uded themall. He was
unsure how he had nmanaged it: but when the overpowering urge to ride
had come upon himin nmidnorning he sinply strode into the south w ng
stabl es, saddled his nmount without the help of a groom and set out
across the green porcel ain cobbl estones of a strangely enpty Dizi maul e
Pl aza, passing swiftly under the great arch and into the lovely fields
that flanked the Grand Cal i ntane H ghway. No one stopped him No one
called out to him It was as though sone wi zardry had rendered him

i nvi si bl e.

Free, if only for an hour or two! The Coronal threw his head back and
| aughed as he had nest |aughed in a long while, and sl apped his nount's
flank, and sped across the nmeadows, noving so swiftly that the hooves
of his great purple beast seened scarcely to touch the nyriad bl ossons
all about.

Ah, this was the |ife!

He gl anced over his shoulder. The fantastic bewildering pile of the
Castl e was dimnishing rapidly behind him though it still seened

i mense at this distance, stretching over half the horizon, an

i nconmpr ehensi bly huge edifice of some forty thousand roons that clung
i ke some vast nonster to the summit of the Mount. He could not
renenber any occasion since his restoration to the throne when he had
been out of that castle w thout his bodyguard. Not even once.

Vell, he was out of it now Valentine |ooked off to his left, where
the thirty-mle-high crag that was Castle Munt sloped away at a
di zzyi ng angl e, and saw the pleasure-city of Hi gh Mrpin gleaning



bel ow, a web work of airy golden threads. Ride down there, spend a day
at the ganes? Wiy not? He was free!l Ride on beyond if he chose, and
stroll in the gardens of Tolingar Barrier, anong the hal ati ngas and
tani gal es and sithereels, and come back with a yell ow al abandi na fl ower
in his cap as a cockade? Wy not? The clay was his. Ride to Furible
intine for the feeding-tine of the stone birds, ride to Stee and sip
gol den wine atop Thim n Tower, ride to Bonbi & e or Peritole or

Bangl ecode

H s mount seened equal to any such labor. It carried himhour after
hour wi thout fatigue. When he came to High Mdrrpin he tethered it at
Conf al une Fountai n, where shafts of tinted water slender as spears shot
hundreds of feet into the air while maintaining, by some ancient magic,
their rigid shapes, ar d on foot he strode along the streets of closely
woven gol den cable until he cane to the place of the mrror slides,
where he and Voriax had tested their skills so often when they were
boys. But when he went out on the glittering slides no one took any
notice of him as though they felt it rude to stare at a Coronal doing
the slides, or as though he were still sonehow cl oaked by that strange
invisibility. That seemed odd, but he was not greatly troubled by it.
When he was done with the slides he thought he nmight go on to the power
tunnel s or the juggernauts, but then it seemed just as pleasing to
continue his journey, and a nonment |ater he was upon his nount once
nmore, and riding on to Bonbifale. 1In that ancient and nost |ovely of
cities, where curving walls of the deepest burnt-orange sandstone were
topped with pale towers tapering to el egant points, they had cone to
hi m one day | ong ago when he had been on holiday alone, five of them
his friends, and found himin a tavern of vaulted onyx and polished

al abaster, and when he greeted themw th surprise and | aughter they
responded by kneeling to himand making the starburst sign and crying,
""Val entine! Lord Valentine! Hail, Lord Valentine!" To which his
first thought was that he was bei ng nocked, for he was not the king but
the king's younger brother, and he knew he never would be king, and did
not want to be. And though he was a nan who did not get angry easily,
he grew angry then, that his friends should intrude on himwth this
cruel nonsense. But then he saw how pale their faces were, how strange
their eyes, and his anger left him and grief and fear entered his
soul : and that was how he | earned that Voriox his brother was dead and
he had been named Coronal in his place. 1In Bonbifale this day ten
years later, it seened to Valentine that every third man he net had the
face of Voriax, black-bearded and hard-eyed and ruddy faced, and that
troubled him so he | eft Bonbifal e quickly.

He did not stop again, for there was so much to see, so many hundreds
of miles to traverse. He went on, past one city and another in a
serene untroubl ed way, as if he were floating, as if he were flying.
Now and again he had an astounding view fromthe brink of sone

preci pice of all the Mount spread out below him its Fifty Cities
sonmehow vi si bl e every one at once, and the innunerable foothill towns
too, and the Six Rivers, and the broad plain of Al hauroel sweeping off
to the faraway | nner Sea such spl endor, such imrensity. Mjipoor
Surely it was the nost beautiful of all the worlds to which mankind had
spread in the thousands of years of the great novement outward fromdd
Earth. And all given into his hand, all placed in his charge, a
responsibility fromwhich he would never shrink

But as he rode onward an unexpected nystery began to inpinge upon his
soul. The air grew dark and cold, which was strange, for on Castle
Mount the climte was forever controlled to yield an eternal balny
springtime. Then sonething like chill spittle struck himon the cheek



and he searched about for a challenger, and saw none, and was struck
agai n, and again: snow, he realized finally, sweeping hard agai nst him
on the breast of the frosty wind. Snow, on Castle Munt? Harsh

wi nds?

And worse: the earth was groaning like a nonster in labor. His nmount,
t hat had never di sobeyed him now reared back in fear, nade a weird
whi nnyi ng sound, shook its heavy head in slow, ponderous disnay.

Val entine heard the boom ng of distant thunder, and closer at hand a
strange cracki ng noi se, and he saw giant furrows appearing in the
ground. Everything was madly heaving and churning. An earthquake?
The entire Munt was whi ppi ng about |ike a dragon-ship's mast when the
hot dry winds blew fromthe south. The sky itself, black and | eaden

t ook on sudden wei ght.

What is this? Oh, good Lady ny nother, what is havening on Castle
Mount ?

Val entine clung desperately to his bucking, panicky aninmal. The whole
worl d seemed to be shattering, crunbling, sliding, flowing. It was his
task to hold it together, clutching its giant continents cl ose agai nst
his breast, keeping the seas in their beds, holding back the rivers
that rose in ravening fury against the helpless cities

And he could not sustain it all.

It was too nuch for him Mghty forces thrust whol e provinces al oft,
and set them cl ashing agai nst their neighbors. Valentine reached forth
to keep themin their places, w shing he had iron hoops with which to
bind them But he could not do it. The |and shivered and rose and
split, and black clouds of dust covered the face of the sun, and he was
powerl ess to quell that awesone convul sion. One man al one coul d not
bind this vast planet and halt its sundering. He called his conrades
to his aid. "Lisanon! Elidath!"

No response. He called again, and again, but his voice was lost in the
boom ng and the grindi ng.

Al stability had gone fromthe world. It was as though he were riding
the mrror slides in H gh Mrpin, where you had to dance and hop lively
to stay upright as the whirling slides tilted and jerked, but that was
a gane and this was true chaos, the roots of the world uprooted. The
heavi ng tossed hi m down and rolled himover and over, and he dug his
fingers fiercely into the soft yielding earth to keep fromsliding into
the crevasses that opened beside him Qut of those yawni ng cracks cane
terrifying sounds of laughter, and a purple glow that seened to rise
froma sun that the earth had swall owed. Angry faces floated in the
air above him faces he al nbst recognised, but they shifted about

di sconcertingly as he studied them eyes becon ng noses, noses becomn ng
ears. Then behind those nightmare faces he saw another that he knew,
shining dark hair, gentle warmeyes. The Lady of the Isle, the sweet
not her.

"It is enough," she said. "Awaken now, Valentine!"
"And am | dream ng, then?"
"Of course. O course.”

"Then | should stay, and learn what | can fromthis dream"



"You have reaned enough, | think. Awaken now. "

Yes. It was enough: any nore such know edge m ght make an end of him
As he had been taught [ong ago, he brought hinmself upward fromthis
unexpected sl eep and sat up, blinking, struggling to shed his

groggi ness and confusion. |mages of titanic cataclysmstil
reverberated in his soul; but gradually he perceived that all was
peaceful here. He lay on a richly brocaded couch in a high-vaulted
roomall green and gold. What had halted the earthquake? Were was
his mount? Who had brought him here? Ah, they had! Beside him
crouched a pale, lean, white-haired man with a ragged scar running the
| ength of one cheek. Sleet. And Tunigom standing just to the rear
frowni ng, heavy eyebrows contracting into a single furry ridge. "Calm
calm calm" Sleet was saying. "It's all right, now You re awake."

Awake? A dream then, only a dreanf?

So it would seem He was not on Castle Munt at all. There had been
no snowstorm no earthquake, no clouds of dust blotting out the sun. A
dream yes! But such a terrible dream frighteningly vivid and

conpel ling, so powerful that it he found it difficult nowto return to
reality.

"Where is this place?" Valentine asked.
"Labyrinth, lordship."

Where? The Labyrinth? What, then, had he been spirited away from

Castle Mount while he slept? Valentine felt sweat bursting fromhis
brow. The Labyrinth? Ah, yes, yes. The truth of it closed on him
like a hand on his throat. The Labyrinth, yes. He renenbered, now.
The state visit, of which this was, the Divine be thanked, the fina

ni ght. That ghastly banquet still to endure. He could not hide fromit
any |longer. The Labyrinth, the Labyrinth, the confounded Labyrinth: he
was in it, down in the bottomnost level of all. The walls of the

suite gl owed with handsonme- nurals of the Castle, the Munt, the Fifty
Cities: scenes so lovely that they were a nockery to himnow. So
distant from Castle Muunt, so far fromthe sun's sweet warnth

Ah, what a sour business, he thought, to awaken from a dream of
destruction and calanmity, only to find yourself in the nost dismal
pl ace in the world!

Six hundred mles east of the brilliant crystalline city of Dulom in
the marshy valley known as Prestimon Vale, where a few hundred

fam lies of Ghayrogs raised |usavender and rice on widely scattered

pl antations, it was getting to be the m dyear harvest season. The

gl ossy, swollen, black |usavender pods, nearly ripe, hung in thick
clusters at the ends of curving stens that rose fromthe half-submerged
fields.

For Aximaan Threysz, the ol dest and shrewdest of the |usavender farners
of Prestimion Vale, there was an excitenent about this harvest |ike
not hi ng she had felt in decades. The experiment in protoplast
augnment ati on that she had begun three seasons back under the guidance
of the government agricultural agent was reaching its cul mnati on now.
Thi s season she had given her entire plantation over to the new kind of
| usavender: and there were the pods, twice nommal size, ready to be
stripped! No one else in the Vale had dared to take the risk, not 26



until Aximaan Threysz had checked things out. And now she had; and
soon her success would be confirmed; and they would all weep, oh, yes!
when she cane to market a week ahead of everyone el se with double her
usual vol ume of seed

As she stood deep in mud by the edge of her fields, pressing her
finger-ridges into the closest pods and trying to determ ne how soon to
start the picking, one of her eldest son's boys came running up with a
nmessage: "Father says to tell you he's just heard in town that the
agricultural agent's on his way from Mazadone! He's reached Hel kapl od
already. Tonorrow he'll ride to Sijaneel.”

"Then he'll be in the Vale by Twoday," she said. "GCGood. Perfect!"

Her forked tongue began to flicker. "Go, child, run back to your
father. Tell himwe'll hold the feast for the agent on Seaday and we'l|l
begin the harvest on Fourday. And | want the whole famly to gather in
the plantation house in half an hour. Go, now Run."

The plantation had been in the famly of Axi naan Threysz since Lord
Confalune's time. It covered an irregularly triangular area that
stretched for five mles or so along the banks of Havil bove Fl uence,
jigged in a southeasterly way down to the outskirts of Mazadone Forest
Preserve, and swung by roundabout curves back toward the river to the
north. Wthin that zone, Axinmaan Threysz ruled as |ord absol ute over
her five sons and ni ne daughters, her uncountable grandchildren, and
the twenty-odd Liimen and Vroons who were her farmhands. Wen Axi naan
Threysz said it was seedtinme, they went out and seeded. When Axi maan
Threysz said it was harvest tine, they went out and reaped. At the
great house at the edge of the androdragma grove, dinner was served at
the tine Axi mman Threysz came to table, whenever that time happened to
be. Even the fanmily sl eeping schedul es were subject to Axi naan
Threysz's decrees: for Ghayrogs are hibernators, but she could not have
the whole fanmily asleep at once. The el dest son knew he nust al ways be
awake during the first six weeks of his mother's annual w nter rest;

t he el dest daughter took command for the remaining six weeks. Axinaan
Threysz assigned sleep-tines to the other family nenbers according to
her sense of what was appropriate to the plantation's needs. No one
ever questioned her. Even when she was young an inpossibly long tine
ago, when Ossier was Pontifox and Lord Tyeveras had the Castle she had
been the one to whomall others turned, even her father, even her nate,
intime of crisis. She had outlived both of those, and sone of her

of fspring as well, and nany a Coronal had cone and gone on Castle
Mount, and still Aximaan

Threysz went on and on. Her thick scaly hide had lost its high gloss
and was purplish with age now, the withing fleshy serpents of her hair
had faded fromjet black to pale gray, her chilly unblinking green eyes
were clouded and nmil ky, hut yet she noved unceasingly through the
routines of the farm

Not hi ng of any val ue could be raised on her |and except rice and

| usavender, and even those were not easy. The rainstorns of the far
north found easy access to Dulorn Province down the great funnel of the
Rift, and, though the city of Dulorn itself lay in a dry zone, the
territory to its west, anply watered and well drained, was fertile and
rich. But the district around Prestimon Vale on the eastern side of
the Rift was another sort of place entirely, dank and swanpy, its soi

a heavy bl uish nuck. Wth careful timng, though, it was possible to
plant rice at the end of winter just ahead of the spring floods, and to



put in lusavender in late spring and again at the end of autum. No
one in the region knew the rhythm of the seasons better than Axi naan
Threysz, and only the nost rash of farners would set his seedlings out
bef ore word had cone that she had begun her planting.

| mperi ous though she was, overwhelming in her prestige and authority,
Axi maan Threysz neverthel ess had one trait that the people of the Vale
found i nconmprehensi bl e: she deferred to the provincial agricultura
agent as though he were the fount of all know edge and she the nerest
apprentice. Two or three tines a year the agent came out fromthe
provi nci al capital of Mazadone, riding a circuit through the

swanpl ands, and his first stop in the Vale was al ways Axi maan Threysz's
pl antation. She housed himin the great house, she breached the casks
of fire shower wi ne and brandi ed nyk, she sent her grandsons off to
Havi | bove Fluence to catch the tasty little hiktigans that scurried
bet ween the rocks of the rapids, she ordered the frozen bidl ak steaks
to be thawed and roasted over |logs of aromatic th wale And when the
feasting was done she drew the agent aside and talked far into the
night with himof such things as fertilizers and seedling grafts and
harvesti ng machi nery, while her daughters Heynok and Jarnok sat by,

t aki ng down notes of every word.

It nystified everyone that Axi maan Threysz, who surely knew nore about
the planting of |usavender than anyone who had ever |ived, would care a
straw for what sone little governnent enployee could tell her. But her
fam |y knew why. "W have our ways, and we becone set in our ways,"
she often said. "W do what we have done before, because it has worked
for us before. W plant our seeds, we tend our seedlings, we watch
over the ripening, we harvest our crop, and then we begin all over in
the sane way. And if each crop is no smaller than the crop before, we

think we are doing well. But in fact we are failing, if we nerely
equal what we have done before. There is no standing still, in this
world: to stand still is to sink into the nud."

So it was that Axi maan Threysz subscribed to the agricultural journals,
and sent her grandchildren off now and then to the university, and
listened nost carefully to what the provincial agent m ght have to say.
And year by year the method of her farm ng underwent snall changes, and
year by year the sacks of |usavender seeds that Axi maan Threysz shi pped
off to market in Mazadone were greater in nunber than the year before,
and the shining grains of rice were heaped ever higher in her
storehouses. For there was al ways some better way of doing things to
be | earned, and Axi maan Threysz nade sure she reamed it. "W are

Maj i poor," she said again and again. "The great cities rest on
foundati ons of grain. Wthout us, N -nmoya and Pidruid and Khyntor and
Piliplok woul d be wastelands. And the cities grow ever |arger every
year: so we must work ever harder to feed them is that not so? W
have no choice in that: it is the will of the Divine. 1s that not

so?"

She had outlasted fifteen or twenty agents by now. They came out as
young nen, brinming over with the |latest notions but often shy about

offering themto her. "l don't know what | could possibly teach you,"
they liked to tell her. "I'mthe one who should be |earning fromyou,
Axi maan Threysz!" So she had to go through the sanme routine again and

again, putting themat their ease, convincing themthat she was
sincerely interested in hearing of the l|atest techniques.

It was al ways a nui sance when the old agent retired and sonme youngster
took over. As she noved deeper into vast old age it becane ever harder



to establish any sort of useful relationship with the new ones unti
several seasons had gone by. But that had not been a probl em when
Cal i man Hayn had turned up two years ago. He was a young human, thirty
or forty or fifty years old anyone short of seventy seened young to

Axi maan Threysz these days with a curiously blunt, offhand nanner that
was much to her liking. He showed no awe for her and did not seem
interested in flattering her. "They tell nme you are the farmer nost
willing to try new things," he said brusquely, no nore than ten m nutes
after they had net. "What would you say to a process that can double
the size of |usavender seeds w thout harmng their flavor?"

"I would say that | am be ingulfed she said. "It sounds considerably
too good to be true."

"Neverthel ess the process exists."
"Does it, now?"

"W're ready to put it into limted experinental use. | see by ny
predecessors' files that you' re known for your willingness to
experiment."

"So | am" said Axi maan Threysz. "Wat sort of thing is this?"

It was, he said, sonething called protoplast augmentation, which

i nvol ved using enzynes to digest the cell walls of plants to give
access to the genetic material within. That material then could
undergo mani pul ation, after which the cellular matter, the protoplast,
was placed in a culture nediumand allowed to regenerate its cell wall.
Fromthat single cell an entire new plant with greatly inproved
characteristics could be grown.

"I thought such skills were |ost on Mjipoor thousands of years ago,"
Axi maan Threysz said.

"Lord Val enti ne has been encouragi ng sone revival of interest in the
anci ent sciences."

"Lord Val enti ne?"

"The Coronal, yes," said Calinman Hayn.

"Ah, the Coronal!" Axinmaan Threysz | ooked away. Val entine?

Val entine? She woul d have said the Coronal's nane was Voriax; but a
monent' s thought and she recalled that Voriax was dead. Yes, and a
Lord Val entine had replaced him she had heard, and as she gave it nore
t hought she renenbered that sonething odd had happened to that

Val enti ne was he the one who had had his body exchanged w th anot her
man' s? Probably that was the one. But such people as Coronal s neant
very little to Axi maan Threysz, who had not left Prestimon Vale in
twenty or thirty years and to whom Castle Munt and its Coronals were
so far away that they mght just as well be nythical. Wat mattered to
Axi maan Threysz was the growi ng of rice and | usavender

The inperial botanical |aboratories, Calinman Hayn told her, had bred an
enhanced cl one of |usavender that needed field research under nornal
farm ng conditions. He invited Axi mman Threysz to collaborate in this
research in return for which he would agree not to offer the new plant
to anyone else in Prestimon Vale until she had had the chance to
establish it in all her fields.



It was irresistible. She received fromhima packet of astonishingly

i mense | usavender seeds, great shiny things as big around as a
Skandar's eye, and planted themin a renote corner of her |and, where
there was no likelihood of their cross-pollinating with her nornal

| usavenders. The seeds sprouted rapidly and fromthem came plants that
differed fromthe usual kind only in having stens of a thickness two or
three times normal. Wen they flowered, though, the ruffled purple

bl ossonms were enornous, as broad as saucers, and the fl owers brought
forth pods of awesone |ength, that at harvest time yiel ded huge
quantities of the giant seeds. Aximaan Threysz was tenpted to use them
for the autumm planting, and cover all her acreage with the new kind of
| usavender in order to reap an amazi ng bunper crop next winter. But
she could not, for she had agreed to turn nost of the oversize seed
over to Caliman Hayn for l|aboratory study in Mazadone. He left her
enough to plant perhaps a fifth of her land. This season, however, she
was instructed to mx the augnmented plants anmong the normal ones to

i nduce interbreeding: the augnented characteristics were thought to be
dom nant, but that had never been tested on so |large a scale.

Though Axi maan Threysz forbade her famly to speak of the experinment in
Prestimon Vale, it was inpossible for long to keep the other farners
fromlearning of it. The thick-stemed second-generation plants that
sprang up everywhere on her plantation could hardly be conceal ed, and
in one way and another, news of what Axi maan Threysz was doi ng spread
through the Vale. Curious neighbors wangled invitations and stared at
the new | usavender in amazenent.

But they were suspicious. "Plants like that, they' |l suck all the
nouri shment fromthe soil in two or three years," some said. "She
keeps it up, she'll turn her place into a desert.” Ohers thought the
gi ant seeds surely would yield tasteless or bitter |usavender-neal. A

few argued that Axi man Threysz generally knew what she was doi ng. But
even they were content to |l et her be the pioneer

At winter's end she harvested her crop: normal seeds, which were sent
off to market as usual, and gi ant ones, which were bagged and set aside
for planting. The third season would tell the tale, for some of the
big seeds were of the pure clone and sone, probably nost, were hybrids
bet ween normal and augmented | usavender; and it remai ned to be seen
what sort of plants the hybrid seeds woul d produce.

In late winter canme the time for planting rice, before the fl oods
arrived. Wen that was done, the higher and drier |ands of the

pl antati on received the | usavender seeds; and all through the spring
and sumer she watched the thick stenms rising, the huge flowers
unf ol di ng, the heavy pods elongating and turning dark. Fromtinme to
ti me she broke open a pod and peered at the soft green seeds. They
were | arge,

no question about that. But their flavor? Wat if they had no flavor,
or a foul one? She had ganbled an entire season's production on
t hat .

Wl |, the answer would be at hand soon enough

On Starday came word that the agricultural agent was approachi ng, and
woul d arrive at the plantation, as expected, on Twoday. But the sane
report brought puzzling and disturbing news: for the agent who was

com ng was not Caliman Hayn, but someone nanmed Yerewai n Noor. Axi naan



Threysz could not understand that. Hayn was too young to have retired.
And it bothered her to have himvani sh just as the protopl ast
experiment was nearing its end.

Yerewai n Noor turned out to be even younger than Hayn, and annoyi ngly
callow. He began at once to tell her how honored he was to neet her
with all the usual rhetorical flourishes, but she cut himoff.

"Where's the other man?" she denmnded

No one seemed to know, Noor said. Lanely he explained that Hayn had
gone of f without warning three nonths ago, saying nothing to anyone and
dunpi ng an enornous admi ni strative nmess on the rest of the departnent.
"We're still figuring it all out. Evidently he was m xed up in a bunch
of experinental studies, but we don't know what sort or with whom and

"One of themtook place here," said Axi maan Threysz coldly. "Field
testing of protopl ast-augnmented | usavender."

Noor groaned. "The Divine spare ne! How many nore of Hayn's little
private projects am| going to stunble into? Protoplast-augnmented
| usavender, is it?"

"You sound as if you've never heard the term"”

"I"ve heard it, yes. But | can't say | know nuch about it.
"Come with me," Aximaan Threysz said, and nmarched off, past the paddies
where the rice now stood hip-high, and on into the |usavender fields.
Anger sped her stride: the young agricultural agent was hard pressed to
mat ch her pace. As she went she told hi mabout the packet of giant
seeds Hayn had brought her, the planting of the new clone on her |and,
the interbreeding with normal |usavender, the generation of hybrids now
coming to ripening. In a nonment nore they reached the first rows of

| usavender. Suddenly she halted, appalled, horrified.

"The Lady protect us all!" she cried.
"What is it?"
"Look! Look!"

For once Axi maan Threysz's sense of tinmng had failed her. Most
unexpectedly the hybrid | usavender had begun to throw seed, two weeks
or nore ahead of the likely day. Under the fierce sunmer sun the great
pods were starting to split, cracking open with an ugly sound Iike the
snappi ng of bones. Each, as it popped, hurled its huge seeds al nost
with the force of bullets in every direction; they flewthirty or forty
feet through the air and di sappeared in the thick muck that covered the
flooded fields. ['here was no halting that process: wthin an hour al

t he pods woul d be open, the harvest would be | ost.

But that was far fromthe worst of it.

Forth fromthe pods cane not only seeds but a fine brown powder that
Axi maan Threysz knew only too well. WIdly she rushed into the field,
payi ng no attention to the seeds that crashed w th stinging inpact
agai nst her scaly skin. Seizing a pod that had not yet split, she
broke it open, and a cloud of the powder rose toward her face. Yes.



Yes. Lusavender snmut! Each pod held at |east a cupful of spores; and
as pod after pod yielded to the heat of the day, the brown spores
hovering over the field became a visible stain on the air, until they
were swept away by the lightest of breezes.

Yer ewai n Noor knew what was happening too. "Call out your field
hands!" he cried. "You' ve got to torch this stuffl™
"Too late," said Axi maan Threysz in a sepulchral voice. "No hope now.

Too late, too late, too late. What can hold the spores back now?" Her
| and was infected beyond repair. And in an hour the spores would be

spread all through the Vale. "It's all over with us, can't you see?"
"But | usavender snut was wi ped out long ago!" Noor said in a foolish
Voi ce.

Axi maun Threysz nodded. She remenbered it well: the fires, the

sprayi ngs, the breeding of snut-resistant clones, the roguing out of
any plant that held the genetic predisposition to harbor the Ietha
fungus. Seventy, eighty, ninety years ago: how they had worked to rid
the world of that blight! And here it was again, in these hybrid
plants. These plants alone in all Malipoor, she thought, were capable
of providing a honme for |usavender snmut. Her plants, so lovingly
grown, so skillfully tended. By her own hand had she brought the smut
back into the world, and set it free to blight her neighbors' crops.

"Hayn!" she roared. "Hayn, where are you? What have you done to
ne?"

She wi shed she could die. now, here, before what was about to happen
could unfold. But she knew she would not be that lucky; for long life
had been her blessing, and now it was her curse. The popping of the
pods resounded in her ears |ike the guns of an advanci ng arny,

ranpagi ng across the Vale. She had lived one year too |long, she
t hought: | ong enough to see the end of the world.

Downwar d Hi ssune travel ed, feeling runpled and sweaty and apprehensive,
t hrough passageways and lift shafts he had known all his life, and soon
t he shabby world of the outernmpst ring was far behind him He
descended t hrough I evel after |level of wonders and marvels to which he
had not given a second glance in years: Court of Colums, Hall of

W nds, Place of Masks, Court of Pyram ds, Court of G obes, the Arena,
House of Records. People came here from Castle Munt or Al aisor or
Stolen, or even frominpossibly distant and supposedly fabul ous Ni -nmoya
on the other continent, and wandered around dazed and stupefied, |ost
in admration of the ingenuity that had devi sed and constructed such

bi zarre architectural splendors so far underground. But to Hissune it
was only the drab and dreary old Labyrinth. For himit had neither
charmor nystery: it was sinply his hone.

The big pentagonal plaza in front of the House of Records marked the
lower linmt of the public zone of the Labyrinth. Below, all was
reserved for government officials. H ssune passed beneath the great
green-gl owi ng screen on the wall of the House of Records that listed
all the Pontifexes, all the Coronals the two rows of inscriptions
stretching up virtually beyond the reach of the keenest eye, sonewhere
far up there the nanes of Dvorn and Melikand and Barhold and Stianot of
t housands of years ago, and down here the entries for Kinniken and
Gssier and Tyeveras, Malibor and Voriax and Val entine and on the far



side of the inperial roster Hi ssune presented his credentials to the
puf Ey-faced masked H orts who kept the gateway, and down he went into
t he deepest real mof the Labyrinth. Past the warrens and burrows of
the m ddl e bureaucracy, past the courts of the high nministers, past the
tunnels that led to the great ventilating systens on which all this
depended. Again and again he was stopped at checkpoints and asked to
identify hinmself. Here in the inperial sector they took matters of
security very seriously. Sonewhere in these depths the Pontifex

hi nsel f had his lair a huge spherical glass globe, so it was said, in
whi ch the crazy old nmonarch sat enthroned am dst the network of
life-support nechanisns that had kept himalive far past his tine.

Did they fear assassins, Hi ssune wondered. |f what he had heard was
true, it would be nerely the Divine's own nmercy to pull the plug on the
old Pontifex and | et poor Tyeveras return at last to the Source:

H ssune coul d not understand what possible reason there could be to
keep himliving on like that, decade after decade, in such madness, in
such senility.

At |ast, breathless and frayed, Hi ssune arrived at the threshold of the
Great Hall in the utternost depths of the Labyrinth. He was hideously
| ate, perhaps an hour.

Three col ossal shaggy Skandars in the uniformof the Coronal's guard
barred his way. Hi ssune, shriveling under the fierce supercilious
stares of the gigantic four-arned beings, had to fight back the inpulse
to drop to his knees and beg their forgiveness. Sonmehow he regained a
shred or two of his self-respect, and, trying his best to stare back
just as superciliously no easy chore, when he had to neet the gaze of
creatures nine feet high he announced hinself as a menber of Lord

Val entine's staff, and an invited guest.

He hal f expected themto burst into guffaws and swat himaway |ike some
little buzzing insect. But no: gravely they exam ned his epaul et, and
consul ted sone docunents they held, and favored himwi th great sweeping
bows, and sent himonward through the huge brass-bound doorway.

Finally! The Coronal's banquet!

Just within the door stood a resplendently garbed H ort wth great
goggl i ng gol den eyes and bi zarre orange-daubed whi skers sprouting from
hi s rough-ski nned greyi sh face. This astonishing-1ooking individua
was Vinorkis, the Coronal's mgjordono, who saluted now with a great
flourish and cried, "Ah! The Initiate Hi ssune!"

"Not yet an initiate," H ssune tried to tell him but the Hort had
al ready swung grandly about and was on his way down the center aisle,
not | ooking back. Wth nunb-|egged strides Hi ssune followed him

He felt imnpossibly conspicuous. There nust have been five thousand
people in the room seated at round tables that held a dozen or so
each, and he imagi ned that every eye was fastened on him To his
horror, he was no nore than twenty paces into the room when he heard

| aughter beginning to rise, softly at first, then nore heartily, and
then waves of mirth that rolled fromone side of the roomto the other
crashing against himw th stunning inpact. He had never before heard
such a vast roaring noise: it was the way he i mgi ned the sea to sound
as it flailed sone wild northern coast.

The H ort marched on and on, for what seened like a mle and a hal f,



and H ssune grimy marched on behi nd hi mthrough that ocean of
merrinment, w shing he were half an inch high. But after a while he
realized that these people were | aughing not at himbut at a pack of
dwarfi sh acrobats who were attenpting with deliberate cl owni shness to
forma human pyranid, and he grew |l ess uneasy. Then the high dais cane
into view, and there was Lord Val entine hinself beckoning to him
smling, indicating the enpty seat close by his side. Hissune thought
he woul d weep from sheer relief. Everything was going to be all right
after all.

"Your lordship!" Vinorkis boomed. "The Initiate H ssune!"

H ssune sank wearily and gratefully into his seat, just as an enornous
round of appl ause for the acrobats, who were done with their act,
resounded in the hall. A steward handed hima brimm ng bow of sone
glistening golden wine, and as he put it to his lips, others around the
table lifted their own bows in a salute of welconme. Yesterday

nmorni ng, during the brief and astonishing conversation with Lord

Val entine in which the Coronal had invited himto join his staff on
Castl e Mount, Hissune had seen a few of these people at a distance, but
there had been no tine for introductions. Now they were actually
giving himgreeting him and introducing thensel ves. But they needed
no introduction, for these were the heroes of Lord Valentine's glorious
war of restoration, and everyone knew who they were.

That huge warrior-wonman sitting beside himwas surely Lisanon Hultin,
the Coronal's personal bodyguard, who, so the story went, once had cut
Lord Valentine free of the belly of a sea dragon after he had been
swal | owed. And the amazingly pale-skinned little man with the white
hair and the scarred face was, Hi ssune knew, the fanpus Sl eet, juggling
tutor to Lord Valentine in the days of exile; and the keen-eyed,
heavy-browed nan was the master archer Tunigorn of Castle Munt; and
the small many-tentacl ed Vroon had to be the wi zard Delianber; and that
man hardly ol der than Hi ssune hinself, with the freckled face, was very
likely the onetime herdboy Shanamir; and that slender, dignified Hort
must be Grand Adniral Asenhart yes, these were the fanmous ones, and

H ssune, who once had thought hinself imune to any sort of awe, found
hi nsel f very nuch awed i ndeed to be of their conpany now.

I mune to awe? Wy, he had once wal ked up to Lord Val entine hinself
and shanel essly extorted half a royal fromhimfor a tour of the
Labyrinth, and three crowns nmore to find himlodgings in the outer
ring.

He had felt no awe then. C oronals and Pontifexes were sinply men with
nore power and noney than ordinary people, and they attained their

t hrones through the good |uck of being born into the Castle Munt

ari stocracy and maeking their way through the ranks with just the right
happy accidents to take themto the top. You didn't even have to be
particularly smart to be a Coronal, Hi ssune had noticed years ago.
After all, just in the last twenty years or so, Lord Malibor had gone
of f to harpoon sea dragons and had stupidly gotten hinself eaten by
one, and Lord Voriax had died just as foolishly froma stray bolt that
struck himdown while he was out hunting in the forest, and his brother
Lord Valentine, who was reputed to be fairly intelligent, had been
witless enough to go drinking and carousing with the son of the King of
Dreanms, thereby letting hinmself be drugged and w ped clean of his
menory and dunped fromhis throne. Feel awe for such as those? Wy,
in the Labyrinth any seven-year-old who conducted himself with such
casual regard for his own wel fare woul d be regarded as a hopel ess



i diot.

But Hi ssune had observed that sone of his early irreverence seened to
have worn away over the years. Wen one is ten and has |lived by one's
wits in the streets since the age of five or six, it is easy enough to
thunb one's nose at power. But he no |longer was ten, and he no | onger
roved the streets. His perspective was a little deeper these days: and
he knew it was no small thing to be Coronal of Mlipoor, and no easy
task. So when Hissune | ooked toward that broad-shoul dered,

gol den- haired man, seem ng both regal and gentle at once, who wore the
green doubl et and erm ne robe of the world' s second highest of lice,
and when he considered that that man, only ten feet fromhim was the
Coronal Lord Val entine, who had chosen himout of all Mjipoor to join
this group tonight, he felt sonething very like a shiver traveling down
his back, and he adnmitted finally to hinmself that what that shiver was
was awe: for the office of the kingship, and for the person of Lord

Val entine, and for the mysterious chain of happenstance that had
brought a nere boy of the Labyrinth into this august conpany.

He sipped his wine and felt a warm gl ow spread through his soul. What
did the evening's earlier troubles matter? He was here now, and

wel cone. Let Vani nobon and Heul an and Chisnet eat their hearts out with
envy! He was here, ampbng the great ones, beginning his ascent toward
the sunmt of the world, and soon he would be attaining heights from
whi ch the Vani noons of his chil dhood woul d be al together invisible.

In nonments, though, that sense of well-being was conpletely gone from
him and he found hinsel f tunbling back into confusion and di smay.

The first thing that went wong was nothing nore than a minor bl under
absurd but forgivable, scarcely his fault at all. Sleet had renarked
on the obvious anxiety the Pontifical officials displayed every tine
they | ooked toward the Coronal's table: plainly they were madly fearful
that Lord Val entine was not sufficiently enjoying hinself. And

H ssune, newly radiant with wine and gloriously happy to be at the
banquet at | ast, had brashly blurted out, "They ought to be worried!
They know they'd better make a good inpression, or they'll be out in
the cold when Lord Val entine becomes Pontifex!"

There were gasps all around the table. Everyone stared at him as

t hough he had uttered some nonstrous bl aspheny all but the Coronal, who
clanped his lips together in the manner of one who has unexpectedly
found a toad in his soup, and turned away.

"Did | say sonething wong?" H ssune asked.

"Hush!" Lisamon Hultin whispered fiercely, and the nountai nous Amazon
worman nudged himurgently in the ribs.

"But is it not so that one day Lord Valentine will be Pontifex? And
when that happens, won't he want to install a staff of his own?"

Li samon nudged hi m again, so enphatically that she all but knocked him
fromhis seat. Sleet glared belligerently at him and Shananir said in
a sharp whisper, "Enough! You're only making it worse for yourself."

H ssune shook his head. Wth a trace of anger show ng beneath his
confusion he said, "I don't understand."

"I"D explain it to you later," said Shanamr



St ubbornly Hi ssune said, "But what have | done? To say that Lord
Val entine is going to be Pontifex sone day, and "

Wth deep frost in his voice Shanamr said, "Lord Val enti ne does not

wi sh to contenplate the necessity of beconming Pontifex at this tine. He
particularly does not wish to contenplate it during his dinner. It is
somet hi ng not spoken of in his presence. Do you understand now? Do
you?"

"Ah. | do now," said H ssune m serably.

In his shame he wanted to crawl under the table and hide. But how was
he supposed to have known that the Coronal was touchy about having to
become Pontifex sone day? It was only to be expected, wasn't it? Wen
a Pontifex died, the Coronal automatically took his place, and naned a

new Coronal who would hinself eventually go on to dwell in the
Labyrinth. That was the system that was the way it had been for
t housands of years. |If Lord Valentine disliked the idea of being

Pontifex so much' he mght better have served hinself by declining to
become Coronal; but it didn't make sense for himto close his eyes to
the succession law in the hope it would go away.

Though the Coronal hinmself had maintai ned a cool silence, great danage
surely had been done. To show up late' then to say the w ongest
possible thing the first tinme he opened his nmouth what a woeful

begi nning! Could it ever be undone? Hissune brooded about it al

t hrough the performance of some terrible jugglers, and during the
dreary speeches that foll owed, and he m ght have gone on agoni zi ng over
it all evening, if sonething far worse had not happened.

It was Lord Valentine's turn to make a speech. But the Coronal seened
strangely renote and preoccupied as he got to his feet. He appeared

al nrost to be sl eepwal king his eyes distant and vague, his gestures
uncertain. At the high table people began to murmur. After an awf ul
monent of silence he started to speak, but apparently it was the wong
speech, and very nuddl ed besides. Ws the Coronal sick? Drunk? Under
some sudden malign spell? It troubled H ssune to see Lord Val entine so
bewi | dered. d d Homkast had just finished saying that the Coronal not
only governed Malipoor but in some sense was Mjipoor: and there was
the Coronal a noment later, tottering, incoherent, |ooking as though he
was about to topple

Soneone shoul d take himby the arm Hissune thought, and help himto
sit down before he falls. But no one noved. No one dared. Pl ease,
H ssune begged silently, staring at Sleet, at Tunigorn, at Ermanar
Stop him soneone. Stop him And still no one noved.

"Lordship!"™ a voice cried hoarsely.

H ssune realized it was his own. And he went rushing forward to seize
t he Coronal as he dropped headl ong toward the gl eam ng wooden fl oor

6.
This is the dream of the Pontifex Tyeveras:
Here in the realmthat | inhabit now, nothing has col or and not hi ng has

sound and not hing has notion. The al abandi na bl ossons are bl ack and
the shining fronds of the senptan trees are white, and fromthe bird



that does not fly cones a song that cannot be heard. | lie on a bed of
soft gentle rubber noss staring upward at drops of rain that do not
fall. Wen the wind blows in the glade, not a leaf flutters. The nane
of this realmis death, and the al abandi nas and senotans are dead, and
the bird is dead, and the wind and the rain are dead. And | too am
dead.

They come and stand about me and they say, '"Are you Tyeveras that was
Coronal of Majipoor and Pontifox of Myjipoor?"

And | say, "I amdead."
"Are you Tyeveras?" they say again.

And | say, "I am dead Tyeveras, that was your king and that was your
enperor. See, | have no color? See, | make no sound? | am dead."

"You are not dead."

"Here on ny right hand is Lord Malibor that was my first Coronal. He
is dead' is he not? Here on ny left hand is Lord Voriax that was ny
second Coronal. |Is he not dead? | |lie between two dead nen. | also
am dead. "

"Come and rise and wal k, Tyeveras that was Coronal, Tyeveras that is
Pontifex."

"I need not do that. | am excused, for | am dead."
"Listen to our voices."

"Your voices nake no sound."

"Listen, Tyeveras, listen, listen, listen!"

"The al abandi nas are black. The sky is white. This is the real m of
deat h. "

"Come and rise and wal k, Enperor of Mjipoor."

"Who are you?"

"Valentine that is your third Coronal."

"I hail you, Valentine, Pontifex of Myjipoor!"

"That title is not yet mne. Cone and rise and wal k."

And | say, "It is not required of me, for | amdead," but they say, "W
do not hear you, king that was, enperor that is," and then the voice
that says it is the voice of Valentine tells me once nore, "Conme and
rise and wal k," and the hand of Valentine is on ny hand in this realm
where nothing noves, and it pulls me upward, and | drift, light as air
floating on air, and | go forth, noving w thout notion, breathing

wi t hout drawi ng breath. Together we cross a bridge that curves like
the rai nbow s arc across an abyss as deep as the world is broad, and
its shimering nmetal skin rings with a sound |ike the singing of young
girls with each step | take. On the far side all is flooded with

col or: anber,



40 turquoise, coral, lilac, enmerald auburn, indigo, crinmson. The vault
of the sky is jade and the sharp strands of sunlight that pierce the
air are bronze. Everything flows, everything billows: there is no
firmess, there is no stability. The voices say, "This is life,
Tyeveras! This is your proper realm"™ To which | make no reply, for
after all | amdead and nmerely dreaming that | live: but | begin to
weep, and ny tears are all the colors of the stars.

And this too is the dream of the Pontifex Tyeveras:

| sit enthroned on a nmachine within a nachine, and about nme is a wall
of blue glass. | hear bubbling sounds, and the soft ticking of
intricate nechanisns. M heart beats slowy: | am aware of each heavy
surge of fluid through its chanbers, but that fluid, | think, is
probably not bl ood. Whatever it is, though, it noves in me, and I am
aware of it. Therefore | nust surely he alive. How can that be? | am
so old: have | then outlived death itself? | am Tyeveras that was
Coronal to Gssier, and |I touched once the hand of Lord Kinni ken when
the Castle was his, and Gssier only a princt, and the second Pontifex
Thimn had the Labyrinth. |[If that is so, | think I nust be the only
man of Thimn's tine who is yet alive, if | amalive, and | think | am

alive. But |I sleep. | dream A great stillness enfolds ne. Color
seeps fromthe world. Al is black, all is white, nothing noves, there
is no sound. This is how | imagine the real mof death to be. Look

there is the Pontifex Confalume, and there is Prestimon, and there is
Dekkeret! All those great emperors lie staring upward toward rain that
does not fall, and in words wi thout sound they say, Wl conme, Tyeveras
that was, welcome, weary old king, conme lie beside us, now that you are
dead like us. Yes. Yes. Ah, how beautiful it is here! Look, there
is Lord Malibor, that man of the city of Bonmbifale in whom | hoped so
much, so wongly, and he is dead, and that is Lord Voriax of the black
beard and the ruddy cheeks, but his cheeks are not ruddy now. And at
last am | pernmitted to join them Everything is silent. Everything is
still. At last, at last, at last! At last they let me die, even if it
is only when | dream

And so the Pontifex Tyeveras floats m dway between worlds, neither dead
nor alive, dreaming of the world of the Iiving when he thinks that he

i s dead, dream ng of the real mof death when he remenbers that he is
alive.

"Alittle wine, if you will,"” Valentine said. Sleet put the bow in
hi s hand, and the Coronal drank deeply. "I was just dozing," he
muttered. "A quick nap, before the banquet and that dream Sleet! That
dreaml Get ne Tisana, will you? | have to have a speaking of that
dream "

"Wth respect, lordship, there's no tinme for that now, " said Sleet.
"We've cone to fetch you," Tunigorn put in. "The banquet's about to
begin. Protocol requires that you be at the dais when the Pontifica
of finials"

"Protocol! Protocol! That dream was al nost |ike a sending, don't you
understand! Such a vision of disaster "

"The Coronal does not receive seedings, lordship," Sleet said quietly.
"And the banquet will start in mnutes, and we nust robe you and convey
you. You'll have Tisana and her potions afterward, if you like, ny
lord. But for now "



"I must explore that dream"
"I understand. But there lacks the time. Cone, ny lord."

He knew that Sleet and Tunigorn were right: like it or not, he nust get
hinself to the banquet at once. It was nore than just a social event;
it was a rite of courtesy, the showi ng of honor by the senior nonarch
to the younger king who was his adopted son and anoi nted successor, and
even though the Pontifex m ght be senile or altogether nmad the Corona
did not have the option of taking the event lightly. He nust go, and
the dream nmust wait. No dream so potent, so rife with onmen, could
sinmply be ignored he would need a dream speaki ng, and probably a
conference with the wi zard Del i anber also but there would be tinme to
deal with all that afterward.

"Come, |ordship,"
out to him

Sl eet said again, holding his erm ne robe of office

The heavy spell of that vision still clung to Valentine's spirit when
he entered the Great Hall of the Pontifex ten mnutes later. But it
woul d not do for the Coronal of Maiipoor to seem dour or preoccupied at
such an event, and so he put upon his face the nost affable expression
he coul d manage, as he made his way toward the high table.

Whi ch was, indeed, the way he had conducted hinmself all throughout the
interm nable week of this official the forced smle, the studied
amability. O all the cities of giant Majipoor, the Labyrinth was the
one Lord Valentine loved least. It was to hima grim oppressive place
that he entered only when the unavoi dable responsibilities of office
required it. Just as he felt nmpost keenly alive under the warm summer
sun and the great vault of the open sky, riding in some forest in heavy
leaf, a fair fresh wind tossing his gol den hair about, so did he fee
buri ed before his time whenever he entered this cheerless sunken city.
He loathed its dismal descending coils, its infinity of shadowy
underground |l evels, its claustrophobic atnosphere.

And nost of all he | oathed the know edge of the inevitable destiny that
awai ted him here, when he nust succeed to the title of Pontifex at

| ast, and give up the sweet joys of life on Castle Munt, and take up
resi dence for the rest of his days in this dreadful living tonb.

Tonight in particular, this banquet in the Geat Hall, on the deepest

| evel of the gl oony subterranean city how he had dreaded that! The

hi deous hall itself, all harsh angles and glaring lights and weird
ricocheting reflections, and the ponpous officials of the Pontifica
staff in their preposterous little traditional masks, and the wi ndy
speechnmaki ng, and the boredom and above all the burdensone sense of
the entire Labyrinth pressing down upon himlike a col ossal nass of
stone nerely to think of it had filled himwi th horror. Perhaps that
ugly dream he thought, had been a mere foreshadow ng of the uneasiness
he felt about what he must endure tonight.

Yet to his surprise he found hinself unwi nding, relaxing not precisely
enjoyi ng hinself at the banquet, no, hardly that, but at |least finding
it within his endurance.

They had redecorated the hall. That helped. Brilliant banners in
green and gold, the colors enblematic of the Coronal, had been hung
everywhere, blurring and disguising the strangely disquieting outlines



of the enornmous room The lighting too had been changed since his | ast
visit: gentle glow floats now drifted pl easantly through the air.

And plainly the officials of the Pontifex had spared neither cost nor
effort in making the occasion a festive one. Fromthe |egendary
Pontifical wine cellars canme an astoundi ng processi on of the planet's
finest vintages: the golden firepower wi ne of Pidruid, and the dry
white of Ambl enorn, and then the delicate red of Ni-moya, followed by a
rich robust purple wine of Mul demar that had been | aid down years ago
inthe reign of Lord Malibor. Wth each wine, of course, an
appropriate delicacy: chilled thokkaberries, smoked sea dragon
calinbots in Narabal style, roast haunch of bilan toon And an unendi ng
flow of entertainnent: singers, mmes, harpists, jugglers. Fromtine
to time one of the Pontifex's mnions would glance warily toward the
hi gh table where Lord Val entine and his conpani ons sat, as though to
ask, Is it sufficient? 1Is your lordship contents

And Val entine net each of those worried glances with a warmsnile, a
friendly nod, a lifting of his wine-bow, by way of telling his uneasy
hosts, Yes, yes, | amwell pleased with all you have done for us.

"What edgy little jackals they all are!"™ Sleet cried. "You can snell
the worry-sweat on themfrom six tables away."

Which led to a foolish and painful remark from young H ssune about the
likelihood that they were trying to curry favor with Lord Val enti ne
agai nst the day when he becane Pontifex. The unexpected tactlessness
stung Valentine with whiplash effect, and he turned away, heart racing,
throat suddenly dry. He forced hinmself to remain calm snmled across
the tables to the high spokesman Hornkast, nodded to the Pontifica
maj or dono, beamed at this one and that, while behind himhe could hear
Shanamr explaining irately to H ssune the nature of his blunder

In a noment Val entine s anger had ebbed. Wy should the boy have
known, after all, that that was a forbidden topic of discussion? But
there was not hing he could do to put an end to Hi ssune's obvious

hum liation without acknow edgi ng the depth of his sensitivity on that
score; so he let hinself glide back into conversation as though not hing
unt owar d had happened.

Then five juggl ers appeared, three humans, a Skandar, and a Hort, to
cause a bl essed distraction. They commenced a wild and frenzied
hurling of torches, sickles and knives that brought cheers and appl ause
fromthe Coronal

O course, they were nere flashy third-raters whose fl aws and

i nsufficiencies and evasions were evident enough to Valentine's expert
eye. No matter: jugglers always gave himdelight. Inevitably they
recalled to his mind that strange and blissful time years before, when
he had been a juggler hinself, wandering fromtown to town with an
itinerant raggle-taggle troupe. He had been innocent then, untroubled
by the burdens of power, a truly happy man.

Val entine's enthusiasmfor the jugglers drew a scowm from Sl eet, who
said sourly, "Ah, lordship, do you truly think they' re as good as al
t hat ?"

"They show great zeal, Sleet."

"So do cattle that forage for fodder in a dry season. But they are



cattl e nonethel ess. And these zeal ous jugglers of yours are little
nore than amateurs, my lord."

"Ch, Sleet, Sleet, show some nercy!"

"There are certain standards in this craft, nmy lord. As you should
still remenber.”

Val entine chuckled. "The joy these people give nme has little to do
with their skills, Sleet. Seeing themstirs recollections in ne of
ot her days, a sinmpler life, bygone conpanions."

"Ah, then," Sleet said. "That's another matter, nmy lord! That is
sentiment. But | speak of craft."

"W speak of different things, then."

The jugglers took their leave in a flurry of furious throws and bungl ed
cat ches, and Val enti ne sat back, sniling, cheerful. But the fun's
over, he thought. Tinme for the speeches now

Even those proved surprisingly tolerable, though. Shinaam delivered
the first: the Pontifical minister of internalfEairs, a man of the
CGhayrog race, with glistening reptilian scales and a flickering forked
red tongue. Gacefully and swiftly he offered formal welconme to Lord
Val enti ne and his entourage.

The adjutant Ermanar nmade reply on behalf of the Coronal. When he was
done, it was the turn of ancient shriveled Dilifon, private secretary
to the Pontifex, who conveyed the personal greetings of the high
nonarch. Wich was nere fraud, Valentine knew, since it was conmon
know edge that old Tyeveras had not spoken a rational word to anyone
cl ose upon a decade. But he accepted Dilifon's quavering fabrications
politely and del egated Tunigomto offer the response.

Then Homkast spoke: the high spokesman of the Pontificate, plunp,
solemm, the true ruler of the Labyrinth in these years of the senility
of the Pontifex Tyeveras. H s thene, he decl ared, was the grand
processional. Valentine sat to attention at once: for in the past year
he had thought of little else than the processional, that far-rangi ng
cerenoni al journey in which the Coronal must go forth upon Malipoor and
show hinmself to the people, and receive fromthemtheir homage, their

al | egi ance, their |ove.

"It may seemto sone," said Hornkast, "a mere pleasure jaunt, a trivia
and neani ngl ess holiday fromthe cares of office.. Not so! Not so!
For it is the person of the Coronal the actual, physical person, not a
banner, not a flag, not a portrait that binds all the far-flung
provinces of the world to a common loyalb. And it is only through
periodic contact with the actual presence of that royal person that
that loyalty is renewed."

Val entine frowned and | ooked away. Through his mind there surged a
sudden di sturbing i mage: the |andscape of Malipoor sundered and up
heaved and one solitary nman desperately westling with the splintered
terrain, striving to thrust everything back into place.

"For the Coronal," Hornkast went on, "is the enbodi ment of Maji poor
The Coronal is Miipoor personified. He is the world; the world is the
Coronal. And so when he undertakes the grand processional, as you,



Lord Valentine, noww Il do for the first time since your glorious
restoration, he is not only going forth to the world, but he is going
forth to hinself to a voyage into his own soul, to an encounter wth
t he deepest roots of his identity "

Was it so? O course. O course. Hornkast, he knew, was sinply
spouting standard rhetoric, oratorical noises of a sort that Val entine
had had to endure all tot often. And yet, this tine the words seened
to trigger sonmething in him seemed to open some great dark tunnel of
nmysteries. That dreamthe cold wind bl owi ng across Castle Munt, the
groans of the earth, the shattered | andscape The Coronal is the

enbodi ment of Majipoor he is the world

Once in his reign already that unity had been broken, when Val enti ne,
thrust from power by treachery, stripped of his menmory and even of his
own body, had been hurled into exile. Was it to happen again? A
second overthrow, a second downfall? O was sonething even nore
dreadful inminent, sonething far nore serious than the fate of one
singl e man?

He tasted the unfamiliar taste of fear. Banquet or no, Valentine knew
he shoul d have gore at once for a dream speaking. Sone grimknow edge
was striving to break through to his awareness, beyond all doubt.
Sonet hi ng was wong within the Coronal which was the sane as saying
somet hing was wong in the world ~

"My lord?" It was Autifon Deliamber. The little Vroonish w zard said,
"It istime, nmy lord for you to offer the final toast."

"What ?  \When?"
"Now, my lord."
"Ah. Indeed," Valentine said vaguely. "The final toast, yes."

He rose and let his gaze journey throughout the great room into its
nost shadowy depths. And a sudden strangeness came upon him for he
realized that he was entirely unprepared. He had little notion of what
he was to say, or | o whomhe should direct it, or even really what he
was doing in this place at all. The Labyrinth? Was this in truth the
Labyrinth, that |oathsonme place of shadows and m | dew? Wy was he
here? What did these people want himto do? Perhaps this was nmerely
anot her dream and he had never left Castle Mount. He did not know He
di d not understand anyt hi ng.

Sonething will cone, he thought. | need only wait. But he waited, and
not hi ng cane, except deeper strangeness. He felt a throbbing in his
forehead, a humming in his ears. Then he experienced a powerful sense
of himself here in the Labyrinth as occupying a place at the precise
center of the world, the core of the whole gigantic globe. But sone
irresistible force was pulling himfromthat place. Between one nonent
and the next his soul went surging fromhimas though it were a great
mantl e of |ight, stream ng upward through the many | ayers of the
Labyrinth to the surface and then reaching forth to enconpass all the

i mensity of Mjipoor, even to the distant coasts of Zinroel and
sun- bl ackened Suvrael, and the unknown expanse of the Great Sea on the

far side of the planet. He wapped the world like a glowing veil. In
that dizzying noment he felt that he and the planet were one, that he
enbodied in hinmself the twenty billion people of Miipoor, humans and

Skandars and H orts and Metanorphs and all the rest, nmoving within him



like the corpuscles of his blood. He was everywhere at once: he was
all the sorrowin the world, and all the joy, and all the yearning, and
all the need. He was everything. He was a boiling universe of
contradictions and conflicts. He felt the heat of the desert and the
warmrain of the tropics and the chill of the high peaks. He |aughed
and wept and di ed and rmade | ove and ate and drank and danced and fought
and rode wildly through unknown hills and toiled in the fields and cut
a path through thick vine-webbed jungles. |In the oceans of his sou
vast sea dragons breached the surface and let forth nonstrous bl eating
roars and dived again, to the utternost depths. Faces w thout eyes
hovered before him grinning, |leering. Bony attenuated hands fluttered
inthe air. Choirs sang discordant hymms. Al at once, at once, at
once, a terrible lunatic sinmultaneity.

He stood in silence, bew |ldered, lost, as the roomreeled wldly about
him "Propose the toast, |ordship,"” Delianber seened to be saying over
and over. "First to the Pontifex, and then to his aides, and then "

Control yourself, Valentine thought. You are Coronal of Malipoor

Wth a desperate effort he pulled hinself free of that grotesque
hal | uci nati on

"The toast to the Pontifex, lordship "
"Yes. Yes, | know"

Phant om i mages still haunted him Ghostly fleshless fingers plucked at
him He fought free. Control. Control. Control

He felt utterly |lost.
"The toast, lordship!"

The toast? The toast? What was that? A cerenpbny. An obligation upon
him You are Coronal of Malipoor. Yes. He nust speak. He nust say
words to these people

"Friends he began. And then canme the dizzying plunge into chaos.

8.

"The Coronal wants to see you," Shanam r said.

H ssune | ooked up, startled. For the past hour and a half he had been
waiting tensely in a dismal many-col umed ant echanber with a grotesque
bul bous ceiling, wondering what was happeni ng behind the cl osed doors
of Lord Valentine's suite and whet her he was supposed to remain here
indefinitely. It was well past m dnight, and sone ten hours from now
the Coronal and his staff were to depart fromthe Labyrinth on the next
I eg of the grand processional, unless tonight's strange events had
altered that plan. Hi ssune still had to make his way all the way up to
the outernost ring, gather his possessions and say goodbye to his

not her and sisters, and get back here in tine to join the outbound
party and fit sone sleep into the picture, too. Al was in

conf usi on.

After the collapse of the Coronal, after Lord Val entine had been
carried away to his suite, after the banquet hall had been cleared,
H ssune and sone of the other nenbers of the Coronal's group had



assenbled in this drab room nearby. Wrd had conme, after a tinme, that
Lord Valentine was recovering well, and that they were all to wait
there for further instructions. Then, one by one, they had been
sumoned to the Coronal Tunigorn first, then Ernmanar, Asenhart,
Shananir, and the rest, until H ssune was |left alone with sonme nmenbers
of the Coronal's guard and a few very minor staff people. He did not
feel like asking any of these subalterns what the appropriate thing for
himto do m ght be; but he dared not |eave, either, and so he waited,
and waited sone nmore, and went on waiting.

He cl osed his eyes when they grew raw and began to ache, though he did
not sleep A single image revolved endlessly in his nind: the Corona
beginning to fall, and he and Lisanon Hultin springing fromtheir seats
at the same nonment to catch him He was unable to shake fromhis nind
the horror of that sudden astonishing clinax to the banquet: the

Cor onal benused, pathetic, groping for words and failing to find the

ri ght ones, swaying, teetering, falling

O course a Coronal was just as capable of getting hinself drunk and
behavi ng foolishly as anyone el se. One of the many things that

H ssune's illicit explorations of the nenory-readings in the Register
of Souls during the years he worked in the House of Records had taught
hi mwas that there was nothing superhuman about the men who wore the
starburst crowmn So it was altogether possible that this evening Lord
Val entine, who seenmed so intensely to dislike being in the Labyrinth,
had allowed the free-flowing wine to ease that dislike, until, when it
was his turn to speak, he was in a drunken nuddl e.

But somehow Hi ssune doubted that it was w ne that had nuddl ed the
Coronal , even though Lord Val enti ne had said as much hinself. He had
been watching the Coronal closely all during the speechmaki ng, and he
hadn't seened at all drunk then, only convivial, joyous, relaxed. And
afterward, when the little Vrooni sh wi zard had brought Lord Val entine
back from his swoon by touching his tentacles to him the Coronal had
seened a trifle shaky, as anyone who had fainted m ght be, but
nevert hel ess quite cl earheaded. Nobody could sober up that fast. No,
H ssune thought, nmore likely it had been sonething other than
drunkenness, sone sorcery, sone deep sending that had seized Lord
Valentine's spirit just at that nmoment. And that was terrifying

He rose now and went down the winding corridor to the Coronal's
chanmbers. As he approached the intricately carved door, gleanming wth
brilliant golden star bursts and royal nonograms, it opened and

Tuni gorn and Ermanar energed, |ooking drawn and sonmber. They nodded to
hi m and Tunigorn, with a quick gesture of his finger, ordered the
guards at the door to let himgo in.

Lord Valentine sat at a broad desk of sone rare and hi ghly polished

bl ood-col ored wood. The Coronal's big heavy-knuckl ed hands were spread
out before him against the surface of the desk, as though he were
supporting hinself with them H's face was pale, his eyes seened to be
having difficulty focusing, his shoulders were sl unped.

"My lord " Hissune began uncertainly, and faltered into silence.
He remai ned just within the doorway, feeling awkward, out of place,
keenly unconfortable. Lord Valentine did not seemto have noticed him

The ol d dream speaker Tisana was in the room and Sleet, and the Vroon
but no one said a thing. Hi ssune was baffled. He had no idea what the



etiquette of approaching a tired and obviously ill Coronal mght be.
Was one supposed to offer one's kind synpathies, or to pretend that the
nonarch was in the finest of health? Hi ssune nade the starburst
gesture, and, getting no response, nmade it again. He felt his cheeks
bl azi ng.

He searched for sonme shred of his former youthful self-assurance, and

found nothing. Strangely, he seened to be growing nore ill at ease
with Lord Valentine, rather than |less, the nore often he saw the
Coronal. That was hard to under st and.

Sl eet rescued himat last, saying loudly, "My lord, it is the Initiate
Hi ssune. "

The Coronal raised his head and stared at H ssune. The depth of
fatigue that his fixed and gl assy eyes revealed was terrifying. And
yet, as H ssune watched in amazenent, Lord Val entine drew hinself back
fromthe brink of exhaustion the way a man who has caught a vine after
slipping over the edge of a precipice pulls hinself to safety: with a
desperate show of unanswerable strength. It was astonishing to see
some col or come to his cheeks, sone animation to his expression. He
managed even to project a distinct kingliness, a feeling of comrand.

H ssune, awed, wondered if it mght be sone trick they | earn on Castle
Mount, when they are in training to become Coronal s

"Cone closer," Lord Val entine said.

H ssune took a couple of steps deeper into the room

"Are you afraid of net"

"My lord "

"I can't allow you to waste time fearing me, Hi ssune. | have too nuch
work to do. And so do you. Once | believed that you felt absolutely
no awe of ne at all. Was | wong?"

"My lord, it's only that you look so tired and I'mtired nyself, |
suppose this night has been so strange, for ne, for you, for everyone

The Coronal nodded. "A night full of great strangenesses, yes. Is it
nmorning yet? | never know the time, when I'min this place."

"Alittle past mdnight, my lord."

"Only a little past mdnight? | thought it was al nbst norning. How
long this night has been!" Lord Valentine |aughed softly. "But it's
always a little past mdnight in the Labyrinth, isn't it, Hi ssune? By
the so

Divine, if you could know how | yearn to see the sun again!"

"My lord " Delianmber nmurmured tactfully. "It does indeed grow | ate,
and there is still nmuch to do "

"Indeed."” For an instant the Coronal's eyes flickered into gl assiness
again. Then, recovering once nore, he said, "To business, then. The
first itemof which is the giving of nmy thanks. |[|'d have been badly

hurt but for your being there to catch me. You nust have been on your



way toward ne before I went over, eh? Ws it that obvious | was about
to keel over?"

Reddening a little, H ssune said, "It was, lordship. At least to
ne."

"Ah. "

"But | may have been watching you nore closely than the others were."

"Yes. | dare say you nmay have been."

"I hope your lordship won't greatly suffer the ill effects of of "
A faint smle appeared on the Coronal's lips. "I wasn't drunk,

Hi ssune. "

"I didn't nean to inply I nean but that is to say "

"Not drunk, no. A spell, a sending who knows? Wne is one thing, and
sorcery's another, and | think I still can tell the difference. It was
a dark vision, boy: not the first |I've had lately. The onens are
troubl esomre. War's on the wind."

"War?" Hi ssune blurted. The word was unfamiliar, alien, ugly: it
hovered in the air like sone foul droning insect |ooking for prey. \War?
War? Into Hissune's mind | eaped an i mage ei ght thousand years ol d,
springing fromthe cache of nenories he had stolen in the Register of
Souls: the dry hills of the far northwest ablaze, the sky black wth
thick coils of rising smoke, in the final awful convul sion of Lord
Stianot's | ong war agai nst the Metanorphs. But that was ancient
history. There had been no war in all the centuries since, other than
the war of restoration. And scarce any lives had been lost in that, by
design of Lord Val entine, to whom viol ence was an aboni nation. "How
can there be war?" Hissune demanded. "W have no wars on Maji poor!"

"War's coming, boy!" said Sleet roughly. "And when it does, by the
Lady, there'll be no hiding fromit!"

"But war with whon? This is the nost peaceful of worlds. Wat eneny
could there be?"
"There is one," Sleet said. Are you Labyrinth people so sheltered from
the real world that you fail to conprehend that?"

H ssune frowned. "The Metanorphs, you nean?"

"Aye, the Metarnorphs!"9 Sleet cried. "The filthy Shapeshifters, boy!
Did you think we could keep them penned up forever? By the Lady,
there' |l be a rampage soon enough!"”

Hi ssune stared in shock and amazenent at the lean little scar-faced
man. Sleet's eyes were shining. He seened al nbst to wel cone the

pr ospect .

Shaking his head slowy, Hissune said, "Wth all respect, High

Counsel l or Sleet, this nakes no sense to ne. A fewmillions of them
agai nst twenty billions of us? They fought that war once, and lost it,
and however nuch they hate us, | don't think they're going to try it

again."



Sl eet pointed toward the Coronal, who seened barely to be |istening.
"And the time they put their own puppet on Lord Valentine's throne?
What was that if not a declaration of war? Ah, boy, boy, you know
not hi ng! The Shapeshi fters have been schem ng agai nst us for
centuries, and their tine is at hand. The Coronal's own dreans
foretell it! By the Lady, the Coronal hinself dreans of war!"

"By the Lady indeed, Sleet," said the Coronal in a voice of infinite
weari ness, "there'll be no war if | can help it, and you know that."

"And if you can't hell; it, my lord?" Sleet shot back.

The little manes chal k-white face was flushed now with excitenent; his
eyes gl eaned, he made tight rapid obsessive gestures with his hands, as
t hough he were juggling invisible clubs. It had not occurred to

H ssune that anyone, even a Hi gh Counsellor, spoke so bluntly to
Coronals. And perhaps it did not happen often, for Hi ssune saw

somet hing much |i ke anger cross the face of Lord Valentine: Lord

Val enti ne who was reputed never to have known rage, who had gently and
| ovingly sought even to win the soul of his eneny the usurper Doninin
Barjazid, in the last nonents of the war of restoration. Then that
anger gave way to the dreadful weariness again, that nmade the Corona
seemto be a man of seventy or eighty years, and not the young and
vigorous forty or so that Hi ssune knew himto be.

There was an endl ess nonment of tense silence. At length Lord Valentine
sai d, speaking slowy and deliberately and addressing his words to

H ssune as though no one else were in the room "Let me hear no nore
talk of war while hope of peace remmins. But the onmens were dark, true
enough: if there is not to be war, there is certain to be sone calamty
of another kind. | will not ignore such warnings. W have changed
some of our plans this night, H ssune."

"WIl you call off the grand processional, my |ord?"

"That | must not do. Again and again |'ve postponed it, saying that
there was too nuch work for me at Castle Mount, that | had no tine to
go jaunting about the world. Perhaps |'ve postponed it too long. The
processi onal should be made every seven or eight years."

"And has it been longer than that, sir?"

"Alnost ten. Nor did | conplete the tour, that other tine, for at
Til-onmon, you know, there was that small interruption, when someone
else relieved me for a while of my tasks, w thout ny know edge." The
Coronal stared past Hissune into an infinitely renote distance. He
seened for a nonent to be peering into the msty gulfs of tine:

t hi nki ng, perhaps, of the bizarre usurpation that had been worked upon
him by the Bariazid, and of the nonths or years that he had roaned
Mai i poor bereft of his mnd and of his might. Lord Valentine shook his

head. "No, the grand processional nust be made. Mist be extended, in
fact. | had thought to travel only through Al hanroel, but | think we
will need to visit both continents. The people of Zinroel also nust

see that there is a Coronal. And if Sleet is right that the Metanorphs
are the ones we nust fear, why, then Zinroel is the place we nust go,
for that is where the Metanorphs dwell."

H ssune had not expected that. A great surge of excitement arose in
him Zinroel too! That unimaginably distant place of forests and vast



rivers and great cities, nore than half |egendary to himmagical cities
wi th magi cal nanes

"Ah, if that is the new plan, how splendid it sounds, my lord!" he
said, smling broadly. "I had thought never to see that |and, except
in dreams! WIIl we go to Ni-noya? And Pidruid, Til-onon, Narabal "

"Quite likely I will," said the Coronal in an oddly flat voice that
fell upon H ssune's ears |ike a cudgel

"1, ny lord?" said H ssune with sudden al arm

Softly Lord Val entine said, "Another of the changes of plan. You wll
not be acconpanying nme on the grand processional."

Aterrible chill swept through Hi ssune then, as if the wind that blows
bet ween the stars had descended and was scouring out the deepest
chanmbers of the Labyrinth. He trenbled, and his soul shriveled under
that cold blast, and he felt hinself withering away to a husk.

"Am | then dism ssed fromyour service, |ordship?"

"Dismssed? Not at all! Surely you understand that | have inportant
pl ans for you!"

"So you have said, several tinmes, ny lord. But the processiona

"I's not the right preparation for the tasks you soneday will be called
upon to perform No, Hissune, | can't afford to |l et you spend the next
year or two boundi ng around from province to province at ny side.
You're to | eave for Castle Mount as soon as possible.”

"Castle Mount, ny |ord?"
"To begin the training appropriate to a knight-initiate."
"My lord?" said Hi ssune in amazement.

"You are what, eighteen? So you're years behind the others. But
you're quick: you'll make up for the lost time, you'll rise to your
true |l evel soon enough. You nust, Hi ssune. W have no idea what evil
is about to come upon our world, but I know now that | nust expect the
worst, and prepare for it by preparing others to stand besi de ne when
the worst arrives. So there will be no grand processional for you,

Hi ssune. "

"I understand, ny lord."

"Do you? Yes7 | think you do. There'll be time later for you to see
Piliplok and N -noya and Pidruid, won't there? But now now "

H ssune nodded, though in truth he hardly dared to think that he

conpr ehended what Lord Val enti ne appeared to be telling him For a

| ong noment the Coronal stared at him and H ssune net the gaze of

t hose weary blue eyes steadily and evenly, though he was beginning to
feel an exhaustion beyond anythi ng he had ever known. The audi ence, he
realized, had cone to its end, though no word of dism ssal had been
uttered. In silence he nade the starburst gesture and backed fromthe
room



He want ed nothing nore than sleep now, a week of it, a month. This
bewi | deri ng night had drained himof all his strength. Only two days
ago this same Lord Val enti ne had summoned himto this very room and
told himto make ready at once to | eave the Labyrinth, for he was to
set forth as part of the royal entourage that was maki ng the grand
processi onal through Al hanroel; and yesterday he had been naned one of
the Coronal's aides, and given a seat at the high table of tonight's
banquet; and now t he banquet had conme and gone in nysterious chaos, and
he had behel d the Coronal haggard and all too human in his confusion
and the gift of the grand processional had been snatched back, and now
Castle Mount? A knight-initiate? Mking up for lost time? Mking up
what ? Life has become a dream Hissune thought. And there is no one
who can speak it for ne.

In the hallway outside the Coronal's suite, Sleet caught him suddenly
by the wist and pulled himclose. Hi ssune sensed the strange power of
the man, the taut energies coiled within him

s4

"just to tell you, boy | meant no personal ennity, when | spoke so
harshly to you in there."

"I never took it that way."
"Good. Good. | want no ennmity with you."
"Nor I with you, Sleet."

"I think we'll have nuch work to do together, you and |, when the war
cones. "

"If the war comes."

Sleet smiled bleakly. "There's no doubt of it. But |I won't fight that
battle with you all over again just now. You'll cone over to ny way of
t hi nki ng soon enough. Valentine can't see trouble until trouble's
biting at his boots it's his nature, he's too sweet, has too nuch faith
in the good will of others, | think- but you're different, eh, boy? You
wal k with your eyes open. | thinl; that's what the Coronal prizes the
nost in you. Do you follow what | say?"

"It's been a long night, Sleet."
"So it has. Get some sleep, boy. If you can.”

~ The first rays of norning sun touched the ragged grey muddy shore of
sout heastern Zinroel and lit that sonber coast with a pale green gl ow
The com ng of dawn brought instant wakefulness to the five Liinen
canped in a torn, many-times-patched tent on the flank of a dune a few
hundred yards fromthe sea. Wthout a word they rose, scooped handful s
of damp sand, rubbed it over the rough, pockmarked gray bl ack skin of
their chests and arnms to nake the norning ablution. Wen they le* the
tent, they turned toward the west, where a few faint stars still gl owed
in the dark sky, and offered their salute.

One of those stars, perhaps, was the one fromwhich their ancestors had
cone. They had no idea which star that might be. No one did. Seven
t housand years had passed since the first Liiman mgrants had come to
Maj i poor, and in that tine nuch know edge had been lost. During their



wanderings over this giant planet, going wherever there m ght be sinple
meni al jobs to perform the Liimen had |ong since forgotten the place
that was their starting point. But sonmeday they would know it again.

The eldest male lit the fire. The youngest brought forth the skewers
and arranged the meat on them The two wonen silently took the skewers
and held themin the flames until they could hear the song of the
dripping fat. In silence then they handed the chunks of meat around,
and in silence the Liimen ate what would be their only neal of the

day.

Silent still, they filed fromthe tent, eldest male, then the wonen,
then the other two males five slender, w de-shoul dered beings with fl at
broad heads and fierce bright eyes arrayed in a triple set across their
expressionless faces. Down to the edge of the sea they wal ked, and
took up positions on a narrow snub of a headl and, just out of reach of
the surf, as they had done every norning for weeks.

There they waited, in silence, each hoping that this day would bring
t he com ng of the dragons.

The sout heastern coast of Zinroel the huge province known as G horna is
one of Majipoor's nost obscure regions: a land without cities, a
forgotten place of thin grey sandy soil and noi st blustery breezes,

subj ect at unpredictable intervals to col ossal, vastly destructive
sandstorms. There is no natural harbor for hundreds of miles along

t hat unhappy coast, only an endl ess ridge of |ow shabby hills sl oping
down to a sodden strand agai nst which the surf of the Inner Sea crashes
with a sad dull sound. |In the early years of the settlenent of
Mal i poor, explorers who ventured into that forlorn quarter of the
western continent reported that there was nothing there worth a second
| ook, and on a planet otherwi se so full of niracles and wonders that
was the nost damming di sm ssal imaginable.

So G horna was bypassed as the devel opment of the new continent got
under way. Settlenent after settlenment was established Piliplok first,
m dway up the eastern coast at the nmouth of the broad River Zinr, and
then Pidruid in the distant northwest, and N -npbya on the great bend of
the Zinr far inland, and Til-onon, and Narabal, and Vel athys, and the
shi ning Ghayrog city of Dulorn, and many nore. Qutposts turned into
towns, and towns into cities, and cities into great cities, that sent
forth tendrils of expansion creeping outward across the astonishing
imensities of Zinroel; but still there was no reason to go into

G horna, and no one did. Not even the Shapeshifters, when Lord Sti anot
had finally subjugated them and dunped them down into a forest
reservation just across the River Steiche fromthe western reaches of
G horna, had cared to cross the river into the disnmal |ands beyond.

Mich | ater thousands of years later, when nost of Zi nroel had begun to
seem as tane as Al hanroel a few settlers at last did filter into

G homa. Nearly all were Liinen, sinple and undemandi ng peopl e who had
never woven thensel ves deeply into the fabric of Malipoori life. By
choice, it seenmed, they held themnmsel ves apart, earning a few weights
here and there as sellers of grilled sausages, as fishernen, as
itinerant |aborers. It was easy for these drifting folk, whose |lives
seened bl eak and colorless to the other races of Mjipoor, to drift on
into bl eak and colorless G horna. There they settled in tiny villages,
and strung nets just beyond the surf to catch the swarmng silvery-grey
fishes, and dug pits in which to trap the big gl ossy octagonal -shelled
bl ack crabs that scuttled al ong the beaches in packs nunbering many



hundreds, and for a feast went out to hunt the sluggish tender-fleshed
dhunkars that lived half-buried in the dunes.

Most of the year the Liinmen had G homa to thensel ves. But not in
sumrer, for sumer was dragon tine.

In early sunmer, the tents of curiosity-seekers began to sprout |ike
yel low calinbots after a warmrain, all along the coast of Zinroel from
a point just south of Piliplok to the edge of the inpassable Zinr

Marsh. This was the season when the sea-dragon herds nmade their annual
journey up the eastern side of the continent, heading out into the
waters between Piliplok and the Isle of Sleep, where they woul d bear

t hei r young.

The coast below Piliplok was the only place on Mjipoor where it was
possible to get a good view of the dragons wi thout going to sea, for
here the pregnant cows l|liked to cone close to shore, and feed on the
small creatures that lived in the dense thatches of gol den seaweed so
wi despread in those waters. So each year at dragon-passage tine the
dragon watchers arrived by the thousands, fromall over the world, and
set up their tents. Sone were magnificent airy structures, virtua

pal aces of soaring slender poles and shinmering fabric, that were
occupi ed by touring nenbers of the nobility. Some were the sturdy and
efficient tents of prosperous merchants and their famlies. And sone
were the sinple |l ean-tos of ordinary fol k who had saved for years to
make this journey.

The aristocrats came to G honma in dragon tinme because they found it
entertaining to watch the enornous sea dragons gliding through the

wat er, and because it was agreeably unusual to spend a holiday in such
a hideously ugly place. The rich nerchants came because the

undert aki ng of such a costly trip would surely enhance their position
in their communities, and because their children would | earn sonething
useful about the natural history of Myjipoor that m ght do them sone
good in school. The ordinary people cane because they believed that it
brought a lifetime of good luck to observe the passage of the dragons,
t hough nobody was quite sure why that shoul d be the case.

And then there were the Liinen, to whomthe tine of the dragons was a
matter neither of amusement nor of prestige nor of the hope of
fortune's ki ndness, but of the nmpbst profound significance: a matter of
redenption, a matter of salvation

No one could predict exactly when the dragons would turn up along the
G homa coast. Though they al ways cane in sunmer, sonetinmes they cane
early and sonetinmes they cane late; and this year they were late. The
five Liimen, taking up their positions on the little headl and each

nmowi ng, saw not hing day after day but grey sea, white foam dark masses
of seaweed. But they were not inpatient people. Sooner or |ater the
dragons woul d arrive

The day when they finally cane into view was warm and cl ose, with a hot
hum d wi nd bl owi ng out of the west. Al that norning crabs in platoons
and phal anxes and regi ments marched restlessly up and down the beach

as though they were drilling to repel invaders. That was always a

si gn.

Toward noon cane a second sign: up fromthe heaving surf tunbled a
great fat pudding of a rip-toad, all belly and nouth and saw edged
teeth. It staggered a few yards ashore and hunkered down in the sand,



panting, shivering, blinking its vast mlky-hued eyes. A second toad
energed a nonent |ater not far away and sat staring malevolently at the
first. Then came a little procession of big-leg |obsters, a dozen or
nore gaudy blue and purple creatures with swoll en orange haunches, that
marched fromthe water with great determination and quickly began to
dig thenselves into the mud. They were followed by red-eyed scall ops
dancing on wiry little yellow legs, and little angul ar white-faced

hat chet -eel s, and even sone fish, that lay hel plessly flopping about as
the crabs of the shore fell upon them

The Liimen nodded to each other in rising excitement. Only one thing
could cause the creatures of the offshore shallows to stray up onto the
land this way. The nmusky snell of the sea dragons, preceding the
dragons thenselves by a little while, nust have begun to pervade the
wat er .

s8
"Look now?" the eldest male said shortly.

Qut of the south canme the vanguard of the dragons, two or three dozen
i mense beasts holding their black | eathery wings spread high and wi de
and their long nassive necks curving upward and out |ike great bows.
Serenely they noved into the groves of seaweed and began to harvest

t hem sl appi ng their w ngs against the surface of the water, stirring
turmoil anong the creatures of the seaweed, striking with sudden
ferocity, gul ping weed and | obsters and rip-toads and everything el se,
i ndiscrimnately. These giants were nales. Behind themswama little
group of fermales, rolling fromside to side in the manner of pregnant
cows to display their bul ging flanks; and after them by hinself, the
king of the herd, a dragon so big he | ooked like the upturned hull of
some great capsized vessel, and that was only the half of him for he
| et his haunches and tail dangle out of sight bel ow the surface.

"Down and give praise," said the eldest male, and fell to his knees.

Wth the seven | ong bony fingers of his outstretched | eft hand he nade
the sign of the sea dragon again and again: the fluttering w ngs, the
swoopi hg neck. He bent forward and rubbed his cheek against the coo
moi st sand. He lifted his head and | ooked toward the sea-dragon king,
who now was no nore than two hundred yards off shore, and tried by

sheer force of will to urge the great beast toward the | and.

Cone tous ... cone ... cone.... Nowis the tine. W have waited so
ion Cone .. . save us ... lead us ... save us.... Cone!

10.

Wth a mechanical flourish he signed his name to what seened |like the
ten thousandth official docunent of the day: holiday of Mrvole, High
Counsel l or and Regent. He scribbled the date next to his nane, and one
of Valentine's secretaries selected another sheaf of papers and put it
down in front of him

This was Elidath's day for signing things. It seemed to be a necessary
weekly ordeal. Every Twoday afternoon since Lord Valentine's departure
he left his own headquarters in the Pinitor Court and cane over to the
Coronal's official suite here in the inner Castle, and sat hinself down
at Lord Valentine's magnificent desk, a great polished slab of s9



deep red pali sander with a vivid grain that resenbled the starburst
enblem and for hours the secretaries took their turns handing him
papers that had cone up fromthe various branches of the government for
final approval. Even with the Coronal off on his grand processional

t he wheel s continued to turn, the unending spew of decrees and

revi sions of decrees and abrogations of decrees poured forth. And
everything had to be signed by the Coronal or his designated regent,
the Divine only knew why. One nore: Elidath of Mrvole, High
Counsel | or and Regent And the date. There.

"Gve nme the next," Elidath said.

In the beginning he had conscientiously tried to read, or at least to
skim every docunment before affixing his signature. Then he had
settled for reading the little sunmary, eight or ten lines |long, that
each docunent bore clipped to its cover. But he had given up even
that, long ago. Did Valentine read themall, he wondered? |npossible.
Even if he read only the sunmaries, he would spend all his days and
nights at it, with notine left to eat or sleep, let alone to carry out
the real responsibilities of his office. By now Elidath signed npst

wi t hout even glancing at them For all he knew or cared, he might be
signing a proclamation forbidding the eating of sausages on W nterday,
or one that nade rainfall illegal in Stoienzar Province, or even a
decree confiscating all his own | ands and turning them over to the
retirement fund for administrative secretaries. He signed anyway. A
king or a king's understudy nmust have faith in the conpetence of his
staff, or the job becones not nerely overwhel mi ng but downri ght

unt hi nkabl e.

He signed. Elidath of Mrvole, H gh Counsellor and
“Next!"

He still felt alittle guilty about not reading them anynore. But did
the Coronal really need to know that a treaty had been reached between
the cities of Muldemar and Tidias, concerning the joint managenent of
certain vineyards the title to which had been in dispute since the
seventh year of the Pontifex Thimn and the Coronal Lord Kinniken? No.
No. Sign and nove on to other things, Elidath thought, and | et

Mul demar and Tidias rejoice in their new anity wthout troubling the
ki ng about it.

El i dath of Mbrvole

As he reached for the next and began to search for the place to sign, a
secretary said, "Sir, the lords Mrigant and Diwis are here."

"Have them conme in," he replied w thout |ooking up
El i dath of Mrvole, H gh Counsellor and Regent

The lords Mrigant and Diwis, counsellors of the inner circle, cousin
and nephew respectively to Lord Val entine, nmet himevery afternoon
about this time, so that he could go running with themthrough the
streets of the Castle, and thereby purge his taut-nerved body of sone
of the tension that this regency was engendering in him He had
scarcely any other opportunity for exercise these days: the daily jaunt
with them was an inval uable safety valve for him

He managed to sign two nore docunents during the tine that they were



entering the huge room so splendidly paneled with strips of banni kop
and senotan and ot her rare woods, and making their way toward himw th
a clatter of booted feet against the elaborately inlaid floor. He
picked up a third, telling hinself that it would be the | ast one he'd
do this day. It was nmerely a single sheet, and sonehow Elidath found
hinself idly scanning it as he signed: a patent of nobility, no |ess,
rai sing sone fortunate commoner to the rank of Initiate Knight of
Castle Mount, in recognition of his high merit and greatly val ued
services and this and that

"\What are you signing now?" Divvis asked, |eaning across the desk and
penciling at the paper in front of Elidath. He was a big, heavy

shoul der ed dar k- bearded man, who as he cane into his middl e years was
taking on an eerie resenblance to his father, the former Coronal. "Is
Val entine | owering taxes again? O has he decided to make Carabella's
bi rt hday a hol i day?"

Accustomed t hough he was to Divvis's brand of wit, Elidath had no taste
for it after a day of such dreary meani ngl ess work. Sudden anger
flared in him "Do you nean the Lady Carabell a?" he snapped.

Diwis seemed startled. "Oh, are we so formal today, Hi gh Counsell or
El i dat h?"
"I'f I happened to refer to your late father sinply as Voriax, | can

i magi ne what you

"My father was Coronal," said Diwwis in a cold, tight voice, "and
deserves the respect we give a departed king. Wereas the Lady
Carabella is nerely "

"The Lady Carabella, cousin, is the consort of your present king," said
Mrigant sharply, turning on Divvis with nore anger than Elidath had
ever seen that kindly man display. "And also, | remnd you, she is the
wi fe of your father's brother. For two reasons, then "

"Al'l right," Elidath said wearily. "Enough of this foolishness. Are
we going to run this afternoon?”

Diwis laughed. '"If you're not too tired fromall this Coronaling
you' ve been doing."

"I"d like nothing better." said Elidath, "to run right down the Mbount
fromhere to Mrvole, taking maybe five nmonths of good easy striding to
get there, and then to spend the next three years pruning ny orchards
and ah! Yes, I'Il come running with you. Let ne finish just this one
| ast paper "

"The Lady Carabella's birthday holiday," said Diwis, smling

"A patent of nobility," Elidath said. "Wich wll, if you'll keep
qui et long enough, give us a new Knight-luitiate, a certain H ssune son
of Elsinore, it says here, resident of the Pontifical Labyrinth, in

recognition of his high nerit and- "

"Hi ssune son of Elsinore?" D ws whooped. "Do you know who that is,
El i dat h?"

"Why should I be expected to know any such thing?"



"Thi nk back to Valentine's restoration cerenony, when he insisted on
having all those unlikely people with us in the Confalume throne room
his jugglers and the Skandar sea-captain with the m ssing armand the
H ort with orange whiskers and the rest. Do you renenber a boy there
t 0o0?"

"Shanamir, you mean?"

"No, an even younger boy! A small skinny boy, ten or eleven years old,
with no respect for anybody, a boy with the eyes of a thief, who went
around aski ng enbarrassi ng questions, and wheedling people into letting
hi m have their nmedal s and decorations, and pinning themall over his
tunic and staring at hinmself endlessly in mrrors? That boy's nane was
Hi ssune!"

"The little Labyrinth boy," said Mrigant, "who nmade everyone prom se

to hire himas a guide if they ever cane to the Labyrinth. | remenber
him yes. A very clever rascal, 1'd say."
"That rascal is nowa Knight-initiate," Diwis said. "O wll be, if

Elidath doesn't tear up that sheet of paper that he's staring at so
bl ankly. You aren't going to approve this, are you, Elidath?"

"Of course | am"
"A Knight-initiate who conmes fromthe Labyrinth?"

El i dath shrugged. "Wuldn't matter to me if he was a Shapeshifter out
of Ilirivoyne. |1'mnot here to overrule the Coronal's decisions. |If
Val entine says Knight-initiate, Knight-initiate he is, whether he be
rascal, fisherman, sausage peddl er, Metanorph, dung sweeper " Quickly
he inscribed the date beside his signature. "There. Done! Now the
boy's as noble as you are, Diwis."

Diwis drew hinmsel f up ponpously. "M father was the Coronal Lord
Voriax. M grandfather was the H gh Counsellor Dani andane. M
gr eat - gr andf at her was- "

"Yes. W know all that. And | say, the boy is just as noble as you
are now, Diwis. This pape! says so. As sonme simlar paper said for
some ancestor of yours, | know not how | ong ago and certainly not why.
O do you think being noble is sonething innate, |ike Skandars having
four arnms and dark fur?"

"Your temper is short today, Elidath."

"So it is. Therefore make all owances for ne, and try not to be so
tiresone."

"Forgive me, then," said Divvis, not very contritely.

El i dath stood and stretched and peered out the great curving w ndow
before the Coronal's desk. It afforded a stupendous view into the open
abyss of air that dropped away fromthe sunmt of Castle Mouwunt on this
side of the royal conplex. Two mighty black raptors, wholly at home in
these dizzying altitudes, flew in great arrogant arcs about one another
out there, sunlight rebounding dazzlingly fromthe crest of glassy
feathers on their golden heads, and Elidath, watching the easy
unfettered nmovenents of the huge birds, found hinself envying their
freedomto soar in those infinite spaces. He shook his head slowy.



The day's toil had left himgroggy. Elidath of Mrvole, High
Counsel | or and Regent

Six nonths this week, he thought, since Valentine had set out on the
processional. It felt like years already. Was it like this to be
Coronal ? Such drudgery, such captivity For a decade, now, he had
lived with the possibility of becom ng Coronal in his own right, for he
was the clear and obvious next in line. That had been plain al nost
fromthe day Lord Voriax had been killed in the forest and the crown
had so unexpectedly passed to his younger brother. |f anything were to
happen to Lord Valentine, Elidath knew, they would cone to himwth the
starburst cromm. O if the Pontifex Tyeveras ever actually died and
Val entine had to enter the Labyrinth, that too coul d make Elidath
Coronal. Unless he was too old for the job by the tinme that occurred,
for the Coronal nmust be a man of vigorous years, and Elidath was

al ready past forty, and it |ooked as though Tyeveras would live
forever.

If it cane to him he would not, could not, consider refusing. Refusing
was uni magi nabl e. But each passing year he found hinself praying nore
fervently for continued long life for the Pontifex Tyeveras and 63

a long healthy reign for the Coronal Lord Valentine. And these nonths
as regent had only deepened those feelings. Wen he was a boy and this
had been Lord Malibor's Castle, it had seened the npst wondrous thing
in the world to himto be Coronal, and his enw, had been keen when

Vori ax, eight years his senior, was chosen upon Lord Malibor's death.
Now he was not quite so sure how wondrous it mght be. But he would
not refuse, if the crowmn cane to him He remenbered the old High
Counsel | or Dam andane, father to Voriax and Val entine, saying once that
the best one to choose as Coronal was one who was qualified for the
crown, but did not greatly want it. Well, then, Elidath told hinself

cheerl essly, perhaps | ama good choice. But maybe it will not cone to
t hat .
"Shall we run?" he said with forced heartiness. "Five mles, and then

some good gol den w ne?"
"Indeed," said Mrigant.

As they nade their way fromthe room Diwi s paused at the giant globe
of bronze and silver, |oom ng against the far wall, that bore the

i ndi cator of the Coronal's travels. "Look," he said, putting his
finger to the ruby sphere that gl owed upon the surface of the gl obe
i ke a rock-nmonkey's bl oodshot eye. "He's well west of the Labyrinth
already. What's this river he's sailing down? The G ayge, is it?"

"The Trey, | think," said Mrigant. "He's bound for Treynone,
i magi ne."

El i dath nodded. He wal ked toward the gl obe and ran his hand lightly
over its silken-snooth netal skin. "Yes. And Stolen fromthere, and
then | suppose he'll take ship across the @ulf to Perinor, and on up
the coast as far as Al aisor"

He could not lift his hand fromthe gl obe. He caressed the curving
continents as though Mjipoor were a wonan and her breasts were

Al hauroel and Zinroel. How beautiful the world, how beautiful this
depiction of it! 1t was only a half-globe, really, for there was no
need of representing the far side of Mjipoor, which was all ocean and



scarcely even explored. But on its one vast heni sphere the three
continents were di splayed, Al hanroel with the great jagged spire of
Castle Mount jutting out into the room and many-forested Zinroel, and
the desert wasteland that was Suvrael down bel ow, and the bl essed
Lady's Isle of Sleep in the Inner Sea between them Many of the cities
were marked in detail, the nountain ranges, the |larger |akes and
rivers. Some nmechani smElidath did not understand tracked the Corona
at all tinmes, and the glowi ng red sphere noved as the Coronal noved, so
there could never be doubt of his whereabouts. As though in a trance
Elidath traced out with his fingers the route of the grand

processi onal, Stolen' Perinor, Alaisor, Sintalnond, Daniup, down through
the Kinslain Gap into Santhi skion, and back by a wi nding course through
the foothills to Castle Munt "You wish you were with him don't you?"
Diwi s asked.

"Or that you were nmaking the trip in his place, eh?"7 said Mrigant.

Elidath whirled on the older man. "Wat is that supposed to nmean?"
Flustered, Mrigant said "It should be obvious."
"You accuse nme, | think, of an unlawful anbition.”

"Unl awful ? Tyeveras has outlived his tinme by twenty years. He's kept
alive only by grace of some sort of magic "

"By the finest of nedical care, you nean," Elidath said.

Wth a shrug Mrigant said, "lIt's the same thing. |In the natural order
of things Tyeveras should | ong ago have been dead, and Val entine our
Pontifex. And a new Coronal should be off undertaking his first grand

processi onal . "

"These are not decisions for us to make," Elidath grunbled.

Diwis said, "They are Val entine's decisions, yes. And he will not make
them™
"He will, at the proper tine."

"When? Five nore years? Ten? Forty?"
"Wul d you coerce the Coronal, Diw s?"

"I would advise the Coronal. It is our duty yours, mne, Mrigant's,
Tunigorn's, all of us who were in the governnent before the overthrow
W nust tell him it is time for himto nove on to the Labyrinth."

"I think it is time for us to have our run," said Elidath stiffly.

"Listen to me, Elidath! AmI| an innocent? M father was a Coronal; ny
grandf at her held the post you hold now, | have spent all ny life close
to the heart of power | understand things as well as mpbst. W have no
Pontifex. For eight or ten years we've nerely had a thing nore dead
than alive, floating in that glass cage in the Labyrinth. Hornkast
speaks to him or pretends to, and receives decrees fromhim or
pretends to, but in effect there's no Pontifex at all. How long can

t he government function that way? | think Valentine is trying to be
Pontifex and Coronal both, which is inpossible for any man to carry
of f, and so the whole structure is suffering, everything is paral ysed



"Enough, " Mrigant said.

and he will not nmove along to his proper office, because he's

6s young and hates the Labyrinth, and because he has cone back fromhis
exile with his new retinue of jugglers and herd boys who are so
captivated by the splendors of the Munt that they will not allow him
to see that his true responsibility lies "

"Enough! "

"One monent nore," said Diwis earnestly. "Are you blind, Elidath? Only
ei ght years back we experienced sonething altogether unique in our

hi story, when a | awful Coronal was overthrown w thout our knowing it,
and an un anointed king put in his place. And what kind of man was
that? A Metanorph puppet, Elidath! And the King of Dreans hinself an
actual Metanorph! Two of the four Powers of the Real musurped, and
this very Castle filled with Metanorph inpostors "

"Al'l of them discovered and destroyed. And the throne bravely regai ned
by its rightful holder, Diwis."

"Indeed. Indeed. And do you think the Metanorphs have gone politely
back to their jungles? | tell you, they are schemng right this
instant to destroy Majipoor and take back for themnmsel ves whatever is
left, which we have known since the noment of Valentine's restoration
and what has he done about it? Wat has he done about it, Elidath?
Stretched out his arns to themin |ove. Promised themthat he will
right ancient wongs and remedy old injustices. Yes, and still they
schene agai nst us!"

"I will run without you," said Elidath. "Stay here, sit at the
Coronal ' s desk, sign those mounds of decrees. That's what you want,
isn't it, Diwis? To sit at that desk?" He swung about angrily and
started fromthe room

"Wait," Diwis said. "W're coming." He sprinted after Elidath, cane
up alongside him caught himby the elbow In a lowintense tone quite
different fromhis usual nocking drawl he declared, "I said nothing of
t he succession, except that it is necessary for Valentine to nove on to
the Pontificate. Do you think I would challenge you for the crown?"

"I amnot a candidate for the crown," said Elidath.

"No one is ever a candidate for the crown," Dwis answered. "But even
a child knows you are the heir presunptive. Elidath, Elidath !"

"Let himbe," said Mrigant. "W are here to run, | thought."

"Yes. Let us run, and no nore of this talk for now," said D ws.

"The Divine be praised,” Elidath nuttered.

He led the way down the flights of broad stone stairs, worn snooth by
centuries of use, and out past the guard posts into Vildivar C ose, the

boul evard of pink granite blocks that Iinked the inner Castle, the

Coronal's primary working quarters, to the all but inconprehensible



maze of outer buildings that surrounded it at the summit of the Munt.
He felt as though a band of hot steel had been w apped about his
forehead. First to be signing a nyriad foolish docunents, then to have
to listen to Diwis's treasonous harangue

Yet he knew Diwis to be right. The world could not ruch | onger
continue this way. When great actions needed to be undertaken

Ponti fex and Coronal nust consult with one another, and let their
shared wi sdom check all folly. But there was no Pontifex, in any rea
sense. And Valentine, attenpting to operate alone, was failing. Not
even the greatest of Coronals, not Confalune, not Prestinion, not
Dekkeret, had presuned to try to rule Mjipoor alone. And the
chal | enges they had faced were as nothing conpared with the one
confronting Valentine. Wo could have imgined, in Lord Confal une's
day, that the hunbl e subjugated Metanorphs woul d ever rise again to
seek redress for the loss of their world? Yet that uprising was well
under way in secret places. Elidath was not likely ever to forget the
| ast hours of the war of restoration, when he had fought his way into
the vaults where the machines that controlled the climte of Castle
Mount were kept, and to save those nachines had had to slay troops clad
in the uniformof the Coronal's own guard who as they di ed changed form
and became slit-nmouthed, nosel ess, slope-eyed Shapeshifters. That was
ei ght years ago: and Valentine still hoped to reach that nation of

mal contents with his love, and find sone honorabl e peaceful way of
healing their anger. But after eight years there were no concrete

achi evenents to show, and who knew what new infiltration the Metanorphs
had ef fected by now?

Elidath pulled breath deep into his lungs and broke into a furious
poundi ng gallop, that left Mrigant and Diwis far behind within
nonent s.

"Hoy!" Diwis called. "lIs that your idea of jogging?"

He paid no attention. The pain within himcould be burned away only by
anot her kind of pain; and so he ran, in a frenzy, pushing hinmself to
the limts of his strength. On, on, on, past the delicate five-peaked
tower of Lord Arioc, past Lord Kinniken's chapel, past the Pontifica
guest - house. Down the Guadel oom Cascade, and around the squat bl ack
mass of Lord Prankipin's treasury, and up the N nety-N ne Steps, heart
begi nning to thunder in his breast, toward the vestibule of the Pinitor
Court on, on, through precincts he had traversed every day for thirty
years, since as a child he had conme here from Morvol e at the foot of
the Mount to be taught the arts of governnent. How nany tinmes he and
Val entine had run like this, or Stasilaine or Tunigorn they were close
as brothers, the four of them four wild boys roaring through Lord
Mal i bor's Castle, as it was known in those days ah, how joyous life had
been for themthen! They had assuned they woul d be counsel |l ors under
Vori ax when he becane Coronal, as everyone knew woul d happen, but not
for many years; and then Lord Malibor died much too early, and al so
Voriax who followed him and to Val entine went the crown and not hi ng
had ever been the same for any of them again.

And now? It is time for Valentine to nove on to He Labynntlz, Diw s
had said. Yes. Yes. Sonmewhat young to be Pontifex, yes, but that was
the hard luck of coming to the throne in Tyeveras's dotage. The old
enperor deserved the sleep of the grave, and Valentine nust go to the
Labyrinth, and the starburst crown nust descend

To me? Lord Elidath? |s this to be Lord Elidath's Castl e?



The thought filled himw th awe and wonder: and also with fear. He had
seen, these past six nmonths, what it was to be Coronal

"Elidath! You'll kill yourself! You're running like a madman!" That
was Mrigant's voice, fromfar below, I|ike something blow by the w nd
out of a distant city. Elidath was nearly at the top of the

Ni nety-N ne Steps now. There was a booming in his chest, and his

vi sion was beginning to blur, but he forced hinself onward, to the | ast
of the steps, and into the narrow vestibule of dark green royal stone
that led to the administrative offices of the Pinitor Court. Blindly
he careened around a corner, and felt a nunbing inmpact and heard a
heavy grunt; and then he fell and sprawl ed and | ay breathing hard, nore
than hal f stunned.

He sat up and opened his eyes and saw soneone a youngi sh man, sl ender
dark of conplexion, with fine black hair el aborately decked out in sone
fancy new style getting shakily toward his feet and com ng toward

hi m

"Sir? Sir, are you all right?"
"Crashed into you, did I? Should have | ooked where | was going "

"I saw you, but there was no tine. You cane running so fast here, |et
me hel p you up "

"I"ll be fine, boy. Just need to catch my breath

Di sdai ni ng the young man's hel p, he pulled hinself up, dusted off his
doubl et there was a great rip up one knee, and bl oody skin was show ng
t hrough and straightened his cloak. H's heart was still thunping
frighteningly, and he felt wholly absurd. Diwis and Mrigant were
com ng up the stairs' now. Turning to the young man, Elidath began to
frame an apology. but the strange expression on the other's face

hal ted him

"I's somet hing wong?" Elidath asked.
"Do you happen to be Elidath of Mrvole, sir?"
"I do, yes."

The boy laughed. "So I thought, when I took a close |ook. Wy, you're
the one | was |ooking for, then! They said | might find you in the
Pinitor Court. | bring a nmessage for you."

Mrigant and Diwis had entered the vestibule now. They cane al ongsi de
Elidath, and fromtheir | ook he knew he nust be a frightful sight,
flushed, sweating, half crazed fromhis lunatic run. He tried to nake
light of it, gesturing at the young man and saying, "It seens | ran
down this nessenger in ny haste, and he's bearing something for ne.
Wo's it from boy?"

"Lord Val entine, sir.

Elidath stared. "lIs this a joke? The Coronal is on the grand
processi onal, sonewhere west of the Labyrinth."

"So he is. | was with himin the Labyrinth, and when he sent nme to the



Mount he asked nme to find you as the first thing | did, and tell you

"Vl ?"

He | ooked uneasily at Diwis and Mrigant. "I believe the nmessage is
for you alone, ny lord."

"These are the lords Mrigant and Diwis, of the Coronal's own bl ood.
You can speak in front of them"

"Very well, sir. Lord Valentine instructs me to tell Elidath of
Morvol e | should say, sir, that | amthe Knight-initiate Hi ssune, son
of Elsinore instructs me to tell Elidath of Mrvole that he has changed
his plan, that he is extending the grand processional to the continent
of Zinmroel as well, and also will visit his nother the Lady of the Isle
before he returns, and that therefore you are requested to serve as
regent throughout the full tine of his absence. Wich he estimates to
be "

"The Divine spare ne!" Elidath whispered hoarsely.
" a year or perhaps a year and a half beyond the time already planned,"”
sai d H ssune.

11.

The second sign of trouble that Etowan El acca noticed was the drooping
| eaves on the nmyk trees, five days after the falling of the purple
rain.

The purple rain itself was not the first sign of trouble. There was
not hi ng uncomon about such a thing over on the eastern slope of the
DulomRift, where there were significant outcroppings of fluffy light
skuvva-sand of a pal e reddi sh-blue colon At certain seasons the w nd
fromthe north that was called the Chafer scoured the stuff free and
hurled it high overhead, where it stained the clouds for days, and
tinted the rainfall a fine |lavender hue. |1t happened that the | ands of
Et owan El acca were a thousand mles west of that district, on the other
slope of the Rift entirely, just a short distance inland of Fal kynkip;
and wi nds | aden with skuvva-sand were not known to blow that far west.
But wi nds, Etowan El acca knew, had a way of changing their courses, and
per haps the Chafer had chosen to visit a different side of the Rift
this year. And in any event a purple rain was nothing to worry about:
it merely left a fine coating of sand on everything, that was all, and
the next normal rain washed it all away. No, the first sign of trouble
was not the purple rain but the shriveling of the sensitivos in Etowan
El acca' s garden, and that happened two or three days before the rain.

Whi ch was puzzling, but not really extraordinary. It was no great task
to make sensitivos shrivel. They were small gol den-|eaved psycho
sensitive plants with insignificant green flowers, native to the
forests west of Mazadone, and any sort of psychic di scordance within
the range of their receptors angry shouting, or the growing of forest
beasts in conbat, or even, so it was said, the mere proximty of
soneone who had conmitted a serious crine was sufficient to nake their
leaflets fold together |ike praying hands and turn black. It was not a
response that seened to have any particul ar biol ogical benefit, Etowan
El acca had often thought; but doubtless it was a nystery that would
unfold itself upon cl ose exami nation, and someday he neant to nake that



exam nation. Meanwhile he grew the sensitivos in his garden because he
liked the cheerful yellow glint of their |eaves. And, because Etowan
El acca's domain was a place of order and concord, never once in the
time he had been growing them had his sensitivos undergone a wthering
until now. That was the puzzle. Wo could have exchanged unki nd words
at the border of his garden? What snarling animals, in this province
of bl and domesticated creatures, mght have 70 put the equilibrium of
his estate into disarray?

Equi l i brium was what Etowan ELl acca prized above all else. He was a
gentl eman farmer, sixty years old, tall and straight-backed, with a
full head of dazzling white hair. H's father was the third son of the
Duke of Massissa, and two of his brothers had served in succession as
Mayor of Fal kynki p, but governnent had never interested him as soon as
he cane into his inheritance, he had purchased a lordly span of land in
the placid rolling green countryside on the western rimof the Dul orn
Rift, and there he had built a Majipoor in mniature, alittle world,

di stingui shed by its great beauty and its calm |I|evel, harnonious
spirit.

He rai sed the usual crops of the district: nykand glein, hinganorts,
stajja. Stajja was his mainstay, for there was never any wavering of
demand for the sweet, buoyant bread that was made from stajja tubers,
and the farnms of the Rift were hard pressed to produce enough to neet
t he needs of Dul orn and Fal kynkip and Pidruid, with close on thirty
mllion people anong them and millions nore in the outlying towns.
Slightly upslope fromthe stajja fields was the glein plantation, row
after row of dense, dome-shaped bushes ten feet high, between whose
bl ade shaped silvery | eaves nestled great clusters of the plunp,
delicious little blue fruits. Stajja and glein were everywhere grown
side by side: it had been discovered |ong ago that the roots of glein
bushes seeped a nitrogenous fluid into the soil, which, when washed
downsl ope by the rains, spurred the growh of stajja tubers.

Beyond the gl ein was the hinganort grove, where succul ent,
fungoi d-1 ooki ng yell ow fingers, swollen with sugary juice, pushed up
weirdly through the soil: light-seeking organs, they were, that carried
energy to the plants buried far below. And all along the borders of
the estate was Etowan El acca's glorious orchard of nyk trees, in groups
of five laid out, as was the custom in intricate geonetrical patterns.
He | oved to wal k anmong them and slide his hands |ovingly over their
slimblack trunks, no thicker than a man's arm and snoot her than fine
satin. A nyk tree lived only ten years: in the first three it grew
with astonishing swiftness to its forty-foot height, in the fourth it
bore for the first tine its stunning cup-shaped gol den fl owers,

bl ood-red at the center, and fromthen on it yielded an abundance of
transl ucent, crescent shaped tart-flavored white fruits, until the
nmonent of its death came suddenly upon it and within hours the graceful
tree becane a dried husk that a child could snap in half. The fruit,

t hough poi sonous when raw, was indi spensable in the sharp, harsh stews
and porridges favored in the Ghayrog cuisine. Only in the Rift did nyk
growreally well, and

Et owan El acca enjoyed a steady market for his crop.

Farm ng provi ded Etowan El acca with a sense of usefulness; but it did
not fully satisfy his | ove of beauty. For that he had created on his
property a private botanical garden where he had assenbl ed a wondrous
ornanental taking fromall parts of the world every fascinating plant
that could thrive in the warm noist clinmate of the Rift.



Here were al abandi nas both of Zinroel and Al hauroel, in all the natura
colors and nost of the hybrids as well. Here were tanigales and th

wal es and night flower trees fromthe Metanorph forests, that at

m dni ght on Wnterday al one produced their brief, stupefying display of
brilliance. Here were pmminas and androdragmas, bubbl e bush and rubber
noss hal ati ngas grown from cuttings obtained on Castle Munt, and
caramangs, muornas, sihornish vines, sefitongals, eldirons. He
experimented also with such difficult things as fire shower palns from
Pi druid, which sonetines |ived six or seven seasons for him but would
never flower this far fromthe sea, and needle trees of the high
country, which waned quickly without the chill they required, and the
strange ghostly nmoon-cactus of the Velalisier Desert, which he tried in
vain to shelter fromthe too-frequent rains. Nor did Etowan El acca
ignore the plants native to his own region of Zinroel, merely because
they were | ess exotic: he grew the odd bl oated bl adder trees that
swayed, buoyant as balloons, on their swollen stens, and the sinister
carnivorous nouth plants of the Mazadone forests, and singing ferns,
cabbage trees, a couple of enornous dw kkas, half a dozen
prehistoric-looking fern trees. By way of ground cover he used little
clunps of sensitivos wherever it seened appropriate, for their shy and
delicate nature seened a suitable contrast to the gaudi er and nore
assertive plants that were the core of his collection.

The day he discovered the withering of the sensitivos had begun in nore
than ordi nary splendor. Last night there had been light rain; but the
showers had noved on, Etowan El acca perceived, as he set forth on his
customary stroll through his garden at dawn, and the air was cloudl ess
and unusually clear, so that the rising sun struck startling green fire
fromthe shining granite hills to the west. The al abandi na bl ossons
glistened; the nouth plants awakening and hungry, restlessly clashed
the bl ades and grinders that lay hal f-subnerged in the deep cups at the
hearts of their huge rosettes; tiny crimson-w nged | ong beaks fluttered
i ke sparks of dazzling Iight through the branches of the androdragnas.
But for all that he had an odd sense of foreboding he had dreaned badly
the night before, of scorpions and dhiins and other vermn burrowing in
his fields- and it was al nost w thout surprise that he canme upon the
poor sensitivos, charred and crunpled from sone tornent of the dark
hour s.

For an hour before breakfast he worked alone, grimy ripping out the
damaged plants. They were still alive below the injured branches, but
there was no saving them for the withered foliage woul d never
regenerate, and if he were to cut it away the shock of the pruning
woul d kill the lower parts. So he pulled themout by the dozens,
shuddering to feel the plants withing at his touch, and built a
bonfire of them Afterward he called his head gardener and his forenen
together in the sensitive grove and asked if anyone knew what had
happened to upset the plants so. But no one had any idea.

The incident left himgloomy all no ming but it was not Etowan El acca's
nature to remai n downcast for |ong, and by afternoon he had obtained a
hundred packets of sensitive seeds fromthe |ocal nursery: he could not
buy the plants thensel ves, of course, since they would never survive a
transplanting. He spent the next day planting the seeds hinself. In
six or eight weeks there would be no sign of what had occurred. He
regarded the event as no nore than a m nor mnystery, which perhaps he
woul d soneday solve, nmore likely not; and he put the matter fromhis

m nd.



A day or two later cane another oddity: the purple rain. A strange
event, but harm ess. Everyone said the sane thing: "Wnds must be
changing, to blow the skuwa this far west!" The stain |asted |ess than
a day, and then another rain shower of a nmore usual kind, rinsed
everything clean. That event, too, Etowan El acca put quickly fromhis
m nd.

The nyk trees, though

He was supervising the plucking of the glein fruit, sone days after the
purple rain, when the senior foreman, a |eathery-Iooking, un excitable
Ghayrog naned Sinmpost, came to himin what was, for Sinmpost, amazing
agitation serpentine hair madly tangling, forked tongue flickering as

t hough trying to escape fromhis nouth and cried, "The nyk! The

myk! "

The greyish-white | eaves of nyk trees are pencil-shaped, and stand
erect in sparse clunps at the ends of black two-inch stems, as though

t hey had been turned upright by some sudden el ectric shock. Since the
tree is so slender and its branches are so few and angular, this
upturning of the leaves gives it a curious thorny |ook that makes a nyk
tree unm stakabl e even at a great distance. Now, as Etowan El acca ran
with

Si nobost toward the grove, he saw while still hundreds of yards away

t hat somet hi ng had occurred that he would not have thought possible:
every leaf on every nyk tree had turned downward, as though they were
not nmyks but some sort of weeping tanigale or hal atinga!

"Yesterday they were fine,"
fine! But now now "

Si nbost said. "This nmb mng they were

Et owan El acca reached the first group of five nyls and put his hand to
the nearest trunk. It felt strangely light; he pushed and the tree
gave way, dry roots ripping easily fromthe ground. He pushed a
second, a third.

"Dead," he said.

"The | eaves
facing up. Yet these I've never seen anything like this

said Sinbost. "Even a dead nlyk still keeps its |eaves

"Not a natural death," Etowan El acca nurnured. " Sonething new,
Si moost . "

He ran fromgroup to group, shoving the trees over; and by the third
group he was no |l onger running, and by the fifth he was wadi ng very
slowy indeed, with his head bowed.

"Dead all dead ny beautiful myks

The whol e grove was gone. They had died as nyls die, swRy, al

nmoi sture fleeing their spongy stems; but an entire grove of mnyks

pl anted i n staggered fashion over a ten-year cycle should not die al
at once, and the strange behavior of the | eaves was inexplicable.
"We' || have to report this to the agricultural agent," Etowan El acca
said. "And send nessengers too, Sinmoost, to Hagidawn's farm and

Ni smayne's, and what's-his-name by the lake find out if they've had
trouble with their nyks too. |Is it a plague, | wonder? But nyls have



no di seases a new pl ague, Sinmoost? Comi ng upon us |ike a sending of
the King of Dreans?

"The purple rain, sir

"Alittle colored sand? How coul d that harm anyt hing? They have
purple rain a dozen tinmes a year on the other side of the Rik, and it
doesn't bother their crops. ©h, Sinmpost, ny nlyks, nmy nmyk~!"

"It was the purple rain," said Sinmoost firmy. "That was not the rain
of the eastern lands. It was sonmething new, sir it was poison rain,
and it killed the nicks!"

"And killed the sensitivos too, three days before it actuary fell?"

"They are very delicate, sir. Perhaps they felt the poison in the air,
as the rain was com ng toward us."

Et owan El acca shrugged. Perhaps. Perhaps. And perhaps the Shape
shifters have been flying up from Piurifayne on broonsticks or magica
flying machines in the night, and scattering sone bal eful enchant nent
on the land. Perhaps. |In the world of perhaps anything at all was
possi bl e.

"What good is speculating?" he asked bitterly. "W know not hi ng.
Except that the sensitivos have died, and the nyk trees have died. \Wat
will be next, Sinoost? Wat wll he next?"

12.

Car abel l a, who had been staring all day out of the w ndow of the
floater car as though she hoped sonmehow to speed the journey through
this bl eak wastel and by the force of her eyes, called out in sudden
gl ee, "Look, Valentine! | think we re actually com ng out of the
desert!"

"Surely not yet,"
five, or six, or seven

he said. "Surely not for three or four nore days. O

"WIIl you | ook?"

He put down the packet of dispatches through which he had been | eafing,
and sat up and peered past her. Yes! By the Divine, it was green out
there! And not the greyish green of tw sted scruffy stubborn pathetic
desert plants, but the rich, vibrant green of real Mjipoori

vegetation, throbbing with the energies of growh and fertility. So at
| ast he was beyond the malign spell of the Labyrinth, now that the
royal caravan was energing fromthe parched tableland in which the
subterranean capital was situated. Duke Nascinonte's territory must be
com ng near Lake Ivory, Mount Ebersinul, the fields of thuyol and nil
aile the great nmanor-house of which Valentine had heard so nmuch

Lightly he rested his hand on Carabel |l a~s sl ender shoul der and drew his
fingers along her back, digging gently into the firm bands of nuscle in
what was in part a nassage, in part a caress. How good it was to have
her with himagain! She had joined himon the processional a week ago,
at the Velalisier ruins, where together they had inspected the progress
t he archaeol ogi sts were maki ng at uncovering the enormous stone city

t hat the Metanorphs had abandoned fifteen or twenty thousand years ago.
Her arrival had done nuch to lift himfromhis bleak and cheerl ess



nood.

"Ah, lady, it was a lonely business without you in the Labyrinth," he
said softly.

7s

"I wish | could have been there. | know how you hate that place. And
when they told me you'd been ill oh, | felt such guilt and shane,
knowi ng I was far away when you when you " Carabella shook her head. "I
woul d have been with you, if it had been possible. You know that,
Valentine. But | had prom sed the people in Stee that | would attend

t he dedi cation of their new nuseum and "

"Yes. O course. The consort of the Coronal has her own
responsibilities.”

"It seens so strange to me, still. "The consort of the Coronal' ! The
little juggler girl fromTil-onmon, running around Castle Munt maki ng
speeches and dedi cati ng nmuseuns "

""The little juggler girl fromTil-onon," still, after so many years,
Car abel | a?"

She shrugged and ran her hands through her fine, close-cropped dark
hair. "My life has been only a chain of strange accidents, and how can
| ever forget that? |If |I hadn't been staying at that inn with Zal zan
Kavol 's juggling troupe when you cane wandering in and if you hadn't
been robbed of your nmenmory and dumped down in Pidruid with no nore
guile to you than a bl ack-nosed brave "

"Or if you had been born in Lord Havil bove's tine, or on some other
world "

"Don't tease ne, Valentine."

"Sorry, love." He took her small cool hand between both of his. "But
how long will you go on | ooking backward at what you once were? Wen
will you let yourself truly accept the life you | ead now?"
"I think I never will truly accept it," she said distantly.

"Lady of nmy life, how can you say "

"You know why, Valentine."

He closed his eyes a nonment. "I tell you again, Carabella, you are

bel oved on the Munt by every knight, every prince, every lord you have
their devotion, their admiration, their respect, their "

"I have Elidath's, yes. And Tunigorn's, and Stasilaine's, and others
of that kind. Those who truly |love you |ove ne also. But to many of
the others | remain an upstart, a conmoner, an intruder, an accident a
concubi ne "

"Wi ch ot hers?"

"You know them Val entine."

"Whi ch ot hers?"



"Divvis," she said, after sone hesitation. "And the little lords and
knights in Divvis's faction. And others. The Duke of Hal anx spoke
nockingly of ne to one of r Iy own | adies-in-waiting Hal anx, Val entine,
your native city! Prince N anganot of Bangl ecode. And there are
nore." She turned to him and he saw the anguish in her dark eyes. "Am
| imagining these things? Am | hearing whispers where it's only the
rustling of the lIeaves? Ch, Valentine, sonetinmes | think that they're
right, that a Coronal should not have married a comoner. |'mnot one
of them | never will be. M lord, | nust be so nuch grief for you

"You are joy to me, and nothing other than joy. Ask Sleet what my nood
was |ike | ast week when I was in the Labyrinth, and how |I've been since
you joined ne on this journey. Ask Shanam r Tuni gorn anyone, anyone at
all "

"I know, love. You |ooked so dark, so grimthe day | arrived.
barely recogni sed you, with that frowm, with those gl owering eyes."

"A few days with you heals me of anything.”

"And yet | think you are still not yourself entirely. 1Is it that you
still have the Labyrinth too much with you? O perhaps it's the desert
that's depressing you. O the ruins.”

"No, | think not."
"What is it, then?"

He studied the | andscape beyond the floater wi ndow, noting its

i ncreasi ng greenness, the gradual encroachnment of trees and grass as
the terrain grewnore hilly. That should have cheered himnore than it
did. But there was a weight on his soul that he could not shed.

After a noment he said, '"The dream Carabella that vision, that onen
there's no way | can rid ny mind of that. Ah: what a page |'Il have in
hi story! The Coronal who |ost his throne and becanme a juggler, and got
back his throne, and afterward governed foolishly, and allowed the
world to collapse into chaos and madness ah, Carabella, Carabella, is
that what |1'm doings After fourteen thousand years, am| to be the |ast
Coronal? WII there be anyone even to wite ny history, do you

t hi nk?"

"You have never governed foolishly, Valentine."

"Am | not too gentle, too even-tenpered, too eager to see both sides of
an issue?"

"Those are not faults."”

"Sleet thinks they are. Sleet feels that ny dread of warfare, of any
sort of violence, leads me on the wong path. He's told ne so in

al nost so many words."

"But there'll be no warfare, ny lord."

"That dream"

"I think you take that dreamtoo literally."



"No," he said. "Such talk gives me only idle confort. Tisana and
Del i anber agree with nme that we stand on the brink of sone great
calamty, perhaps a war. And Sleet: he's convinced of it. He's made
up his mind that it's the Metanmorphs who are about to rise against us,
the holy war that they've been planning, he says, for seven thousand
years."

"Sleet is too bloodthirsty. And he has had an irrational fear of
Shapeshifters since he was a young man. You know that."

"When we recaptured the Castle eight years ago and found it full of
di sgui sed Metanor phs, was that just a del usi on?"

"What they tried to do back then ultimately failed, did it not?"

"And will they never try again?"

"I'f your policies succeed, Val entine

"My policies! What policies? | reach toward the Metanorphs and they
slide beyond ny grasp! You know that | hoped to have half a dozen

Met anmor ph chi eftains by ny side when we toured Velalisier |ast week. So
that they could observe how we've restored their sacred city, and see
the treasures we've found, and perhaps take the holiest objects with
them back to Piurifayne. But | had no response fromthem not even a
refusal, Carabella."”

"You were aware that the Vel alisier excavations night create
conplications. Perhaps they resent our even entering the place, |et
alone trying to put it back together. 1Isn't there a | egend that they
plan to rebuild it thensel ves sonme day?"

"Yes," said Valentine sonmberly. "After they' ve regained control of
Maj i poor and driven us all fromtheir world. So Ermanar once told ne.
Al right: maybe inviting themto Velalisier was a m stake. But

they've ignored all ny other overtures, too. | wite to their queen
the Danipiur in llirivoyne, and if she replies at all, it's in letters
of three sentences, cold, formal, enpty " He drew in his breath deeply.

"Enough of all this msery, Carabella! There'll be no war. 1'll find
a way to break through the hatred the Shapeshifters feel for us, and
win themto nmy side. And as for the lords of the Munt who' ve been
snubbing you, if indeed they have | beg you, ignore them Snub them
back! What is a Diwis to you, or a Duke of Halanx? Fools, is all they
are." Valentine snmled. "I'Il soon give themworse things to worry
about, love, than ny consort's pedigree!"

"What do you nean?"

"If they object to having a commoner for the Coronal's consort,"

said Valentine, "how will they feel when they have a conmoner for their
Cor onal ?"

Carabell a | ooked at himin bewi |l dernment. "l understand none of this,
Val entine. "

"You will. In time, you'll understand all. | nean to work such

changes in the world oh, love, when they wite the history of ny reign
i f Majipoor survives |ong enough for that history to be witten,
they' Il need nore than one volunme for it, | promise you! | wll do



such things such earthshaking things " He | aughed. "Wat do you think
Carabell a? Listen to me ranting! The good Lord Val entine of the
gentle soul turns the world upside down! Can he do it? Can he
actually bring it off?"

"My lord, you nystify me. You speak in riddles.”
"Per haps so."
"You give ne no clue to the answer."

He said, after a nonent's pause, "The answer to the riddle, Carabella,
i s Hissune."

"Hi ssune? Your little Labyrinth urchin?"

"An urchin no longer. A weapon, now, which | have hurled toward the
Castle."

She sighed. "R ddles and still nore riddles!"

"It's a royal privilege to speak in nysteries." Valentine w nked and
pul l ed her toward him and brushed his lips lightly against hers.
"Allow ne this little indulgence. And "

The fl oater came suddenly to a halt.

"Hoy, look! We've arrived!" he cried. "There's Nascinonte! And by
the Lady, | think he's got half his province out here to greet us!"

The caravan had pulled up in a broad nmeadow of short dense grass so
dazzlingly green it seened some other col or altogether, sone unworldly
hue fromthe far end of the spectrum Under the brilliant mdday sun a
great celebration was already in progress that m ght have stretched for
mles, tens of thousands of people holding carnival as far as the eye
could see. To the boom ng sound of cannons and the shrill jangling

nmel odi es of sistirons and doubl e-chorded gal ; stanes, volley after
vol l ey of day-fireworks rose overhead, sketching stunning hard edged
patterns in black and viol et against the clear bright sky. Stilt

wal kers twenty feet tall, wearing huge cl own-masks with swollen red
foreheads and gi gantic noses, frolicked through the crowd. G eat posts
had been erected from which starburst banners rippled joyously in the

[ ight summer breeze; half a dozen orchestras at once, on half a dozen
di f ferent bandstands, burst |oose with anthens and nmarches and

choral es; and a veritable arny of jugglers had been assenbl ed, probably
anyone in six hundred | eagues who had the slightest skill, so that the
air was thick with clubs and knives and hatchets and bl azing torches
and gaily colored balls and a hundred other sorts of objects, flying
back and forth in tribute to Lord Valentine's bel oved pastine. After

t he gl oom and nurk of the Labyrinth, this was the nost splendid

i magi nabl e recomencenent of the grand processional: frantic,

overwhel ming, a trifle ridiculous, altogether delightful

In the mdst of it all, waiting calmy near the place where the caravan
of floaters had cone to rest, was a tall, gaunt man of late mddle
years, whose eyes were bright with a strange intensity and whose hard
featured face was set in the nost benevolent of smiles. This was

Nasci monte, | andowner turned bandit turned | andowner again, once

sel fstyl ed Duke of Vornek Crag and Overlord of the Wstern Marches, now
by procl amation of Lord Val entine nore properly ennobled with the title



of Duke of Ebersinul.

"Ch, will you look!" Carabella cried, struggling to get the words out
t hrough her laughter. "He's wearing his bandit costume for us!"

Val enti ne nodded, grinning.

Wien first he had encountered Nascinonte, in the forlorn nanel ess ruins
of some Metanorph city in the desert southwest of the Labyrinth, the

hi ghwayman duke was decked out in a bizarre jacket and | eggings
fashioned fromthe thick red fur of some ratty little desert creature,
and a preposterous yellow fur cap. That was when, bankrupted and
driven fromhis estates by the callous destructiveness of the followers
of the false Lord Valentine as they passed through this region while

t he usurper was making his grand processional, Nascinonte had taken up
the practice of robbing wayfarers in the desert. Now his |ands were
his own again, and he could dress, if he chose, in silks and vel vets,
and array hinself with amulets and feather-masks and eye-jewels, but
there he was in the sane scruffy absurd garb he had favored during his
time of exile. Nascinonte had al ways been a man of great style: and,
Val entine thought, such a nostal gic choice of rainent on such a day as
this was nothing if not a show of style.

It was years since |last Valentine and Nascinonte had nmet. Unlike npst
of those who had fought beside Valentine in the final days of the war
of restoration, Nascinonte had not cared to accept an appointnent to
the Coronal's councils on Castle Munt, but had wanted only to return
to his ancestral land in the foothills of Munt Ebersinul, just 80

above Lake lvory. Which tract been difficult achieve, since title to
the tend had passed legitimately to others since Nascinonte's
illegitimate losing of it; but the government of Lord Val entine had
devoted much tine in the early years of the restoration to such

puzzl es, and eventually Nasci nonte had regained all that had been

hi s.

Val entine wanted nothing nore than to rush fromhis floater and enbrace
his old conrade-at-arns. But of course protocol forbade that: he could
not sinmply plunge into this wild cromd as though he were just an
ordinary free citizen

Instead he had to wait while the ponderous cerenmony of the arraying of
the Coronal's guard took place: the great burly shaggy Skandar, Zal zan
Kavol , who was the chief of his guards, shouting and waving his four
arnms of ficiously about, and the men and wonen in their inpressive
green-and-gol d uniforms enmerging fromtheir floaters and formng a
living enfilade to hold back the gaping popul ace, and the royal
musi ci ans setting up the royal anthem and nmuch nore |ike that, unti

at last Sleet and Tunigomcane to the royal floater and opened its
royal doors to allow the Coronal and his consort to step forth into the
gol den warnth of the day.

And then at last, to wal k between the double rows of guards with
Carabella on his armto a point halfway toward Nasci nonte, and there to
wait while the Duke advanced, and bowed and made the starburst gesture,
and nost solemmly bowed again to Carabella

And Val entine | aughed and came forward and took the gaunt ol d bandit
into his arnms, and held himtight, and then they marched t oget her
t hrough the parting crowd toward the review ng stand that surnounted



the festival

Now began a grand parade of the kind customary to a visit of the
Coronal, with nusicians and juggl ers and acrobats and tandy-prancers
and clowns and wild aninmals of the nost terrifying aspect, which were
not in fact wild at all, but carefully bred for tameness; and al ong
with these perfornmers cane all the general citizenry, marching in a
ki nd of glorious randomway, crying out as they passed the stand,

"Val entine! Valentine! Lord Valentine!"

And the Coronal smiled, and waved, and appl auded, and ot herw se did
what a Coronal on processional nmust do, which is to radiate joy and
cheer and a sense of the whol eness of the world. This he found now to
be unexpectedly difficult work, for all the innate sunniness of his
nature: the dark cloud that had passed across his soul in the Labyrinth
still shadowed himwi th inexplicable despond. But his training
prevail ed, and he smled, and waved, and appl auded for hours.

The afternoon passed and the festive nood ebbed, for even in the
presence of the Coronal how can people cheer and salute with the sane
intensity for hour after hour? After the rush of excitenent canme the
part Val entine liked | east when he saw in the eyes of those about him
that intense probing curiosity, and he was rem nded that a king is a
freak, a sacred nonster, inconprehensible and even terrifying to those
who know himonly as a title, a crown, an ernine robe, a place in
history. That part, too, had to be endured, until at last all the
par ade had gone by, and the din of nerrynaking had given way to the
qui eter sound of a wearying crowd, and the bronze shadows | engthened,
and the air grew cool.

"Shall we go now to ny home, |ordship?" Nascinonte asked.
"I think it is time," said Val entine.

Nasci nonte's manor - house proved to be a bizarre and wonderful structure
that |ay agai nst an outcropping of pink granite |like sone vast feather
less flying creature briefly halting to rest. In truth it was nothing
nore than a tent, but a tent of such size and strangeness as Val entine
had never imagined. Some thirty or forty lofty poles upheld great out
swoopi hg wi ngs of taut dark cloth that rose to startling steep peaks,

t hen subsided al nost to ground | evel, and went clinbing again at sharp
angles to formthe chanber adjoining. It seened as though the house
coul d be disassenbled in an hour and noved to sone other hillside; and
yet there was great strength and majesty to it, a paradoxical |ook of
per manence and solidity within its airiness and |ightness.

I nside, that | ook of permanence and solidity was manifest, for thick
carpeting in the Mlinmorn style, dark green shot through with scarlet,
had been woven to the underside of the roof canvas to give it a rich
vivid texture, and the heavy tent poles were banded with glittering
metal, and the flooring was of pale violet slate, cut thin and buffed
to a keen polish. The furnishings were sinple divans, |ong nassive
tabl es, sone ol d-fashi oned arnoires and chests, and not nuch el se, but
everything sturdy and in its way regal .

"I's this house anything |like the one the usurper's men torched?"
Val enti ne asked, when he was al one with Nascinonte a short while after
t hey had entered.

"I'n construction, identical in all respects, ny lord. The original



you know, was designed by the first and greatest Nasci nonte, siXx
hundred years ago. Wien we rebuilt, we used the old plans, and altered
nothing. | reclained sone of the furnishings fromthe creditors and
duplicated 82

the others. The plantation too everything is just as it was before
they came and carried out their drunken wecking. The dam has been
rebuilt, the fields have been drained, the fruit trees replanted: five
years of constant toil, and now at |ast the havoc of that awful week is
undone. Al of which | owe to you, ny lord. You have made ne whol e
again you have nade all the world whole again "

"And so may it remain, | pray."”
"And so it shall, ny lord."

"Ah, do you think so, Nascinmonte? Do you think we are out of our
troubl es yet ?"

"My lord, what troubles?"Nascinmonte lightly touched the Coronal's arm
and led himto a broad porch fromwhich there was a magnificent

prospect of all his property. By the twilight glow and the soft

radi ance of drifting yellow glow floats tethered in the trees,

Val entine saw a | ong sweep of |awn | eading down to el egantly nmaintai ned
fields and gardens, and beyond it the serene crescent of Lake Ivory, on
whose bright surface the many peaks and crags of Munt Ebersinul

dom nating the scene, were indistinctly mrrored. There was the faint
sound of distant nusic, the twangi ng of gardol ans, perhaps, and sone
voices raised in the |last gentle songs of the long festal afternoon

Al'l was peace and prosperity out there. "Wen you | ook upon this, ny
lord, can you believe that trouble exists in the world?"

"I take your point, old friend. But there is nore to the world than
what we can see fromyour porch."

"It is the nost peaceful of worlds, nmy lord."

"So it has been, for thousands of years. But how nuch | onger wll that
| ong peace endure?"

Nasci nonte stared, as though seeing Valentine for the first tine that
day.

"My lord?"
"Do | sound gl oony, Nasci nonte?"
"I"ve never seen you so sonber ny lord. | could al nost believe that

the trick has been played again, that a fal se Val entine has been
substituted for the one | knew)

Wth a thin snmle Valentine said, "I amthe true Valentine. But a very
tired one, | think."
"Come. |'Il show you to your chanber, and there will be dinner when

you're ready, a quiet one, only ny famly and a few guests fromtown,
no nmore than twenty at the nost, and thirty nore of your people "

"That sounds alnobst intimate, after the Labyrinth," said Val entine
ightly



He fol l owed Nasci nonte through the dark and mysterious w ndings of the
manor - house to a wing set apart on the high eastern armof the cliff.
Here, behind a form dabl e barricade of Skandar guards that included

Zal zan Kavol hinmself, was the royal suite. Valentine, bidding his host
farewel |, entered and found Carabella alone within, stretched |anguidly
in a sunken tub of delicate blue and gold N -noyan tile, her slender
body dimy visible beneath a curious crackling haze at the surface of
the water.

"This is astonishing!" she said. "You ought to come in with ne,
Val entine. "
"Most gladly I will, lady!"

He ki cked off his boots, peeled away his doublet, tossed his tunic
aside, and with a grateful sigh slipped into the tub beside her. The
wat er was effervescent, alnost electrical, and now that he was in it he
saw a faint glow playing over its surface. Cosing his eyes, he
stretched back and put his head against the snmooth tiled rim and
curled his armaround Carabella to draw her against him Lightly he

ki ssed her forehead, and then, as she turns d toward him the briefly
exposed tip of one small round breast.

"What have they put in the water?" he asked.

"It comes froma natural spring. The chanmberlain called it’
radi oactivity "

"I doubt that," said Valentine. "Radioactivity is sonething else,
somet hing very powerful and dangerous. |'ve studied it, so
bel i eve. "

"What is it like, if not like this?"

"I can't say. The Divine be blessed, we have none of it on Mji poor
whatever it may be. But if we did, | think we'd not be taking baths in
it. This nust be sonme lively kind of nmineral water."

"Very lively," Carabella said

They bathed together in silence awhile. Valentine felt the vitality
returning to his spirit. The tingling water? The conforting presence
of Carabella close by, and the freedomat |ast fromthe press of
courtiers and followers and admrers and petitioners and cheering
citizens? Yes, and yes, those things could only help to bring himback
fromhis brooding, and also his innate resilience nust be manifesting
itself at last, drawing himforth fromthat strange and
un-Val enti nel i ke darkness that had oppressed him since entering the
Labyrinth. He smled. Carabella lifted her lips to his; and his hands
sl i pped down the sl eekness of her lithe body, to her |ean mnuscul ar

m dsection, to the strong suppl e nmuscles of her thighs.

"I'n the bath?" she asked dreanily
"Why not? This water is mmgical."

"Yes. Yes.

She fl oated above him Her |legs straddled him her eyes, half open



met his for a nmonent, then closed. Valentine caught her taut little
buttocks and gui ded her against him Was it ten years, he wondered,
since that first night in Pidruid, in that nmoonlit gl ade, under the
hi gh gray-green bushes, after the festival for that other Lord

Val entine? Hard to inmagine: ten years. And the excitenent of her had
never waned for him He |ocked his arnms about her, and they noved in
rhythnms that had grown familiar but never routine, and he ceased to
think of that first tine or of all the tines since, or of anything,

i ndeed, but warmh and | ove and happi ness.

Afterward, as they dressed for Nascinmonte's intimate dinner for fifty
guests, she said, "Are you serious about maki ng H ssune Coronal ?"

n \Mat ?u

"I think that that surely was the neani ng of what you were saying
earlier those riddles of yours, just as we arrived at the festival, do
you recall?"

"l recall," Valentine said.

"I'f you prefer not to discuss "

"No. No. | see no reason to hide this matter fromyou any |onger."
"So you are serious!"”

Val entine frowned. "I think he could be Coronal, yes. It's a thought
that first crossed ny m nd when he was just a dirty little boy hustling
for crowns and royals in the Labyrinth."

"But can an ordinary person becone Coronal ?"

"You, Carabella, who were a street-juggler, and are now consort to the
Coronal , can ask that?"

"You fell in love with ne and made a rash and unusual choice. \Which
has not been accepted, as you know, by everyone."

"Only by a few foolish lord lings You're hailed by all the rest of the
world as ny true |ady."

"Perhaps. But in any case the consort is not the Coronal. And the
conmon people will never accept one of their own as Coronal. To them
the Coronal is royal, sacred, alnost divine. So | felt, when | was
down there anong them in ny forner life."

"You are accepted. He will be accepted too."

"It seens so arbitrary picking a boy out of nowhere, raising himto
such a height. Wy not Sleet? Zalzan Kavol? Anyone at randonP"

"Hi ssune has the capacity. That | know "
"I amno judge of that. But the idea that that ragged little boy wll
wear the crown seens terribly strange to nme, too strange even to be

somet hing out of a dream"”

"Does the Coronal always have to come fromthe same narrow clique on
Castle Mount? That's howit's been; yes, for hundreds of years



t housands, perhaps. The Coronal always selected fromone of the great
famlies of the Mouunt: or even when he is not of one of those, and
could not just now tell you when we | ast went outside the Mount for the
choi ce, he has been hi ghborn, invariably, the son of princes and dukes.
I think that was not how our systemwas originally designed, or else
why are we forbidden to have hereditary nonarchs? And now such vast
probl ems are coming to the surface, Carabella, that we rmust turn away
fromthe Mount for answers. W are too isolated up there. W
understand | ess than nothing, | often think. The world is in peril
it's time now for us to be reborn, to give the crown to soneone truly
fromthe outside world, someone not part of our little

sel f-perpetuating aristocracy someone with another perspective, who has
seen the view from bel ow "

"He's so young, though! '

"Time will take care of that," said Valentine. "I know there are nany
who think | should al ready have beconme Pontifex, but | will go on

di sappointing themas long as | can. The boy nmust have his ful
training first. Nor will | pretend, as you know, any eagerness to
hurry onward to the Labyrinth."

"No," Carabella said. "And we talk as though the present Pontifex is

al ready dead, or at death's door. But Tyeveras still lives."
"He does, yes," said Valentine. "At least in certain senses of the
word. Let himcontinue to |live some while |longer, | pray."

"And when H ssune is ready ?"
"Then I'1l let Tyeveras rest at last."
"I find it hard to i magi ne you as Pontifex, Valentine."

"I find it even harder, love. But | will do it, because | nmust. Only
not soon: not soon, is what | ask!"

After a pause Carabella said, "You will unsettle Castle Munt for
certain, if you do this thing. Isn't Elidath supposed to be the next
Cor onal ?"

"He is very dear to ne.

"You've called himthe heir presunptive yourself, many tinmes."
"So | have," Valentine said. "But Elidath has changed, since we first
had our training together. You know, |ove, anyone who desperately
wants to be Coronal is plainly unfit for the throne. But one nust at

| east be willing. One nust have a sense of calling, an inner fire of a
sort. | think that fire has gone out, in Elidath."

"You thought it had gone out in yourself, when you were juggling and
first were told you had a hi gher destiny."

"But it returned, Carabella, as my old self reentered ny mnd! And it
remains. | often weary of my crown but | think |I've never regretted
having it."

"And Elidath woul d?"



"So | suspect. He's playing at being Coronal now, while |I'maway. M
guess is that he doesn't like it much. Besides, he's past forty. The
Coronal should be a young man."

"Forty is still young, Valentine," said Carabella with a grin.
He shrugged. "I hope it is, love. But |I remnd you that if | have ny
way, there'll be no cause to name a new Coronal for a long tinme. And

by then, | think, H ssune will be prepared and Elidath will step
graceful ly aside."

"WIl the other lords of the Mount be as graceful, though?"

"They will have to be," said Valentine. He offered her his arm "Cone:
Nasci monte is waiting for us."

13.

Because it was the fifth day of the fifth week of the fifth nonth,

whi ch was the holy day that conmenorated the exodus fromthe ancient
capital beyond the sea, there was an inportant obei sance to perform
bef ore Faraataa could begin the task of nmaking contact with his agents
in the outlying provinces.

It was the tinme of the year in Piurifayne when the rains cane tw ce
daily, once at the hour before dawn, once at twilight. It was
necessary to nake the Velalisier ritual in darkness but also in
dryness, and so Faraataa had instructed hinself to awaken at the hour
of the night that is known as the Hour of the Jackal, when the sun
still rests upon Al hanroel in the east.

Wt hout disturbing those who slept near him he made his way out of the
flimsy w cker cottage that they had constructed the day before Faraataa
and his followers kept constantly on the nove; it was safest that way
and slipped into the forest. The air was noist and thick, as always,
but there was no scent yet of the norning rains.

He saw, by the glitter of starlight coming through rifts in the clouds,
other figures nmoving also toward the jungle depths. But he did not
acknow edge them nor i-hey him The Vel alisier obei sance was
performed alone: a private ritual for a public grief. One never spoke
of it; one sinply did it, on the fifth day of the fifth week of the
fifth nonth, and when one's children were of age one instructed themin
the manner of doing it, but always with shame, always with sorrow.

That was the Vay.

He wal ked into the forest for the prescribed three hundred strides.

That brought himto a grove of slender towering gibaroons; but he could
not pray properly here, because aerial clunps of gleambells dangled
fromevery crotch and pucker of their trunks, casting a sharp orange
glow. Not far away he spied a majestic old dw kka tree, standing by
itself, that had been gouged by |ightning some ages ago: a great
cavernous charred scar, covered along its edges by regrown red bark
offered itself to himas a tenmple. The light of the gleambells would
not penetrate there.

St andi ng naked in the shelter of the dw kka's huge scar, he perforned
first the Five Changes.

H s bones and nuscles flowed, his skin cells nodified thensel ves, and



he becane the Red Wnan; and after her, the Blind G ant; and then the
Fl ayed Man; and in the fourth of the Changes he took on the form of the
Final King; and then, drawing breath deeply and calling upon all his
power, he became the Prince To Conme. For Faraataa, the Fifth Change
was the deepest struggle: it required himto alter not only the outer

i neanents of his body but the contours of the soul itself, from which
he had to purge all hatred, all hunger for vengeance, all lust for
destruction. The Prince To Conme had transcended those things.

Faraat aa had no hope of achieving that. He knew that in his soul there
dwel | ed not hing but hatred, hunger for vengeance, lust for destruction
to become the Prince To Come, he nust enpty hinself to a husk, and that
he could not do. But there were ways of approaching the desired state.
He dreaned of a tinme when all that he had been working for was
acconpl i shed: the eneny destroyed, the forsaken | ands reclainmed, the
rites reestablished, the world born anew. He journeyed forth into that
era and let its joy possess him He forced fromhis soul 88

all recollection of defeat, exile, loss. He saw the tabernacles of the
dead city cone alive. In the grip of such a vision, what need for
vengeance? Wat eneny was there to hate and destroy? A strange and
wondr ous peace spread through his spirit. The day of rebirth had
arrived; all was well in the world; his pain was gone forever, and he
was at rest.

In that monent he took on the formof the Prince To Cone.

Mai ntai ning that formwi th a discipline that grew |l ess effortful by the
nmonent, he knelt and arranged the stones and feathers to make the
altar. He captured two lizards and a night-crawling bruul and used
themfor the offering. He passed the Three Waters, spittle, urine, and
tears. He gathered pebbles and laid themout in the shape of the
Velalisier ranpart. He uttered the Four Sorrows and the Five Giefs.
He knelt and ate earth. A vision of the lost city entered his mind

the blue stone ranpart, the dwelling of the king, the Place of

Unchangi ngness, the Tables of the Gods, the six high tenples, the
seventh that was defiled, the Shrine of the Downfall, the Road of the
Departure. Still maintaining, with an effort, the formof the Prince
To Cone, he told hinself the tale of the downfall of Velalisier
experiencing that dark tragedy while feeling the grace and aura of the
Prince upon him so that he could conprehend the | oss of the great
capital not with pain but with actual |ove, seeing it as a necessary
stage in the journey of his people, unavoidable, inevitable. When he
knew he had come to accept the truth of that he allowed hinself to
shift form reverting to the shapes of the Final King, the Flayed Man
the Blind G ant, the Red Wnan, and then at last to that of Faraataa of
Avendr oyne.

It was done.

He lay sprawl ed face down on the soft nobssy soil as the first rains of
nmor ni ng began to fall

After a time he rose, gathered the stones and feathers of the little
altar, and wal ked back toward the cottage. The peace of the Prince To
Cone still lay upon his soul, but he strived now to put that benign
aura fromhim the tinme had come to commence the work of the day. Such
thi ngs as hatred, destruction, and vengeance might be alien to the
spirit of the Prince To Come, but they were necessary tools in the task
of bringing the ki ngdomof the Prince into being.



He waited outside the cottage until enough of the others had returned
fromtheir own obeisances to allow himto enter upon the calling of the
wat er - ki ngs. One by one, they took up their positions about him
Aarisiimwith his hand to Faraataa's right shoul der, Benuuiab to the
left, Siimi touching his forehead, Misiimhis loins, and the rest
arranged in concentric circles about those four, linked armto arm
"Now, " Faraataa said. And their mnds joined and thrust outward.

Brother in the sea

The effort was so great that Faraataa felt his shape flow ng and
shifting of its own accord, like that of a child just ream ng howto
bring the power into play. He sprouted feathers, talons, six terrible
beaks; he became a bilan toon a siginoin, a snorting raging bidlak
Those about himgripped himall the nore tightly, although the
intensity of his signal held such force that some of themtoo fluttered
as he did fromformto form

Brother! Hear me! Help ne!

And fromthe vastness of the depths canme the i mage of huge dark wi ngs
slowl y opening and closing over titanic bodies. And then a voice |ike
a hundred bells tolling at once:

| hear, little | and-brother

It was the water-king I\laazmorn who spoke. Faraataa knew t hem an by
the music of their mnds: Maaznoorn the bells, Grouz the singing

t hunder, Sheitoon the slow sad drums. There were dozens of the great
ki ngs, and the voice of each was unm st akabl e.

Carry me, O King Maaznoorn!
Cone upon ne, O | and-br ot her

Faraataa felt the pull, and yielded hinself to it, and was lifted
upward and out, leaving his body behind. In an instant he was at the
sea, an instant nore and he entered it; and then he and Maaznobom were
one. Ecstasy overwhelnmed him that joining, that comuni on, was so
potent that it could easily be an end in itself, a delight that
fulfilled all yearnings, if he would allowit. But he never would
allowit.

The seat of the water-king's towering intelligence was itself like an
ocean limtless, all-enfolding, infinitely deep. Faraataa, sinking
down and down and down, lost hinself in it. But never did he |ose

awar eness of his task. Through the strength of the water-king he would
achi eve what he never coul d have done unaided. Gathering hinself, he
brought his powerful mind to its finest focus and fromhis place at the
core of that warmcradling vastness he sent forth the messages he had
cone here to transmit:

Saar ekki n?
| am here
What is the report?

The | usavender is altogether destroyed throughout the eastern Rift.



go

W have established the fungus beyond hope of eradication, and it is
spreadi ng on its own.

What action is the government

The burning of infected crops. It will be futile.
Victory is ours, saarekkin!

Victory is ours, Faroatua!

| hear you, Farnatua.

What news?

The poi son travel ed upon the rain, and the nyk-trees are destroyed in

all Dulom It |eaches now through the soil, and will ruin the glein
and the stajja. W are preparing the next attack.. Victory is ours,
Far oat ua!

Victory is ours! Iniriis?

| amlIniriis. The root-weevils thrive and spread in the fields of
Zinmroel. They will devour the riced and the m| aile

Wien will the effects be visible?
They are visible now. Victory is ours, Faruataa!

W have won ZinroeL The baffle now rmust shift to Al hauroelL Iniriis.
Begi n shi ppi ng your weevils across the Inner Sea.

It will be done.

Victory is ours, Iniriis! Y-Uulisaan?

This is Y-Uulisaan, Farautaa.

You follow the Coronal still?

| do. He has left Ebersinul and nakes for Treynone.
Does he know what is happening in Znroel?

He knows nothing. The grand processional absorbs his energies
conpl etely.

Bring himthe report, then. Tell himof weevils in the valley of the
Zinmr, of lusavender blight in the Rift, of the death of nmyk and glein
and stajja west of Dul om

|, Farnataa?

W nust get even closer to him The news must reach hi m sooner or
later through legitimte channels. Let it cone fromus first, and | et
that be our way of approach to him You will be his adviser on the

di seases of plants, Y-Uulisann. Tell himthe news; and aid himin the
struggl e agai nst these blights. W should know what counterattacks are



pl anned Victory is ours, Y-lJulisaan
Victory is ours, Farautua
14.

The nessage was nore than an hour old when it finally reached the high
spokesman Hornkast in his private lair far up level just outside the
Sphere of Triple Shadows

Wet nme in the throne roomright away.
Sepul t hrove

The hi gh spokesman gl ared at the nessengers. They knew he was never to
be disturbed in this chanber except for a matter of the greatest
ur gency.

"What is it? |s he dying? Dead already?"

"W were not told, sir.

"Did Sepulthrove seem unusual |y di sturbed?"

"He seened uneasy, sir, but | have no idea
"Al'l right. Never mind. I'lIl be with you in a nonent."

Hastily Hornkast cleansed hinmself and dressed. |If it has truly coneg,
he thought sourly, it cones at a nost inconvenient nonent. Tyeveras
has waited at |east a dozen decades for his dying; could he not have
hel d of f another hour or two? if it has truly cone.

The gol den- haired wonman who had been visiting himsaid, "Shall | stay
here until you cone back?"

He shook his head. "There's no telling howlong this will take. If
the Pontifex has died "

The woman made the Labyrinth sign. "The Divine forbid!"
"I ndeed, " said Hornkast drily.

He went out. The Sphere of Triple Shadows, rising high above the

gl eam ng obsidian walls of the plaza, was in its brightest phase,
casting an eerie blue-white light that obliterated all sensations of

di mrensionality or depth: the passersby |ooked |ike mere paper dolls,
floating on a gentle breeze. Wth the nessengers besi de him and hard
pressed to keep up with his pace, Honl kast hastened across the plaza to
the private Iift, nmoving, as always, with a vigor that belied his

ei ghty years.

The descent to the inperial zone was interm nable.

Dead? Dying; Tnconceivable. Hornkast realized that he had never taken
i nto account the contingency of an unexpected natural death for
Tyeveras. Sepulthrove had assured himthat the machi nery woul d not
fail, that the Pontifex could be kept alive, if need be, another twenty
or thirty years, perhaps as nuch as fifty. And the high spokesnan had
assunmed that his death, when it came, would be the outconme of a



carefully arrived at political decision, not sonething awkwardly hap
peei ng without warning in the mddle of an otherw se ordinary nonmng.

And if it had? Lord Valentine nmust be sunmoned at once fromthe west

| ands Ah, how he would hate that, dragged into the Labyrinth before he
had fairly begun his processional! | wll have to resign, of course,
Hor nkast told hinself. Valentine will want his own hi gh spokesman:

that little scar-faced man Sl eet, no doubt, or even the Vroon.

Hor nkast considered what it would be like to train one of themin the
duties of the office he had held so long. Sleet full of contenpt and
condescension, or the wizardy little Vroon, those huge glittering eyes,
t hat beak, those tentacles

That woul d be his last responsibility, to instruct the new high

spokesman. And then | will go away, he thought, and | suspect | will
not long survive the loss of ny office.. Eidath, | suppose, wll
become Coronal. They say he is a good man, very dear to Lord

Val entine, alnost like a brother. How strange it will be, after al
these years, to have a real Pontifex again, actively working with his
Coronal! But | will not see it, Honkast told hinself. | wll not be
her e.

In that nood of foreboding and resignation he arrived at the ornately
enbel i shed door to the inperial throne room He slipped his hand into
the recognition glove and squeezed the cool yielding sphere within; and
at his touch the door slid back to reveal the great globe of the

i nperial chanber, the lofty throne upon the three broad steps, the

el aborate nechani sns of the Pontifex's |ife-support systens, and,

wi thin the bubble of pale blue glass that had held himfor so nany
years, the long-linmbed figure of the Pontifox hinself, fleshless and
parched like his own numy, upright in his seat, jaws clenched, eyes
bright, bright, bright still with inextinguishable life.

A famliar crew of grotesques stood beside the throne: ancient Dilifon
the withered and trenbling private secretary; the Pontifical dream
speaker the witch Narraneer; and Sepul throve the physician, hawk nosed
skin the color of dried mud. Fromthem even from Narraneer, who kept
hersel f young and i npl ausi bly beautiful by her sorceries, cane a

pul sing aura of age, decay, death. Homkast, who had seen these people
every day for forty years, had never |before perceived with such
intensity how frightful they were: and, he knew, he nust be just as
frightful hinmself. Perhaps the time has come, he thought, to clear us
all away.

"I came as soon as the nessengers could reach nme," he said. He glanced
toward the Pontifox. "Well? He's dying, is he? He |Iooks just the
same to ne."

"He is very far fromdying," said Sepulthrove.

"Then what's goi ng on?"

""Listen," the physician said. "He's starting again."

The creature in the life-support globe stirred and swayed fromside to
side in mnute oscillations. A |ow whining sound cane fromthe
Pontifex, and then a kind of half-whistled snore, and a thick bubbling
gurgle that went on and on

Hor nkast had heard all these sounds many tines before. They were the



private | anguage the Pontifex in his terrible senility had invented,
and whi ch the high spokesman al one had mastered. Sonme were al npost
words, or the ghosts of words, and within their blurred outlines the
original neanings were still apparent. Ohers had evol ved from words
over the years into nere noise, but Hornkast, because he had observed
those evolutions in their various stages, knew what neani ngs were

i ntended. Sone were nothing but noans and sighs and weepings wthout a
verbal content. And sonme seemed to have no ancestry in human | anguage
at all, but yet appeared to have a certain conplexity of formthat

m ght represent concepts that had been perceived by Tyeveras in his

| ong nad sl eepl ess isolation, and were known to hi m al one.

"l hear the usual," said Hornkast.
"Wait."

He |istened. He heard the string of syllables that nmeant Lord Mali bor
the Pontifox had forgotten Malibor's two successors, and thought
Mal i bor was Coronal still and then a skein of other royal nanes,
Prestim on, Confal une, Dekkeret. Malibor again. The word for sleep
The nane of Ossier, who had been Pontifex before Tyeveras. The name of
Ki nni ken, who had preceded Gssier.

"He ranbles in the rempte past, as he often does. For this you called
me down here with such urgent "

n \MI t . n

In growing irritation Honkast turned his attention again to the

i nchoate nono | og of the Pontifex, and was stunned to hear, for the
first time in many years, a perfectly enunciated, conpletely
recogni sabl e word:

"Life. "

"You heard?" Sepulthrove asked.

Hor nkast nodded. "Wen did this start?"

"Two hours ago, two anti a half."

"Mj esty.
"W have made a record of all of this,"” said Dilifon
"What el se has he said that you can understand?"

"Seven or eight words," Sepulthrove replied. "Perhaps there are others
that only you can recognise."

Honmkast | ooked toward Narr ameer "Is he awake or dreani ng?"

"I think it is wong to use either of those terns in connection wth
the Pontifex," she said. "He lives in both states at once."

"Cone. Rise. Walk."

"He's said those before, several tines,"” D lifon nurnured.

There was silence. The Pontifex seened to have | apsed into sleep



t hough his eyes were still open. Hornkast stared grinmy. Wen
Tyeveras first had beconme ill, early in the reign of Lord Valentine, it
had seened only logical to susta n the old Pontifex's life in this way,
and Hornkast had been one of the nost enthusiastic supporters of the
schene that Sepul throve had proposed. It had never happened before
that a Pontifex had outlived two Coronals, so that the third Coronal of
the reign cane into power when the Pontifex was already in extreme old
age. That had distorted the dynam cs of the inperial system Hornkast
hi nsel f had pointed out at that time that Lord Val entine, young and
untried, barely in conmand of the duties of the Coronal, could not be
sent on to the Labyrinth so soon. By general agreenment it was
essential that the Pontifex remain on his throne a few nore years, if
he coul d be kept alive. Sepulthrove had found the neans to keep him
alive, though quickly it was apparent that Tyeveras had | apsed into
senility and dwelled in hopeless lunatic death-in-Ilife.

But then had conme the episode of the usurpation, and then the difficult
years of restoration, when all the Coronal's energies were needed to
repair the chaos of the upheaval. Tyeveras had had to remain in his
cage year after year. Though the continued life of the Pontifex meant
Hor nkast's own continuance in power, and the power he had amassed by
default of the Pontifox by now was extraordi nary, nevertheless it was a
repellent thing to watch, this cruel suspension of a life |long since
deserving of a ternmination. Yet Lord Valentine asked for time, and
nore time, and yet nore tinme still, to finish his work as Coronal

Ei ght years, now was that not time enough? Wth surprise Hornkast
found hinmsel f al nost ready now to pray for Tyeveras's deliverance from
this captivity. |If only it were possible to I et himsleep

"Va Va "

"What's that?" Sepul throve asked.
"Somet hing new " whispered Dilifon
Hormkast gestured to themto be quiet.
"Va Val entine "

"This is new indeed!" said Narraneer.

"Val entine Pontifex Valentine Pontifex of Malipoor

Fol | owed by silence. Those words, plainly enunciated, free of al
anbiguities, hovered in the air Iike exploding suns.

"I thought he had forgotten Valentine' s nane," Honkast said. "He
t hi nks Lord Malibor is Coronal."

"Evidently he does not," said Dilifon

"Sonetines toward the end," Sepulthrove said quietly, "the mnd repairs
itself. | think his sanity is returning."

"He is as mad as ever!" cried Dilifon. "The Divine forbid that he
shoul d regai n his understandi ng, and know what we have done to him"

"I think," said Honkast, "that he has al ways known what we have done to
him and that he is regaining not his understanding but his ability to
communi cate with us in words. You heard him Valentine Pontifox. He



is hailing his successor, and he knows who his successor ought to be.
Sepul t hrove, is he dying?"

"The instruments indicate no physical change in him | think he could
continue this way for sone long while."

"W nust not allowit,"” said Dilifon

"What are you suggesting?" Hornkast asked.

"That this has gone on |ong enough. | know what it is to be old,
Hormkast and per haps you do al so, though you show little outer sign of
it. This man is half again as old as any of us. He suffers things we
can scarcely imgine. | say make an end. Now. This very day."

"W have no right," said Honkast. "I tell you, | feel for his
sufferings even as you. But it IS not our decision.”

"Mbke an end, neverthel ess.”

"Lord Val entine must take responsibility for that."
"Lord Valentine never will," Dilifon nmuttered. "He'll keep this farce
running for fifty nore years!"

"It is his choice," said Hornkast firmy.

"Are we his servants, or the servants of the Pontifex?" asked
Dlifon.

"It is one governnent, with two monarchs, and only one of themnow is
conpetent. W serve the Pontifex by serving the Coronal. And "

Fromthe |life-support cage canme a bellow of rage, and then an eerie
i ndrawn whi stling sound, and then three harsh grows. And then the
words, even nore clearly than before:

"Val entine Pontifex of MliJpoor haill!™

"He hears what we say, and it angers him He begs for death," said
Dilifon.

"Or perhaps he thinks he has already reached it," Narraneer

suggest ed.

"No. No. Dilifonis right," said Hornkast. "He's overheard us. He
knows we won't give himwhat he wants."

"Come. Rise. Walk. " Howlings. Babblings. "Death!Death!Death!"

In a despair deeper than anything he had felt in decades, the high
spokesman rushed toward the |ife-support globe, half intending to rip
the cabl es and tubes fromtheir mountings and bring an end to this now.
But of course that would be insanity. Hornkast halted; he peered in;
his eyes met those of Tyeveras, and he conpelled hinself not to flinch
as that great sadness poured out upon him The Pontifex was sane
again. That was unarguable. The Pontifox understood that death was
bei ng wi thheld from himfor reasons of state.

"Your mmjesty?" Hornkast asked, speaking in his richest, fullest tone.



"Your majesty, do you hear me? Cl ose one eye if you hear ne.
There was no response.

"I think, nevertheless, that you hear nme, nmajesty. And | tell you
this: we know what you suffer. W will not allow you nmuch |onger to
endure it. That we pledge to you, mgjesty."”

Silence. Stillness. Then
"Life! Pain! Death!"

And then a npaning and a babbling and a whistling and a shrieking that
was |ike a song from beyond the grave.

15.

" and that is the tenple of the Lady," said Lord Mayor Sambige
pointing far up the face of the astonishing vertical cliff that rose
just east of his city. "The holiest of her shrines in the world,
saving only the Isle itself, of course.”

Val entine stared. The tenple gleamed like a solitary white eye set in
the dark forehead of the cliff.

It was the fourth nmonth of the grand processional now, or the fifth,

or perhaps the sixth: days and weeks, cities and provinces, everything
had begun to blur and merge. This day he had arrived at the great port
of Alaisor, far up the northwestern coast of Al hanroel. Behind himlay
Treynone, Stoienzar, Vilinong, Estotilaup, Kinoise: city upon city, al
flowi ng together in his mnd into one vast netropolis that spread |ike
some sl uggi sh many-armed nonster across the face of Mji poor

Sanbi gel, a short swarthy man with a fringe of dense black beard around
the edge of his face, droned on and on, bidding the Coronal wel cone
with his nmobst sonorous platitudes. Valentine's eyes felt glazed; his
m nd wandered. He had heard all this before, in Kikil, in Steenorp, in
Kl ai : never-to-be-forgotten occasion, love and gratitude of all the
peopl e, proud of this, honored by that. Yes. Yes. He found hinself
wondering which city it was that had shown himits fanmous vani shing
lake. Was it Sinbilfant? And the aerial ballet, that was
Mont epul si ane, or had it been Ghrav? The gol den bees were surely

Bai | embona, but the sky-chain? Arkilon? Sennanole?

Once nmore he | ooked toward the tenple on the cliff. 1t beckoned
powerfully to him He yearned to be there at this very nonent: to be
caught on the fingertip of a gale; and swept like a dry leaf to that
lofty summt.

Mot her, let me rest with you awhil e!

There came a pause in the |lord mayor's speech, or perhaps he was done.
Val entine turned to Tunigorn and said, "Mke arrangenents for me to
sleep at that tenple tonight."

Sanbi gel seened nonplussed. "It was ny understanding, ny lord, that
you were to see the Tonb of Lord Stianot this afternoon, and then to go
to the Hall of Topaz for a reception, followed by a dinner at "



"Lord Stiampbt has waited eight thousand years for ne to pay homage to
him He can wait one day nore."

"OfF course, ny lord. So be it, my lord." Sanbigel made a hasty flurry
of star bursts "I will notify the hierarch Anbargarde that you will be
her guest tonight. And now, if you will permit, nmy lord, we have an
entertainment to offer you "

An orchestra struck up sone jubilant anthem From hundreds of

t housands of throats canme what he did not doubt were stirring verses,

t hough he could not make out a syllable of them He stood inpassively,
gazi ng out over that vast throng, nodding occasionally, smling, making
contact now and then with the eyes of some awed citizen who woul d never
forget this day. A sense of his own unreality cane over him He did
not need to be a living man, he thought, to be playing this part. A
statue would do just as well, some cunning marionette, or even one of

t hose waxworks things that he had once seen in Pidruid on a festival

ni ght | ong ago. How useful it would be to send an imtation Coronal of
some such sort out to these events, capable of |istening gravely and
smling appreciatively and waving heartily and perhaps even of
delivering a few heartfelt words of gratitude

Qut of the corner of his eye he saw Carabella watching himworriedly.
He nade a little gesture with two fingers of his right hand, a private
sign they had between them to tell her he was all right. But the
troubl ed | ook did not |eave her face. And it seemed to himthat

Tuni gorn and Li sanon Hultin had edged forward until they stood oddly
close to him To catch himif he fell? Confal unme's whiskers, did they
thi nk he was going to coll apse the way he had in the Labyrinth?

He held hinself all the nore erect: wave, smle, nod, wave, smle, nod.
Not hi ng was going to go wong. Nothing. Nothing. But would this
cerenony ever end?

There was half an hour nore. But at last it was over, and the royal
party, |eaving by way of an underground passage, quickly made its way
toward the quarters set aside for the Coronal in the |lord mayor's

pal ace on the far side of the square. When they were al one Carabella

said, "It seemed to ne you were growing ill up there, Valentine."

He said as lightly as he could, "If boredomis a nmalady, then I was
growing ill, yes."

She was silent a nonment. Then she said, "Is it absolutely essential to

continue with this processional ?"

"You know | have no choice."

"I fear for you."

"\Why' Carabel | a?"

"There are times | scarcely know you any longer. W is this brooding
fretful person who shares my bed? What has becone of the man called
Val entine |I knew once in Pidruid?"

"He is still here."

"So | would believe. But hidden, as the sun is hidden when the shadow
of a moon falls upon it. Wat shadow is on you, Valentine? \What



shadow is on the world? Sonething strange befell you in the Labyrinth.
What was it? Wy?"

"The Labyrinth is a place of no joy for me, Carabella. Perhaps | felt

encl osed there, buried, smothered " He shook his head. "It was
strange, yes. But the Labyrinth is far behind ne. Once we began to
travel in happier lands | felt ny old self resunming, | knew joy again,
[ ove, | '

"You decei ve yoursel f, perhaps, but not me. There's no joy in it for
you, not now. At the beginning you drank in everything as if you
couldn't possibly get enough of it you wanted to go everywhere, behold
everything, taste all that is to be tasted but not anynore. | see it
in your eyes, | see it on your face. You nove about |ike a

sl eepwal ker. Do you deny it?"

"I do grow weary' yes. | admit that."

"Then abandon the processional! Return to the Munt, which you | ove,
where you al ways have been truly happy!"

"I amthe Coronal. The Coronal has a sacred duty to present hinself to
t he people he governs. | owe themthat."

"And what do you owe to yourself, then?"

He shrugged. "I beg you, sweet |lady! Even if | grow bored, and | do
won't deny it, | hear speeches in ny sleep now, | see endl ess parades
of jugglers and acrobats neverthel ess, no one has ever died of boredom
The processional is ny obligation. | nmust continue.”

"At | east cancel the Zinroel part of it, then. One continent is nore

than enough. [It'll take you months sinply to return to Castle Munt
fromhere, if you stop at every major city along the way. And then
Zinmroel? Piliplok, Ni-moya, Til-omon, Narabal, Pidruid it'll take

years, Val entine!"

He shook his head slowy. "I have an obligation to all the people, not
only the ones who live in Al hauroel, Carabella."

Taki ng his hand, she said, "That nuch |I understand. But you may be
demandi ng too rmuch of yourself. | ask you again: consider elimnating
Zinmroel fromthe tour. WIIl you do that? WIIl you at |east give it
some t hought ?"

"I"d return to Castle Muwunt this very evening, if | could. But | nust
go on. | must."

"Tonight at the tenple you hope to speak in dreanms with your nother the
Lady, is that not so?"

"Yes," he said. "But '

"Promse ne this, then If you reach her mind with yours, ask her if you

should go to Zinroel. Let her advice guide you in this, as it has so
well in so many other things. WII you?"
"Carabella "

"WIl you ask her? Only ask!"



"Very well," he said. "I will ask. That nuch do I promse."
She | ooked at him nischievously. "Do | seema shrewish wfe
Val entine? Chivvying and pressing you this way? | do this out of

| ove, you know. "
"That | know," said he, and drew her close and hel d her

They said no nore, for it was time then to make ready for the journey

up Al aisor Heights to the tenple of the Lady. Twilight was descending
as they set out up the narrow wi nding road, and the lights of Al aisor

sparkl ed behind themlike mllions of bright gens scattered carel essly
over the plain.

The hierarch Anbargarde, a tall, regal -1 ooking wonan with keen eyes and
lustrous white hair, waited at the gateway of the tenple to receive the
Coronal . Wil e awed acol ytes | ooked on gaping, she offered hima brief

and warm wel comre he was, she said, the first Coronal to visit the
tenmpl e since Lord Tyeveras had cone, on his second processional and |ed
hi mt hrough the lovely grounds until the tenple itself canme into view
a long building a single story in height, built of white stone,

unor nament ed, even stark, situated in a spacious and open garden of
great sinmplicity and beauty. |Its western face curved in a crescent arc
al ong the edge of the cliff, |ooking outward to the sea; and, on its

i nner side, wings set apart from one another at narrow angl es radi at ed
toward the east.

Val entine passed through an airy loggia to a small portico beyond that
seened to be suspended in space on the cliff's outernost rim There he
stood a long while In silence, with Carabella and the hierarch beside
him and Sleet and Tunigorn close by. It was wondrously quiet here: he
heard not hing but the rush of the cool clear wi nd that blew w thout
pause fromthe northwest, and the faint fluttering of Carabella's
scarl et cloak. He |ooked down toward Al aisor. The great seaport |ay
like a giant outspread fan at the base of the cliff, ranging so far to
the north and south that he could not see its limts. The dark spokes
of col ossal avenues ran its entire length, converging on a distant,
barely visible circle of grand boul evards where six giant obelisks rose
skyward: the tomb of Lord Stianot, conqueror of the Metanorphs. Beyond
lay only the sea, dark green, shrouded in | owlying haze.

"Come, ny lord," said Anbargarde. "The last light of the day is going.
May | show you to your chanber?"

He woul d sl eep alone that. night, in an austere little roomcl ose by
the tabernacle. Nor would he eat, or drink anything except the w ne of
t he dream speakers, that would open his mind and make it accessible to
the Lady. When Anbargarde had gone, he turned to Carabella and said,
"I have not forgotten my prom se, |ove."

"That | know. Ch, Valentine, | pray she tells you to turn back to the
Mount !

"WIl you abide by it if she does notY

"How can | not abide by whatever you decide? You are the Coronal. But
| pray she tells you turn back. Dreamwell, Valentine."

"Dream wel |, Carabell a"



She left him He stood for sonme time at the w ndow, watching as night
engul fed the shoreline and the sea. Sonewhere due west of here, he
knew, lay the Isle of Sleep that was his nother's domain, far bel ow the
hori zon, the hone of that sweet and bl essed Lady who brought wi sdomto
the world as it dreaned. Valentine stared intently seaward, searching
in the msts and the gathering darkness as if he could see, if ony he
peered hard enough, the brilliant white ranparts of chal k on which the
Isle rested.

Then he undressed and | ay down on the sinple cot that was the roon s
only furniture, and lifted the goblet that held the dark red
dreamwi ne. He took a deep draft of the sweet thick stuff, and then
anot her, and | ay back and put himself into the trance state that opened
his mind to inpulses fromafar, and waited for sleep

Cone to me, nother. This is Valentine.

Dr owsi ness canme over him and he slipped downward into slumnber.
Mot her

Lady

Mot her

Phant ons danced through his brain. Tenuous el ongated figures burst

i ke bubbles fromvents in the ground, and spiraled upward to the roof
of the sky. Disenbodi ed hands sprouted fromthe trunks of trees, and
boul ders opened yel |l ow eyes, and rivers grew hair. He watched and
waited, letting hinmself glide downward and yet deeper downward into the
real m of dreans, and all the while sending forth his soul to the

Lady.

Then he had a glinpse of her seated by the eight-sided pool in her
chanmber of fine white stone at Inner Tenple on the Isle. She was
bendi ng forward, as though studying her reflection. He floated toward
her and hovered just behind her, and | ooked down and saw the famliar
face glimering in the pool, the dark shining hair, the full Iips and
warm | ovi ng eyes, the flower as always behind one ear, the silver band
about her forehead. He said softly, "Mdther? It's Valentine."

She turned to face him But the face he saw was the face of stranger
a pal e, haggard, frowning, puzzled face.

"Who are you?" he whispered.

"Way, you know ne! | amthe Lady of the Islel™

"No no "

"Most certainly I am"

"No. "

"Why have you come to me here? You should not have done that, for you
are Pontifex, and it is nore fitting for me to journey toward you than

you toward ne."

"Pontifex? Coronal, you nean."



"Ah, did | say that? Then | was m staken."
"And ny nmother? Were is she?"
"l am she, Valentine."

And i ndeed the haggard pale face was but a nask, which grew thin and
peel ed away |ike a sheath of old skin, to reveal his nother's wondrous
smle, his nother's conforting eyes. And that in turn peeled away to
show the other face once nore, and then the true Lady's beneath that,
but this time she was weeping. He reached for her and his hands passed
t hrough her, and he found hinself alone. She did not return to him

t hat ni ght, though he pursued her through vision after vision, into
real ms of such strangeness that he would gladly have retreated if he
coul d; and at |ast he abandoned the quest and gave hinself over to the
deepest and nost dreanl ess of sl eeps.

When he awakened it was midnorning. He bathed and stepped fromhis
chanmber and found Carabella outside' face drawn and tense, eyes
reddened as though she had not slept at all

"How is my lord?" she asked at once.

"I reamed nothing last night. M dreans were hollow, and the Lady did
not speak with me."

"Ch, love, howsorry I am"

"Il attenpt it again tonight. Perhaps | had too little dreamw ne,
or too nmuch. The hierarch will advise ne. Have you eaten
Car abel | a?"

"Long since. But I'll breakfast again with you now, if you wish. And
Sl eet wants to see you. Sonme urgent nessage arrived in the night, and
he woul d have gone right in to you, but |I forbade it."

"What nessage is that?"

"He said nothing to ne. Shall | send for himnow?"

Val entine nodded. "I1'll wait out there," he said, indicating with a
wave of his armthe little portico overlooking the outer face of the
cliff.

Sl eet had a stranger with hi mwhen he appeared: a slender snooth
skinned man with a wi de-browed triangul ar face and | arge sonber eyes,
who made a quick starburst gesture and stood staring at Val entine as
t hough the Coronal were a creature fromsonme other world. "Lordship,
this is Y-Uulisaan, who came |last night from Zi nroel."

"An unusual nane," Val entine said.

"It has been in our famly many generations, nmy lord. | am associated
with the office of agricultural affairs in Ni-noya, and it is ny

m ssion to carry unhappy tidings to you from Zinroel ."

Valentine felt a tightening in his chest.

Y-UWul i saan held forth a sheaf of folders. "It is all described in here



the full details of each of the plagues, the area it affects, the
extent of the danmage "

"Pl agues? Wat plagues?”

"In the agricultural zones, ny lord. |In Dulomthe |usavender snut has
reappeared, and al so there has been a dying of nyk trees to the west of
the Rift, and also the stajja and glein are affected, and root weevils
have attacked the ricca and nmil aile in "

"My lord!" Carabella cried suddenly. "Look, |ook there!"
He whirled to face her She was pointing skyward.
"What are those?"

Startled, Valentine | ooked up. On the bosom of the brisk breeze there
journeyed a strange army of |arge glossy transparent floating
creatures, unlike anything he had ever seen, appearing suddenly out of
the west. They had bodies perhaps a man's length in diameter, shaped
like shining cups up curved to give them buoyancy, and long hairy |egs
that they held straight out on all sides. Their eyes, running in
doubl e rows across their heads, were |like bright black beads the size
of a man's fists, shining dazzlingly in the sunlight. Hundreds, even
t housands, of the spiders were passing overhead, a migratory
procession, a river of weird waiths in the sky.

Car abel | a sai d, shuddering, "Wat nonstrous-|ooking things! Like
somet hing out of the worst sending of the King of Dreans.”

Val enti ne wat ched i n astoni shment and horror as they drifted past,

di pping and soaring on the wind. Shouts of alarmnow cane fromthe
courtyard of the tenple. Valentine, beckoning Sleet to follow him ran
i nward, and saw the old hierarch standing in the center of the |awn,
wavi ng an energy-thrower about. The air was thick with the floating

t hi ngs, some of which were drifting toward the ground, and she and half
a dozen acolytes were attenpting to destroy them before they | anded,

but several score had already reached ground. \Wherever they touched
down they remai ned notionless; but the rich green | awn was instantly
burned yel |l ow over an area perhaps tw ce the creatures' size.

Wthin mnutes the onslaught was over. The floating things had passed
by and were disappearing to the east, but the grounds and garden of the
tenmpl e | ooked as if they had been attacked with bl owtorches. The

hi erarch Anbargarde, seeing Val entine, put down her energy-thrower and
wal ked slowy toward him

"What were those things?" he asked.
"W nd-spiders, ny lord."
"I"ve not heard of them Are they native to this region?"

"The Divine be thanked, my lord, they are not! They cone from Zi nroel
fromthe nountains beyond Khyntor. Every year, when it is their mating
season, they cast thenselves into the stream of the high w nds, and
while they are aloft they couple, and let loose their fertile eggs,

whi ch are bl own eastward by the contrary | ower wi nds of the nountains
until they land in the hatching-places. But the adults are caught by
the currents of the air and carried out to sea, and sonetines they are



swept all the way to the coast of Al hanroel."

Sleet, with a grimce of disgust, wal ked toward one | ast w nd-spi der
that had fallen nearby. It lay quietly, nmaking only the faintest
novenents, feeble "witchings of its thick shaggy |egs.

"Keep back fromit!" called Anbargarde. "Every part of it is

poi sonous!" She summoned an acol yte, who destroyed it with a burst
fromher energy-thrower. To Valentine the hierarch said, "Before they
mate they are harm ess enough things, eaters of |eaves and soft tw gs,
and such. But once they have let |oose their eggs they change, and
become dangerous. You see what they have done to the grass. W wll
have to dig that all out, or nothing will ever grow there again."

"And this happens every year?" Val entine asked.

"Ch, no, no, thanks be to the Divine!l Mst of them perish out at sea.
Only once in many years do they get this far. But when they do ah, ny
lord, it is always a year of evil onen!"

"When did they last conme?" the Coronal asked.

Anmbar garde seened to hesitate. At length she said, "In the year of the
death of your brother Lord Voriax, my lord."

"And before that?"

Her lips trembled. "I camlot remenber. Perhaps ten years before,
perhaps fifteen."

"Not in the year of the death of Lord Malibor, by any chance?"

"My lord forgive me

has

"There is nothing that needs forgiveness," Valentine said quietly. He
wal ked away fromthe group and stood staring at the burned places in
the devastated lawn. In the Labyrinth, he thought, the Coronal is
smitten with dark visions at the feasting table. 1In Zinroel there are
pl agues upon the crops. |In Al hauroel the w nd-spiders conme, bearing
evil omens. And when | call upon ny nother in ny dreams | see a
stranger's face. The nessage is very clear, is it not? Yes. The
nmessage i s very clear.

"Sleet!" he called.
"Lor dshi p?"

"Find Asenhart, and have him nmake ready the fleet. W sail as soon as
possi ble."

"For Zinroel, mny |ord?"

"For the Isle, first, so | may confer with the Lady. And then to
Zinroel, yes."

"Val entine?" a smmll vice said.

It was Carabella. Her eyes were fixed and strange and her face was



pal e. She | ooked alnost like a child now a small frightened child
whose soul has been brushed in the night by the King of Dreans.

"What evil is loose in our land, ny lord?" she asked in a voice he
could scarcely hear. "Wat will happen to us, ny lord? Tell ne: what
wi || happen to us?"

, 06

T two:

The BOOK OF THE
WATER- KI NGS
"Your task is to reach Ertsud Gand," the instructor had said. "Your

route i s the open country south of the Pinitor H ghway. Your weapons
are cudgel and dagger. Your obstacles are seven tracker beasts:

vourhain, ma lorn ceil, kass ai mn-monitor, weyhant, and zytoon. They
are dangerous and will injure you if you allow themto take you by
surprise.”

H ssune conceal ed hinmsel f behind a thick-bunked ghazan tree so gnarled
and twisted that it could well have been ten thousand years old, and
peered cautiously down the | ong narrow valley ahead of him Al was

still. He saw none of his fellow trai nees, nor any of the tracker
beast s.
This was his third day on the trail and he still had twelve niles to

go. But what lay i mediately before himwas di smaying: a bl eak sl ope
of | oose broken granite that probably would begin to slide the noment
107

he stepped out onto it, sending himcrashing onto the rocks of the
distant valley floor. Even if this was only a training exercise, he
knew that he could get quite authentically killed out here if he

bl under ed.

But goi ng back the way he had come and trying some other route of
descent was even | ess appealing. Once nore to risk that narrow | edge
of a trail winding in mserable swtchbacks over the face of the cliff
t he t housand-foot drop that a single false step would bring, those
ghastly overhangs that had forced himto crawl forward with his nose to
the ground and barely half a foot's cl earance above the back of his
head no. Better to trust hinself to that field of rubble in front of
himthan to try to turn back. Besides, there was that creature
prowing still up there, the vourhain, one of the seven trackers.
Havi ng come past those sickle tusks and great curving claws once, he
had no appetite for confronting thema second tine.

Using his cudgel as a wal ki ng-stick, he edged warily out onto the
gravel field.

The sun was bright and penetrating, this far down Castle Munt, well
bel ow t he perpetual band of clouds that sheathed the great nountain in
its upper mddle reaches. Its brilliant light struck fragnents of mca
enbedded in the shattered sharp-edged granite of the sl ope and
rebounded into his eyes, dazzling him

He put one foot carefully forward, |leaned into his step, found the



rubble firmbeneath his weight. He took another step. Another. A few
smal I chunks of rock came | oose and went skittering down the slope,
flashing like little mrrors as they turned over and over in their

fall.

There seened no danger y et that the entire slope would give way. He
conti nued downward. Hi s ankles and knees, sore from yesterday's
diflficult crossing of a high w ndswept pass, protested the steep
downhill angle. The straps of his backpack sliced into him He was
thirsty and his head ached slightly: the air was thin in this stretch
of Castle Mount. There were nmonents when he found hinsel f w shing he
was safely back at the Castle, poring over the texts on constitutiona
| aw and ancient history that he had been condemmed to study for the
past six nonths. He had to smle at that, renenbering howin the
weari est days of his tutoring he had been desperately counting the days
until he was released fromhis books and could nove on to the
excitement of the survival test. Just now, though, his days in the
library of the Castle did not seemnearly so burdensone, nor this
journey anything but a grueling ordeal

He | ooked up. The sun seened to fill half the sky. He raised his hand
before his eyes as a shield.

It was al nost a year, now, since Hissune had left the Labyrinth, and he
still was not wholly used to the sight of that fiery thing in the sky,
or to the touch of its rays on his skin. There were tines when he
revered in its unfamliar warnth he had | ong since exchanged the
Labyrinth pallor for a deep golden tan and yet at other tines it
kindled fear in him and he wanted to tunl fromit and bury hinself a

t housand feet below the surface of the earth, where it could not reach
hi m

Idiot. Sinpleton. The sun's not your enemny! Keep noving. Keep
novi ng.

On the distant horizon he saw the black towers of Ertsud Gand to the
west. That pool of grey shadow off to the other way was the city of
Hoi kmar, from which he had set forth. By his best cal culation he had
cone twenty mles through heat and thirst, across | akes of dust and
anci ent seas of ash, down spiraling fumarol es and over fields of
clinking netallic lava. He had eluded the kass ai that thing of

twi tching antennae and eyes like white platters which had stal ked him
half a day. He had fooled the vourhain with the old trick of the
doubl e scent, letting the animal go chasing off after his discarded
tunic while he went down a trail too narrow for the beast to follow
Five trackers left. Malorn, ceil, weyhant, mn-nmonitor, zytoon

Strange nanes. Strange beasts, native to nowhere. Perhaps they were
synthetics, created as nmounts had been by the forgotten w tchcraft

sci ences of the old days. But why create nonsters? Wy set them | oose
on Castle Mount? Sinply for the testing and anneal i ng of the young
nobility? H ssune wondered what woul d happen if the weyhant or the
zytoon rose suddenly out of all this rocky rubble and sprang upon him
unawares. They will injure you if you allow themto take you by
surprise. Injure, yes. But kill? Wat was the purpose of this test?
To hone the survival skills of young Knight-initiates, or to elimnate
the unfit? At this tine, Hi ssune knew, sone three dozen initiates |like
hi nsel f were scattered along the thirty nmiles of the testing grounds.
How many would live to reach Ertsud G and?



He would, at least. O that he was certain.

Slowy, poking with his cudgel to test the stability of the rocks, he
made his way down the granite chute. Halfway down came the first

m shap: a huge, secure-looking triangular slab turned out to be only
precariously bal anced, and gave way to the first light touch of his
left foot. For an instant he wavered in a wild |urching way,
desperately trying to steady hinself, and then he plunged forward. The
cudgel flew from his hands and as he stunbl ed, dislodging a snall

aval anche of rocks, his right |leg slipped thigh-deep between two great
sl abs keen as knife bl ades

He grabbed whatever he could and held on. But the rocks bel ow himdid
not begin to slide. Fiery sensations were running the length of his
leg. Broken? Torn liganents, strained nuscles? He began slowy to
pull it free. H s legging was slit fromthigh to calf, and bl ood was
flowing freely froma deep cut. But that seened to be the worst of it,
that and a throbbing in his groin that woul d probably cause himsone
bot her sone | aneness tomorrow. Recovering his cudgel, he went
cautiously onward.

Then the character of the slope changed: the big cracked sl abs gave way
to a fine gravel, even nore treacherous underfoot. Hi ssune adopted a
slow sliding gait, turning his feet sideways and pushing the surface of
t he gravel ahead of himas he descended. It was hard on his sore leg
but afforded sone degree of control. The bottom of the slope was

com ng into view now.

He slipped twice on the gravel. The first time he skidded only a few
feet; the second carried hima dozen yards downsl ope, and he saved
hinself fromtunbling all the way only by jamm ng his feet against the
gravel and burrow ng under for six or seven inches while hanging on
fiercely with his hands.

When he picked hinself up he could not find his dagger. He searched
some while in the gravel, with no success, and finally he shrugged and
went on. The dagger woul d be of no use against a weyhant or a

m n-noni tor anyway, he told himself. But he would miss it in small
ways when he foraged for his food along the trail: digging for edible
tubers, peeling the skins fromfruits

At the bottom of the slope the valley opened into a broad rocky

pl at eau, dry, forbidding, dotted here and there by ancient-I ooking
ghazan trees, all but leafless, bent in the usual grotesque convol uted
shapes. But he saw, a short way off toward the east, trees of another
sort, slender and tall and |leafy, clunped close together. They were a
good indication of water, and he headed for them

But that clunmp of greenery proved to be farther away than he thought.

An hour of plodding toward it did not seemto bring it much cl oser

H ssune's injured leg was stiffening rapidly. H's canteen was all but
enpty. And when he canme across the crest of a |ow ridge he found the
ma lorn waiting for himon the other side.

It was a strikingly hideous creature: a baggy oval body set within ten
enornously long |l egs that made a huge V-bend to hold its thorax three

~0 feet off the ground. Eight of the legs ended in broad fl at
wal ki ng-pads. The two front ones were equi pped with pincers and cl aws.
A row of gleami ng red eyes ran conpletely around the rimof its body. A



long curved tail bristled with stingers.

"I could kill you with a mirror!" Hi ssune told it. "Just let you see
your reflection and you'd ugly yourself to death!"

The ma | orn made a soft hissing sound and began to nove slowy toward
him jaws working, pincers twitching. Hissune hefted his cudgel and
waited. There was nothing to fear, he told hinself, if he kept calm
the idea of this test was not to kill the trainees but only to toughen
them and perhaps to observe their behavi or under stress.

He et the ma lorn get within ten yards. Then he picked up a rock and
flipped it toward the creature's face The ma lorn batted it aside
easily and kept advancing. G ngerly Hi ssune edged around to the left,
into a saddl e of the ridge, keeping to the high ground and gripping his
cudgel with both hands. The ma lorn | ooked neither agile nor swift,

but if it tried to charge him H ssune intended that it would have to
run uphill.

"H ssune?"

The voice cane frombehind him "Wo is it?" H ssune called, w thout
| ooki ng around.

"Alsimr." AKknight-initiate fromPeritole, a year or two ol der than
he was.

"Are you all right?" H ssune asked.
“I'"'mhurt. Malorn stung ne."
“"Hurt bad?"

"My armis puffing up. Venonous."

"I'"ll be there right away But first
"Watch out. It junps."”

And indeed the ma lorn seemed to be flexing its legs for a leap

H ssune waited, balancing on the balls of his feet, rocking lightly.
For an infinitely long nonment nothing happened. Tine itself seened
frozen: and Hissune stared patiently at the na lorn He was perfectly
calm He left no roomin his mnd for fear, for uncertainty, for
specul ation on what m ght happen next.

Then the strange stasis broke and suddenly the creature was al oft,
kicking itself into the air with a great thrust of all its legs; and in
t he sane nonent Hi ssune rushed forward, scranbling down the ridge
toward the soaring ma lorn so that the beast in its mghty |eap would
overshoot him

As the ma lorn coursed through the air just above Hi ssune's head he
threw hinmself to the ground to avoid the stabbing sw pes of the deadly
tail. Holding the cudgel in both his hands, he jabbed fiercely upward,
ranmming it as hard as he could into the creature's underbelly. There
was a whooshi ng sound of expelled air and the nalomis legs flailed in
anguish in all directions. |Its claws came close to grazing Hi ssune as
it fell.



The mal om |l anded on its back a few feet away. Hi ssune went to it and
danced forward between the thrashing legs to bring the cudgel down into
the ma lorn belly twice nore. Then he stepped back. The nmal om was

still noving feebly. Hissune found the biggest boulder he could lift,
held it high above the ma lorn let it fall. The thrashing | egs grew
still. Hi ssune turned away, trenbling now, sweating, and | eaned on his
cudgel . His stomach churned wildly and heaved; and then, after a

nmonent, he was cal m agai n.

Alsimr lay sonme fifty feet up the ridge, with his right hand cl asped
to his left shoul der, which seened swollen to twice its normal size.
H s face was flushed, his eyes gl assy.

H ssune knelt beside him "G ve ne your dagger. |'ve lost nine."
"It's over there."

Swiftly H ssune cut away Alsimr's sleeve, revealing a star-shaped
wound just above the biceps. Wth the tip of the dagger he cut a cross
over the star, squeezed, drew blood, sucked it, spat, squeezed again.
Alsimr trenbled, whinpered, cried out once or twice. After a tine

H ssune wi ped the wound cl ean and rummaged in his pack for a bandage.

"That might do it," he said. "Wth luck you'll be in Ertsud G and by
this time tonorrow and you can get proper treatnent.”

Alsimr stared in horror at the fallen ma lorn "I was trying to edge
around it, same as you and suddenly it junped at me and bit me. |
think it was waiting for ne to die before it ate ne but then you cane
al ong. "

H ssune shivered. "Ugly beast. It didn't |look half so repulsive in
the traini ng manual pictures.”

"Did you kill it?"

"Probably. | wonder if we're supposed to kill the trackers. Maybe
they need them for next year's tests.”

"That's their problem" said Alsimr. "If they're going to send us out
here to face those things, they shouldn't be annoyed if we kill one
occasionally. Ah, by the Lady, this hurts!™”

"Come. We'll finish the trek together."
"W aren't supposed to do that, Hi ssune.”

"What of it? You think Pmgoing to | eave you alone like this? Cone
on. Let themflunk us, if they like. | kill their ma lorn | rescue a
wounded man all right, so | fail the test. But I'Il be alive tonorrow.
And so will you."

H ssune helped Alsinir to his feet and they noved slowy toward the

di stant green trees. He found hinmself trenbling again, suddenly, in a
del ayed reaction. That ghastly creature floating over his head, the
ring of red staring eyes, the clacking jaws, the soft exposed
underbelly it would be a long tine before he forgot any of that.

As they wal ked onward, a neasure of cal mess returned.



He tried to i magine Lord Val entine contending with malo rns and zeils
and zytoons in this forlorn valley, or Elidath, or Divvis, or Mrigant.
Surely they all had had to go through the sane testing in their knight
initiate days, and perhaps it was this same ma lorn that had hi ssed and
clacked its jaws at the young Valentine twenty years ago. It all felt
faintly absurd to H ssune: what did escaping fromnonsters have to do
with learning the arts of government? No doubt he would see the
connection sooner or later, he thought. Meanwhile he had Alsimr to
worry about, and also the zeil, the weyhant, the min-nonitor, the
zytoon. Wth any luck he'd only have to contend with one or two nore
of the trackers: it went against probability that he'd run into al
seven during the trek. But it was still a dozen mles to Ertsud G and,
and the road ahead | ooked barren and harsh. So this was the jolly life
on Castle Mount? Eight hours a day studying the decrees of every
Coronal and Pontifex fromDvorn to Tyeveras, interrupted by little
trips out into the scrub country to contend with malo rns and zytoons?
What about the feasting and the gami ng? What about the merry jaunts

t hrough the park | ands and forest preserves? He was beginning to think
t hat people of the | ow ands held an unduly romantic view of |ife anong
t he hi ghborn of the Munt.

H ssune gl anced toward Alsimr. "How are you doi ng?"
"I feel pretty weak. But the swelling seens to be going down sone."

"W'll wash the wound out when we reach those trees. There's bound to
be water there."

"I'"d have died if you hadn't cone along just then, H ssune."

H ssune shrugged. "If | hadn't come, soneone else would. It's the
| ogi cal path across that valley."

After a noment Alsinmir said, "I don't understand why they're making you
take this training." 13

"What do you nean?"
"Sendi ng you out to face all these risks."
"Way not? Al initiates have to do it."

"Lord Val entine has special plans for you. That's what | heard Diwi s
saying to Stasilaine [ ast week."t

"I"mdestined for great things, yes. Master of the stables. Keeper of
t he hounds."

"I"'mserious. Diwis is jealous of you, you know And afraid of you,
because you're the Coronal's favorite. Divvis wants to be Corona
everybody knows that. And he thinks you're getting in the way."

"I think the venomis making you delirious."

"Believe me. Divvis sees you as a threat, H ssune.™

"He shouldn't. 1'mno nore likely to becone Coronal than than Divvis

is. Elidath's the heir presunptive. And Lord Valentine, | happen to
know, is going to stay Coronal hinmself as |long as he possibly can."



"I tell you
"Don't tell ne anything. Just conserve your energy for the march. It's
a dozen miles to Ertsud Grand. And four nore tracker beasts waiting
for us along the way."

This is the dreamof the Piurivar Faraataa:

It is the Hour of the Scorpion and soon the sun will rise over
Velalisier. OQutside the gate of the city, along the road that was
known as the Road of the Departure but will be known fromthis day

forward as the Road of the Return, an inmense procession is assenbl ed,

stretching far toward the horizon. The Prince To Cone, wapped in an

eneral d aura, stands at the head of the line. Behind himare four who
wear the guise of the Red Wman, the Blind G ant, the Flayed Man, and

the Final King. Then come the four prisoners, bound with | cose withes;
and then cone the nultitudes of the Piurivar fol k: Those Who Return.

Faraataa floats high above the city, drifting easily, noving at wll
over all its vastness, taking in the imensity of it at a glance. It
is perfect: everything has been nade new, the ranpart restored, the
shrines set
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up once nore, the fallen colums replaced. The aqueduct carries water
again, and the gardens thrive, and the weeds and shrubs that had

i nvaded every crevi ce have been hacked down, and the sand drifts swept
away.

Only the Seventh Tenple has been left as it was at the tinme of the
Downfall: a flat stunp, a mere foundation, surrounded by rubble.

Far aat aa hovers above it, and in the eye of his m nd he journeys
backward through the dark ocean of tine, so that he sees the Seventh
Tenmple as it had been before its destruction, and he is granted a
vision of the Defil ement.

Ah!  There, see! Upon the Tables of the Gods the unholy sacrifice is
being readied. On each of the Tables lies a great water-king, stil
living, helpless under its own weight, w ngs noving feebly, neck
arched, eyes glowering with rage or fear. Tiny figures nmove about the
two huge beings, preparing to enact the forbidden rites. Faraataa
shivers. Faraataa weeps, and his tears fall like crystal globes to the
di stant ground. He sees the long knives flashing; he hears the

wat er - ki ngs roaring and snorting; he sees the flesh peeled away. He
wants to cry out to the people, No, no, this is nonstrous, we will be
puni shed terribly, but what good, what good? Al this has happened

t housands of years ago. And so he floats, and so he watches. Like
ants they stream across the city the sinful ones, each with his
fragnment of the water-king held on high, and they carry the sacrifice
nmeat to the Seventh Tenple, they hurl it on the pyre, they sing the
Song of the Burning. What are you doing? Faraataa cries, unheard.

You burn our brothers! And the snoke rises, black and greasy, stinging
Faraataa's eyes, and he can remain aloft no nore, and falls, and falls,
and falls, and the Defilement is perforned, and the doomof the city is
assured, and all the world is lost with it.

Now the first light of day gleams in the east. It crosses the city and
strikes the noon-crescent mounted on its high pole atop the stunp of
the Seventh Tenple. The Prince To Cone lifts his armand gives the



signal. The procession advances. As they march, Those Wio Return
shift formfromnoment to nmonent, in accordance with the teachings of
t he Book of the Water-Kings. They take on in turn the guises known as
the Flame, the Flow, the Falling Leaf, the Blade, the Sands, the Wnd.
And as they pass the Place of Unchangi ngness they return thenselves to
the true Piurivar form and maintain it thenceforth.

The Prince To Cone enbraces each of the four prisoners. Then they are
led to the altars atop the Tables of the Gods. The Red Wonan and t he
Fl ayed Man take the younger king and his nother to the east

Tabl e, where long ago the water-king N znorn perished on the night of
bl aspheny. The Blind C ant and the Final King conduct the ol der king
and the one who cones by night in dreans to the west Table where the
wat er - ki ng Donmsitor was given into death by the Defilers.

The Prince To Conme stands al one atop the Seventh Tenple. H's aura now
is scarlet. Farnataa descends and joins himand becones him they are
one.

"I'n the beginning was the Defil ement, when a madness cane over us and
we sinned agai nst our brothers of the sea," he cries. "And when we
awakened and behel d what we had done, for that sin did we destroy our
great city and go forth across the land. But even that was not
sufficient, and enem es fromafar were sent down upon us, and took from
us all that we had, and drove us into the w | derness, which was our
penance, for we had sinned agai nst our brothers of the sea. And our
ways were |lost and our suffering was great and the face of the Most

H gh was averted fromus, until the tinme of the end of the penance
cane, and we found the strength to drive our oppressors fromus and
recl ai mthat which we had | ost through our ancient sin. And so it was
prophesi ed, that a prince would cone anmong us and | ead us out of exile
at the time of the end of penance."

"This is the tine of the end of penance!"” the people reply. "This is
the tine of the Prince | oo Cone!"

"The Prince To Cone has arrived!"
"And you are the Prince To Cone!"

"I amthe Prince To Cone," he cries. "Now all is forgiven. Now al
debts have been paid. W have done our penance and are cl eansed. The
i nstruments of the penance have been driven fromour |and. The

wat er - ki ngs have had their reconpense. Velalisier is rebuilt. CQur
life begins anew "

"Qur life begins anewt This is the time of the Prince To Cone!"

Faraataa lifts his staff, which flashes like fire in the norning |ight,
and signals to those who wait upon the two Tables of the Gods. The
four prisoners are thrust forward. The long knives flash. The dead
kings fall, and crowns roll in the dust. |In the blood of the invaders
are the Tabl es washed clean. The last act has been played. Faraataa
hol ds hi gh his hands.

"Come, now, and rebuild with me the Seventh Tenple!"

The Piurivar folk rush forward. They gather the fallen bl ocks of the
tenmpl e and at Faraataa's direction they place them where they once had



been.

1~6

When it is conplete, Faraataa stands at its highest point, and | ooks
out across hundreds of mles to the sea, where the water-kings have
gathered. He sees them beating the surface of the water with their
great wings. He seens themlift their huge heads hi gh and snort.
"Brothers! Brothers!" Faraataa calls to them

"W hear you, |and-brother."

"The eneny is destroyed. The city is reconsecrated. The Seventh

Tenpl e has risen again. |s our penance done, O brothers?"
And they reply: "It is done. The world is cleansed and a new age
begi ns. "

"Are we forgiven?"

"You are forgiven, O I|and-brothers.”

"We are forgiven," cries the Prince To Cone.

And the people hold up their hands to him and change their shapes, and
becone in turn the Star, the Mst, the Darkness, the deanv the

Cavern.

And only one thing remains, which is to forgive those who committed the
first sin, and who have remmi ned in bondage here ami dst the ruins ever
since. The Prince To Come stretches forth his hands, and reaches out
to them and tells themthat the curse that was upon themis lifted and
they are free.

And the stones of fallen Velalisier give up their dead, and the spirits
energe, pale and transparent; and they take on life and color; and they
dance and shift their shapes, and cry out in joy.

And what they cry is:
"Al'l hail the Prince To Cone, who is the King That Is!"

That was the dream of the Piurivar Faraataa, as he lay on a couch of
bubbl e bush | eaves under a great dw kka-tree in the province of
Piurifayne, with a light rain falling.

The Coronal said, "Ask Y-Uulisaan to cone in here."

Maps and charts of the blighted zones of Zinroel, heavily marked and
annot ated, were spread out all over the desk in Lord Valentine's cabin
aboard his flagship, the Lady lhiin. This was the third day of the
voyage. He had departed from Alaisor with a fleet of five vessels
under the command of the Grand Admiral Asenhart, bound for the port of
Numi nor on the Isle of Sleep's northeastern coast. The crossing would
be a journey of many weeks, even under the nobst favorable of w nds, and
just now the wi nds were contrary.

While he waited for the agricultural expert to arrive, Valentine
scanned once nore the documents Y-Uulisaan had prepared for himand



those that he had called up out of the historical archives. It was
perhaps the fiftieth time he had | ooked them over since |eaving

Al ai sor, and the story they told grew no | ess nelancholy wth
repetition.

Bl ights and pestil ences he knew, were as old as agriculture itself.
There was no reason why Majipoor, fortunate world though it was, should
be entirely exenpt fromsuch ills, and indeed the archives showed anpl e
precedent for the present tronhles. There had been serious disruptions
of crops through disease or drought or insect attack in a dozen reigns
or nore, and major ones in at least five: that of Setiphon and Lord
Staniclor, that of Thraymand Lord Vildivar, that of Struin and Lord
Guadcl oom that of Kanaba and Lord Sirruth, and in the tinme of Signor
and Lord Melikand, deep in the m sty recesses of the past.

But what was happeni ng now seened far nore threatening than any of

t hose, Val entine thought, and not merely because it was a present
crisis rather than sonething safely entonbed in the archives. The
popul ati on of Majipoor was i mMmensely greater than it had been during

any of the earlier pestilences: twenty billion, where in Struin's tine,
say, it had been scarcely a sixth as much, and in Signor's only a
relative handful. A population so huge could fall easily into fam ne

if its agricultural base were disrupted. The structure of society
itself mght collapse. Valentine was well aware that the stability of
the Majipoori way over so many thousands of years so contrary to the
experience of nost civilisations was founded on the extraordinarily
beni gn nature of life on the giant planet. Because no one was ever in
real need, there was nearly universal acqui escence in the order of
things and even in the inequalities of the social order. But take away
the certainty of a full belly and al!'l the rest nmight fall apart
over ni ght .

And these dark dreans of his, these visions of chaos, and the strange
onens wi nd-spiders drifting over Al hanroel, and other such things al
of that instilled in hima sense of grimdanger, of unique peril

"My lord, Y-Uulisaan is here," said Sleet.

The agricultural expert entered, |ooking hesitant and ill at ease. In
an awkward way he began to make the starburst gesture that etiquette
demanded. Val entine shook his head inpatiently and beckoned YUulisaan
to take a seat. He pointed to the zone marked in red along the Dulorn
Rift.

"How i nportant a crop i s ]Jusavender?"

Y-Uul i saan said, "Essential, ny lord. It forns the basis for
carbohydrate assimlation in all of northern and western Zinroel."

"And if severe shortages devel op?"

"It mght be possible to create diet supplenments using such foods as
stajja."

"But there's a stajja blight too!"

"Indeed, ny lord. And m| aile which fulfills simlar nutritiona
needs, is suffering fromroot weevils, as | have shown you. Therefore
we can project general hardship in this entire sector of Zinroel within
six to nine nonths "



Wth the tip of a finger Y-Uulisaan drew a broad circle over the map
covering a territory that ran alnmost from N -nmobya in the east to
Pidruid on the western coast, and southward as far as Vel athys. \hat
was the popul ation of that territory, Valentine wondered? Two and a
half billion, perhaps? He tried to imagine two and a half billion
hungry peopl e, accustonmed all their lives to a plenitude of food,
crowmding into the cities of Til-onon, Nanbal, Pidruid

Val entine said, "The inperial granaries will be able to nmeet the need
in the short run. Meanwhile we'll endeavor to get these blights under
control. Lusavender srmut was a problema century or so ago, soO

understand, and it was beaten then."

"Through extreme neasures, ny lord. Wole provinces were quarantined.
Entire farms were put to the torch, and afterward scraped bare of

topsoil. The cost ran into the many mllions of royals."

"What does noney matter when people are starving? W'Ill do it again.

If we begin an imredi ate programin the | usavender-grow ng regions, how
long do you estimate it'll take to return things to normal ?"

Y-Uul i saan was silent a nmonent, rubbing his thunbs reflectively against
his strangely broad and sharp cheekbones. At |ength he said:

"Five years, minimum Mre likely ten."

"I npossi bl el ™

"The smut spreads swiftly. Probably a thousand acres have been
infested during the tinme we have been tal king this afternoon, my |ord.
The problemw |l be to contain it, before we can eradicate it."

"And the nyk-tree disease? |s that spreading as fast?"

"Faster, nmy lord. And it appears to be linked to the decline of the
stajjaplants that are usually grown in conjunction with nyk."

Val entine stared toward the cabin wall, and saw only a grey
not hi ngness.

He said after a tinme, "Watever this costs, we'll defeat it.
Y-Uul i saan, | want you to draw up a plan for countering each of these
blights, and | want estinates of expense. Can you do that?"

"Yes, my lord,"

To Sleet the Coronal said, "We'Il have to coordinate our efforts with
those of the Pontificate. Tell Ermanar to open contact at once with
the mnister of agricultural affairs at the Labyrinth find out what if
anyt hi ng he knows of what's going on in Zinroel, what steps are
proposed, and so forth."

Tunigorn said, "My lord, I've just spoken with Ermanar. He's already
been in touch with the Pontificate."

" And?"

"The mnistry of agricultural affairs knows nothing. |In fact the post
of minister of agricultural affairs itself is currently vacant."



"Vacant ? How?"

Quietly Tunigorn said, "I understand that with the incapacitation of
the Pontifex Tyeveras, many hi gh posts have been le* unfilled in recent
years, ny lord, and therefore a certain slowi ng of Pontifical functions
has devel oped. But you can learn nuch nmore on this point from Ermanar
hi nsel f, since he is our chief liaison with the Labyrinth. Shall

send for hinP"

"Not at the nonment," said Valentine bleakly. He turned back to
Y-Uul i saan's maps. Running his finger up and down the |length of the
DulomRift, he said, "The two worst problens seemto be concentrated in
this area. But according to the charts, there are significant

| usavender - growi ng zones el sewhere, in the flatlands between Thagobar
and the northern boundaries of Piurifayne, and over here south of

Ni - noya stretching down to the outskirts of G homa. AmI correct?"

"You are, ny lord," Y-Uulisaan said.

"Therefore our first line of priority nmust be to keep the | usavender
snmut out of those regions."” He |ooked up, at Sleet, Tuni gom

Delianber. "Notify the dukes of the affected provinces at once that

all traffic between the snut-infested zones and the heal thy | usavender
districts is halted at once: a conplete closing of the borders. |If
they don't like it, let themsend a del egation to the Mount to conplain
to Elidath. ©Oh, and notify Elidath of what's going on, too. Settlenent
of unpaid trade bal ances can be routed through Pontifical channels for
the tine being. Hornkast had better be told to be prepared for a | ot
of screaming, | suppose. Next: in the stajja-growing districts "

For close to an hour a stream of instructions flowed fromthe Coronal
until every inmedi ate aspect of the crisis appeared to be covered. He
turned often to Y-Uulisaun for advice, and always the agricultura
expert had something useful to offer. There was something curiously
unl i kabl e about the man, Val entine thought, sonmething renote and chilly
and overly self-contained, but he was plainly well versed in the

m nutiae of Zinroel agriculture, and it was a tremendous stroke of good
luck that he had turned up in Alaisor just in tine to sail for Zinroe
with the royal flagship.

Al the same, Valentine was left with an odd feeling of futility when
the neeting broke up. He had given dozens of orders, had sent nessages
far and wi de, had taken firm and decisive action to contain and

eradi cate these pestilences. And yet, and yet he was only one norta
man, in a small cabin aboard a tiny ship tossing in the mdst of an

i mense sea that was itself only a puddle on this gigantic world, and
at this nmonent invisible organi sms were spreadi ng blight and death over
t housands of acres of fertile farm and, and what could all his bold
orders do against the inexorable march of those forces of doon? Yet
again he felt hinmself slipping into a nood of hopel ess depression, so
alien to his true nature. Perhaps | have some pestilence in ne, he
thought. Perhaps | aminfested with sonme blight that robs nme of ny
hope and cheer and buoyancy, and | am condemmed now to |live out ny days
in sullen msery.

He cl osed his eyes. Once nore cane that inmage out of his dreamin the
Labyrinth, an inmage that haunted hi mendl essly: great crevasses

appearing in the solid foundations of the world, and huge slabs of |and
rearing up at steep angles to crash against their neighbors, and he in



the mdst of it all, desperately trying to hold the world together. And
failing, failing, failing.

Is there a curse on nme, he wondered? Wy am| chosen, out of all the
hundreds of Coronal s that have been, to preside over the destruction of
our worl d?

He | ooked into his soul and found no dark sin there that m ght be
bringi ng the vengeance of the Divine upon himand upon Mjipoor. He
had not coveted the throne; he had not schemed to overthrow his

brot her; he had not made wongful use of the power he had never
expected to gain; he had not

He had not
He had not

Val enti ne shook his head angrily. This was foolishness and a waste of
spirit. A few coincidental troubles anmong the farners were occurring,
and he had had a few bad dreans; it was preposterous to exaggerate that
into sone kind of dread cosmic calamty. Al would be well in tine.
The pestilences would be contained. H s reign would be known in

hi story for unusual troubles, yes, but also for harnony, bal ance,

happi ness. You are a good king, he told hinself. You are a good man.
You have no reason to doubt yourself.

The Coronal rose, led his cabin, went out on deck. It was late
afternoon; the swollen bronze sun hung low in the west, and one of the
nmoons was just rising to the north. The sky was stained with col ors:
auburn, turquoise, violet, anber, gold. A band of clouds lay thick on
the horizon. He stood alone by the rail for a tine, drawing the salt
air deep into his lungs. Al would be well in time, Valentine told

hi nsel f once again. But inperceptibly he felt hinmself slipping back

i nto uneasi ness and distress. There seened no escaping that nood for
long. Never in his life had he been plunged so often into gl oom and
despair. He did not recognize the Valentine that he had becone, that
nmorbid man forever on the edge of sadness. He was a stranger to

hi nmsel f.

"Val enti ne?"

It was Carabella. He forced hinmself to thrust aside his forebodi ngs,
and sniled, and offered her his hand.

"What a beautiful sunset," she said.
"Magnificent. One of the best in history. Although they say there was
a better one in the reign of Lord Confalunme, on the fourteenth day of

"This is the best one, Valentine. Because this is the one we have
tonight." She slipped her armthrough his, and stood beside himin
silence. He found it hard, just then, to understand why he had been so
profoundly grimspirited such a short while ago. Al would be well.

Al woul d be well

Then Carabella said, "Is that a sea dragon out there?"

"Sea dragons never enter these waters, |ove."



"Then I'm hallucinating. But it's a very convincing one. You don't
see it?"

"Where am | supposed to | ook?"

"There. Do you see over there, where there's a track of color re
fleeted on the ocean all purple and gold? Now go just to the left.
There. There. "

Val entine narrowed his eyes and peered intently out to sea. At first
he saw not hing; then he thought it might be some huge log, drifting on
the waves; and then a | ast shaft of sunlight cutting through the clouds
it up the sea, and he saw it clearly: a sea dragon, yes,

unquesti onably a dragon, swiming slowy northward by itself.

He felt a chill, and huddled his arns against his breast.

Sea dragons, he knew, noved only in herds; and they traveled a

predi ctabl e path about the world, always in southern waters, going from
west to east along the bottom of Zinroel, up the G horna coast to
Piliplok, then eastward below the Isle of Sleep and along the torrid
sout hern coast of Al hanroel until they were safely out into the
uncharted reaches of the Great Sea. Yet here was a dragon, by itself,
headi ng north. And as Valentine stared, the great creature brought its
bl ack enornous wings up into the air, and beat them agai nst the water
in a slow, deternined way, slap and slap and slap and sl ap, as though
it meant to do the inpossible and lift itself fromthe sea, and fly off
like sonme titanic bird toward the m st-shrouded pol ar reaches.

"How strange," Carabella murnured. "Have you ever seen one do anythi ng
i ke that?"
"Never. Never." Valentine shivered. "QOren upon omen, Carabella. Wat

am| being told by all this?"
"Come. Let's go in, and have a warm nug of wine."
“"No. Not yet."

He stood as if chained to the deck, straining his eyes to nmake out that
dark figure against the darkness of the sea in the gathering di mess of
the evening. Again and again the huge wings flailed the sea, until at
| ast the dragon furled themin, and raised its |long neck high and threw
back its heavy three-cone red head and |l et out a boom ng mournful cry
that resounded like a foghorn cutting through the dusk. Then it
slipped bel ow the surface and was | ost entirely to his sight. \Wenever
it rained, and at this time of the year in Prestimon Vale it rained
all the time, the sour odor of charred vegetation rose fromthe burned
fields and infiltrated everything. As Aximaan Threysz shuffled into

t he muni ci pal neeting-hall in the center of town, her daughter Heynok
guiding her carefully with a hand to her el bow, she could snell the
scent of it even here, mles fromthe nearest of the torched

pl ant ati ons.

There was no escaping it. It lay upon the land like floodwaters. The
acrid reek found its way through every door and every w ndow. It
penetrated to the cellars where the wine was stored, and tainted the
seal ed flasks. The neat on the table stank of it. It clung to one's
clothes and could not be rinsed away. It seeped through every pore and
into one's body, and fouled one's flesh. It even entered the soul



Axi maan Threysz was beginning to believe. Wen the tine cane for her
to return to the Source, if ever she was permitted to quit this
intermnable life, Aximaan Threysz was sure that the guardi ans of the
bridge would halt her and coldly turn her back, saying with disdain,
"W want no smell of vile ashes here, old woman. Take up your body
again and go away."

"Wuld you like to sit here, nother?" Heyrok asked.
"I don't care. Anywhere."
"These are good seats. YouYll be able to hear well from here.™

There was a little cormmoption in the row as peopl e shifted about, naking
room for her. Everyone treated her |ike a doddering old wonan now.
Well, of course she was old, monstrously old, a survivor out of
Gssier's time, so old that she renenbered when Lord Tyeveras had been
young, but there was nothing new about her being old, so why were they
all suddenly so patronising? She had no need of special treatnment. She
still could walk; she still could see well enough; she still could go
out into the fields at harvest tinme and gather the pods and gather go
out into the fields and gather

Axi maan Threysz, faltering just a little, funbling about, took her
seat. She heard nurnmurs of greeting, and acknow edged themin a renote
way, for she was having trouble now in matching names and faces. Wen
the Vale fol k spoke with her these days it was always with condol ence
in their voices, as though there had been a death in her famly. 1In a
way, that was so. But not the death she was |ooking for, the death
that was deni ed her, which was her own.

Per haps that day woul d never conme. It seened to her that she was
condemed to go on and on forever in this world of ruination and
despair, tasting that pungent stench with every breath she drew.

She sat quietly, staring at nothing in particular
Heynok said, "He's very courageous, | think."
"Who is?"

"Senpeturn. The man who's going to speak tonight. They tried to stop
himin Mazadone, saying that he preaches treason. But he spoke anyway,
and now he's traveling through all the farm ng provinces, trying to
explain to us why the crops have been ruined. Everyone in the Vale is
here tonight. It's a very inportant event."

"A very inportant event, yes,"
very inportant event."

sai d Axi maan Threysz, nodding. "Yes. A

She felt a certain disconfort over the presence of so many people
around her. It was nonths since she had |ast been in town. She rarely
left the house any | onger, but spent nearly all her days sitting in her
bedroom wi th her back to the wi ndow, never once |ooking toward the

pl antation. But tonight Heynok had insisted. A very inportant event,
she kept saying.

"Look! There he is, nother!"

Axi maan Threysz was vaguely aware that a hunman had stepped out on the



platform a short red-faced one with thick ugly black hair Iike the fur
of an animal. That was strange, she thought, the way she had conme in
recent nonths to despise the | ook of humans, their soft flabby bodies,
their pasty sweaty skins, their repellent hair, their weak watery eyes.
He waved his arnms about and began to speak in an ugly rasping voice.

"Peopl e of Prestimon Vale ny heart goes out to you in this nonment of
your trial this darkest hour, this unexpected travail this tragedy,
this grief "

So this was the inportant event, Axi maan Threysz thought. This noise,
this wailing. Yes, undoubtedly inportant. Wthin nmoments she had | ost
the thread of what he was saying, but it was plainly inportant, because
the words that wandered up fromthe platformto her had an inportant
sound: "Doom .. destiny .. . punishment .. . transgression ..

i nnocence ... shanme ... deceit...." But the words, inportant though
they m ght be, floated past her like little transparent w nged

creat ures.

For Aximaan Threysz the |ast inportant event had al ready happened, and
there would be no others in her life. After the discovery of the

| usavender snut her fields had been the first to be burned. The
agricultural agent Yerewain Noor, |ooking deeply grieved, naking

endl ess fluttery apol ogi es, had posted a notice of |abor levy in the
town, tacking up the sign on the door of this same municipal hall where
Axi maan Threysz sat now, and one Starday norning every abl e-bodi ed
worker in Prestimon Vale had cone to her plantation to carry out the
torching. Spreading the fuel carefully on the perinmeter, making |ong
crosses of it down the center of the fields, casting the firebrands

And then M khyain's |land, and Sobor Simthot's, and Palver's, and
Nitikkimal's

Al'l gone, the whole Vale, black and charred, the |usavender and the
rice. There would be no harvest next season. The silos would stand
enpty, the weighing bins would rust, the sumer sun would shed its
warnth on a universe of ashes. It was very much |ike a sending of the
Ki ng of Dreams, Axinmaan Threysz thought. You settled down for your two
nmont hs of winter rest, and then into your mind came terrifying visions
of the destruction of everything you had | abored to create, and as you
lay there you felt the full weight of the King's spirit on your soul
squeezi ng you, crushing you, telling you, This is your punishment, for
you are guilty of w ongdoing.

"How do we know," the man on the platformsaid, "that the person we
call Lord Valentine is indeed the anointed Coronal, blessed by the
Di vine? How can we be certain of this?"

AX

maan Threysz sat suddenly forward, her attention caught.

"I ask you to consider the facts. W knew the Coronal Lord Voriax, and
he was a dark-conpl ected man, was he not? Eight years he ruled us, and
he was wise, and we loved him Did we not? And then the Divine in its
i nfinite unknowabl e nmercy took himfromus too soon, and word cane
forth fromthe Munt that his brother Valentine was to be our Coronal
and he too was a dark-conmplected man. W know that. He came anobngst
us on the grand processional oh, no, not here, not to this province,

but he was seen in Piliplok, he was seen in N -noya, he was seen in
Narabal, in Til-onmon, in Pidruid, and he was dark conplected wth

shi ning bl ack eyes and a bl ack beard, and no doubt of it that he was



brother to his brother, and our |egitinmte Coronal

"But then what did we heart A man with golden hair and bl ue eyes arose,
and said to the people of Alhauroel, I amthe true Coronal, driven from
nmy body by witchery, and the dark one is an inpostor. And the people
of Al hanroel made the starburst before himand bowed thensel ves down
and cried hail. And when we in Zinroel were told that the man we

t hought was Coronal was not Coronal, we too accepted him and accepted
his tale of wtchery-changes, and these eight years he has had the
Castle and held the governnent. |Is that not so, that we took the

gol den-haired Lord Valentine in the place of the dark-haired Lord

Val enti ne?"

"Why, this is treason pure and sinple," shouted the planter Nitikkimal,
sitting close by Axi maan Threysz. "Hi s own nother the Lady accepted
himas true!"

The man on the platformglanced up into the audience. "Aye, the Lady
hersel f accepted him and the Pontifex as well, and all the high | ords
and princes of Castle Mount. | do not deny that. And who am| to say

they are wong? They bow their knees to the golden-haired king. He is
acceptable to them He is acceptable to you. But is he acceptable to

the Divine, ny friends? | ask you, |ook about yourselves! This day I
journeyed through Prestinmion Vale. Were are the crops? Wy are the
fields not green with rich growth? | saw ashes! | saw death! Look

you, the blight is on your land, and it spreads through the Rift each
day, faster than you can burn your fields and purge the soil of the

deadly spores. There will be no |usavender next season. There will be
enpty bellies in Zinroel. Wo can renenber such a tinme? There is a
worman here whose |ife has spanned many reigns, and who is replete with
the wi sdom of years, and has she ever seen such a tine? | speak to

you, Axi maan Threysz, whose nane is respected throughout the province
your fields were put to the torch, your crops were spoiled, your life
is blighted inits glorious closing years "

"Mt her, he's tal king about you,"” Heynok whi spered sharply.

Axi maan Threysz shook her head unconprehendingly. She had | ost herself
in the torrent of words. "Wy are we here? What is he saying?"

"What do you say, Aximman Threysz? Has the blessing of the Divine been
wi t hdrawn from Prestimon Vale? You know it has! But not by your sin,
or the sin of anyone here! | say to you that it is the wath of the
Divine, falling inmpartially upon the world, taking the |lusavender from
Prestimon Vale and the m| aile from N -nmoya and the stajja from

Fal kynki p and who knows what crop will be next, what plague will be

| oosed upon us, and all because a fal se Coronal "

"Treason! Treason!"

"A false Coronal, | tell you, sits upon the Muunt and falsely rules a
gol den- hai red usurper who "

"Ah, has the throne been usurped agai n?" Axi maan Threysz nurnured. "It
was just the other year, when we heard tales of it, that soneone had
taken the throne wongfully "

"I say, let himprove to us that he is the chosen of the Divinel Let
hi m come anongst us on his grand processional and stand before us and
show us that he is the true Coronal! | think he will not do it. |



think he cannot do it. And | think that so long as we suffer himto
hol d
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the Castle, the wath of the Divine will fall upon us in ever nore
dreadful ways, until "

"Treason!"

"Let him speak!"

Heynok touched Axi maan Threysz's arm "Mther, are you all right?"
"Why are they so angry? What are they shouting?”

"Perhaps | should take you hone, nother."

"I says down with the usurper!™

"And | say, call the proctors, arraign this man for treason."

Axi maan Threysz | ooked about her in confusion. It seened that everyone
was on his feet now, shouting. Such noise! Such uproar! And that
strange snell in the air that snell of danp burned things, what was

that? It stung her nostrils. Wy were they shouting so nuch?
" Mot her ?"

"We' || begin putting in the new crop tonorrow, won't we? And so we
shoul d go hone now Isn't that so, Heynok?"

"Ch, mother, nother--" "The new crop "

"Yes,
now. "

Heynok said. "We'Ill be planting in the norning. W should go

"Down with all usurpers! Long life to the true Coronal!"

"Long life to the true Coronal!" Aximaan Threysz cried suddenly,
rising to her feet. Her eyes flashed; her tongue flickered. She felt
young again, full of life and vigor. |Into the fields at dawn tonorrow,

spread the seeds and lovingly cover them and offer the prayers, and
No. No. No.

The mist cleared fromher mnd. She renmenbered everything. The fields
were charred. They nmust lie fallow, the agricultural agent had said,
for three nmore years, while the snut spores were being purged. That
was the strange snell: the burned stenms and | eaves. Fires had raged
for days. The rain stirred the odor and nade it rise into the air.
There woul d be no harvest this year, or the next, or the next.

"Fool s," she said.
"Who do you mean, nother?"
Axi maan Threysz waved her hand in a wide circle. "All of them To cry

out against the Coronal. To think that this is the vengeance of the
Divine. Do you think the Divine wants to punish us that badly? W



will all starve, Heynok, because the snut has killed the crop, and it
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makes no di fference who i s Coronal. It makes no difference at all.
Take ne home."

"Down with the usurper!" cane the cry again, and it rang in her ears
like the tolling of a funeral hell as she strode fromthe hall

Elidath said, |ooking carefully around the council room at the
assenbl ed princes and dukes, "The orders are in Valentine's hand and
signed with Valentine's seal, and they are unm stakably genuine. The
boy is to be raised to the principate at the earliest possible
appropriate time."

"And you think that time has cone?" asked Diwis coldly.
The Hi gh Counsellor net Diwis's angry gaze evenly. "l do."
"By what do you judge?"

"Hs instructors tell ne that he has mastered the essence of all the
t eachi ngs. "

"So then he can nane all the Coronals fromStianmpt to Malibor in the
correct order! Wat does that prove?"

"The teachings are nore than nerely lists of kings, Diwis, as | hope
you have not forgotten. He has had the full training and he
conprehends it. The Synods and Decretals, the Bal ances, the Code of

Provinces, and all the rest: | trust you recall those things? He has
been exani ned, and he is flaw ess. H s understanding is deep and wi se.
And he has shown courage, too. In the crossing of the ghazan-tree

plain he slewthe ma lorn D d you know that, Diwis? Not nerely el uded
it, but slewit. He is extraordinary."

"I think that word is the right one," said Duke El zandir of Chorg. "I
have ridden with himon the hunt, in the forests above Ghiseldorn. He
nmoves quickly, and with a natural grace. His mndis alert. His wt
is agile. He knows what gaps exist in his know edge, and he takes

pains to fill them He should be elevated at once."

"This is madness!" «cried Diwis, slapping the flat of his hand severa
times angrily against the count il-hall table. "Absolute raving
madness! "

"Calmy, calmy,” Mrigant said. "Such shouting as this is unseemy,
Diwis."

"The boy is too young to be a prince!"

"And let us not forget," the Duke of Hal anx added, "that he is of |ow
birth."

Quietly Stasilaine said, "How old is he, Elidath?"

The Hi gh Counsel l or shrugged. "Twenty. Twenty-one, perhaps. Young, |
agree. But hardly a child."



"You called him'the boy' yourself a nmonent ago," the Duke of Hal anx
poi nted out.

Elidath turned his hands pal mupward. "A figure of speech and not hi ng
nore. He has a yout hful appearance, | grant you. But that's only
because he's so slight of build, and short of stature. Boyish,

per haps: but not a boy."

"Not yet a man, either," observed Prince Manganot of Bangl ecode.

"By what definition?" Stasilaine asked:|

"Look about you in this room" Prince Manganot said. "Here you see the
definition of manhood. You, Stasilaine: anyone can see the strength of
you. Walk as a stranger through the streets of any city, Stee,

Nor nork, Bibiroon, sinply walk through the streets, and people wll
automatically defer to you, having no notion of your rank or nane.
Elidath the same. Divvis. Mrigant. M royal brother of Dundilmnir

W are nen. He is not."

"We are princes," said Stasilaine, "and have been for many years. A
certain bearing cones to us in time, fromlong awareness of our
station. But were we like this twenty years ago?"

"I think so," Manganot sai d.

Mrigant |aughed. "I renenber sone of you when you were at Hissune's
age. Loud and braggartly, yes, and if that nakes one a man, then you
surely were nmen. But otherwise ah, | think it is all a circular thing,

that princely bearing comes of feeling princely, and we put it on
oursel ves as a cloak. Look at us in our finery, and then cover us in
farmer's clothes and set us down in sone seaport of Zinroel, and who
will bowto us then? Wo will give deference?"

"He is not princely now and never will be," said Divvis sullenly. "He
is a ragged boy out of the Labyrinth, and nothing nore than that."

"I still maintain that we can't elevate a stripling like that to our
rank," said Prince Manganot of Bangl ecode

"They say that Prestimon was short of stature," the Duke of Chorg
remarked. "I think his reign is generally deemed to have been
successful, neverthel ess.”

The venerabl e Cantalis, nephew of Tyeveras, |ooked up suddenly out of
an hour's silence and said in amazenment, "You conpare himwth

Prestimon, Elzandir? What precisely is it that we are doing, then?
Are we creating a prince or choosing a Coronal ?"

"Any prince is a potential Coronal,k"
that."

Diwis said. "Let us not forget

"And the choosing of the next Coronal mnust soon occur, no doubt of
that," the Duke of Halanx said. "It's utterly scandal ous that

Val entine has kept the old Pontifex alive this |Iong, but sooner or
later "

"This is altogether out of order," Elidath said sharply.



"I think not," said Manganot. "If we nmake hima prince, there's
not hi ng stopping Valentine fromputting himeventually on the Confal une
Throne itself.9

"These specul ations are absurd,” Mrigant said.

"Are they, Mrigant? What absurdities have we not already seen from
Val entine? To take a juggler-girl as his wife, and a Vroon wi zard as
one of his chief mnisters, and the rest of his raggle-taggle band of
wanderers surrounding himas a court within the court, while we are
pushed to the outer rint
"Be cautious, Manganot," Stasilaine said. "There are those in this
roomthat |ove Lord Val entine."

"There is no one here who does not," Manganot retorted. "You may be
aware, and Mrigant can surely confirmit, that upon the death of
Voriax | was one of the strongest advocates of letting the crown pass
to Valentine. | yield to no one in ny love of him But we need not
love himuncritically. He is capable of folly, as are we all. And
say it is folly to take a twenty-year-old boy fromthe back alleys of
the Labyrinth and make hima prince of the realm"”

Stasil aine said, "How old were you, Manganot, when you had your prince
hood Sixteen? Eighteen? And you, Diwis? Seventeen, | think?

El i dath, you?"

"It is different with us," said Diwis. "W were born to rank. | am
the son of a Coronal. Manganot is of the high fam |y of Bangl ecode.
Elidath "

"The point remains," Stasilaine said, "that when we were nmuch younger
than Hi ssune we were already at this rank. As was Val entine hinself.
It is a question of qualification, not of age. And Elidath assures us
that he is qualified."

"Have we ever had a prince created out of commoner stock?" the Duke of
Hal anx asked. "Think, | beg you: what is this new prince of

Val entine's? A child of the Labyrinth streets, a beggar-boy, or

per haps a pi ckpocket "

~3
"You have no true know edge of that," said Stasilaine. "You give us
nere slander, | think."

"Is it not the case that he was a beggar in the Labyrinth when
Val entine first found hinP"

"He was only a child then," said Elzandir. "And the story is that he
hired hinself out as a guide, and gave good val ue for the noney, though
he was only ten years old. But all of that is beside the point. W
need not care about what he was. it is what he is that concerns us,
and what he is to be. The Coronal Lord has asked us to nmake him a
prince when, in Elidath's judgment, the time is right. Eidath tells
us that the time is right. Therefore this debate is pointless."

"No," Diwis said. "Valentine is not absolute. He requires our consent
to this thing."



"Ah, and would you overrule the will of the Coronal ?" asked the Duke
of Chorg.

Divvis, after a pause, said, "If nmy conscience bade me do so, | would
yes. Valentine is not infallible. There are tines when | disagree
greatly with him This is one."

"Ever since the changing of his body," said Prince Manganot of

Bangl ecode, "I have noted a change also in his personality, an
inclination toward the romantic, toward the fantastic, that perhaps was
present in himbefore the usurpation but which never was evident in any
significant way, and which now manifests itself in a whole host of "

"Enough!" said Elidath in exasperation. "W are required to debate
this nom nation, and we have done so, and | nake an end to it now The
Coronal Lord offers us the knight-initiate H ssune son of Elsinore, for
el evation to the principate with full privileges of rank. As High
Counsel | or and Regent | place the nom nation before you with ny
seconding vote. |If there is no opposition, | propose it to be recorded
that he is elevated by acclamation.™”

"Opposed, " said Divvis.
"Opposed, " said Prince |vlanganot of Bangl ecode.
"Opposed, " said the Duke of Phal anx.

"Are there any others here," asked Elidath slowy, "who w sh to be
pl aced on record in opposition to the will of the Coronal Lord?"

Prince Niman of Dundilmr, who had not previously spoken, now
declared, "There is an inplied threat in those words to which | take
exception, Elidath."

"Your exception is duly noted, although no threat is intended. How do
you vote, N m an?"

" Qpposed. "

"So be it. Four stand in opposition, which falls well short of a
carrying nunbed Stasilaine, will you ask Prince H ssune to enter the
counci | -chanber?" d ancing about the room Elidath added, "If any who
cast opposing votes wish nowto withdraw them this is the nmonent."

"Let my vote stand,"” the Duke of Hal anx said at once.

"And mne," said the Prince of Banglecode, and N man of Dundilmr
al so.

"And what says the son of Lord Voriax?" Elidath asked.

Diwis smiled. "I change nmy vote. The thing is done: let it have ny
support as well."

At that Manganot rose hal fway fromhis seat, gaping in astonishment,
face coloring. He began to say sonmething, but Diwis cut short his
words with an uprai sed hand and a sharp sudden glare. Frowning,
shaki ng his head in bew | dernent, Manganot subsided. The Duke of

Hal anx whi spered sonething to Prince N man, who shrugged and nade no

reply.



Stasilaine returned, with H ssune beside him clad in a sinple white
robe with a golden splash on the left shoulder. H's face was lightly
flushed, his eyes were unnaturally bright, but he was otherw se calm
and cont ai ned.

Elidath said, "By nomination of the Coronal Lord Valentine and the
accl amati on of these high lords, we nanme you to the principate of
Mal i poor, with full rank and privilege."

H ssune bowed his head. "I am noved beyond words, ny lords. | can
barely express ny gratitude to you all for bestow ng this uninaginable
honor upon ne."

Then he | ooked up, and his gaze travel ed through the room resting for
a nonent on Nimian and on Manganot, and on the Duke of Hal anx, and
then, for a long while, on Divvis, who returned his stare coolly and
with a faint smle.

6. That | one sea dragon, so strangely beating its w ngs against the
water at twilight, was a harbinger of stranger things to cone. In the
third week of the voyage from Alaisor to the Isle of Sleep an entire
herd of ~33

t he huge creatures suddenly manifested itself off the starboard side of
t he Lady Wn.

Pandel ume, the pilot, a Skandar with deep blue fur who once had hunted
sea dragons for her livelihood, was the first to sight them just after
dawn, as she was taking her sightings fromthe observation deck. She
carried the news to Asenhart the Gand Adnmral, who conferred with
Autifon Delianber, who took it upon hinself to awaken the Coronal

Val entine went quickly to the deck. By now the sun had come up out of
Al hanroel and cast | ong shadows upon the waters. The pilot handed him
her seeing-tube and he put it to his eye, and she trained it for himon
t he shapes that noved through the sea far in the distance.

He stared, seeing little at first except the gentle swells of the open
sea, then shifting his gaze slightly to the north and refining his
focus to bring the sea dragons into view dark hunped shapes thronging
the water, noving in close formation, swinmng with strange purpose

ful ness Now and again a | ong neck rose high above the surface, or vast
wi ngs were fanned and fluttered and spread out on the bosom of the

sea.

"There nust be a hundred of them" cried Val entine, amazed.

"More than that, ny lord," said Pandel une. "Never while | was hunting
themdid | encounter a herd so big. Can you see the kings? Five of
them at least. And half a dozen nore, nearly as large. And dozens of
cows, and young ones, too nmany to count "

"I see them" Valentine said. In the center of the group was a small
phal anx of animals of nmonstrous size, all but submerged, but their
spi ne-ridges cleaving the surface. "Six big ones, |'d say. Monsters

bi gger even than the one that shipwecked me when | sailed on the
Brangalyn! And in the wong waters. \What are they doing here?
Asenhart, have you ever heard of sea-dragon herds coming up this side
of the Isle?"



"Never, my lord," the Hort said sonmberly. "For thirty years | have
sai | ed between Numi nor and Al ai sor and never once seen a dragon. Never
once! And now an entire herd "

"The Lady be thanked they're nmoving away fromus," said Sleet.

"But why are they here at all?" Valentine asked.

No one had an answer to that. It seenmed unreasonabl e that the
noverment s of sea dragons through the inhabited parts of Mjipoor should
so suddenly undergo drastic change, when for thousands of years the
mari ne herds had with extraordinary loyalty followed well-worn
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roads in the sea. Placidly did each herd take the sane route on each
of its lengthy migrations around the world, to the dragons' great |oss,
for the dragon hunters out of Piliplok, knowi ng where to find them
fell upon them each year in the proper season and worked a fearful

sl aughter on them so that dragon neat and dragon oil and dragon mlk
and dragon bones and many anot her dragon-derived product m ght be sold
at high profit in the marketplaces of the world. Still the dragons
travel ed as they always had travel ed. The vagaries of w nds and
currents and tenperatures sonetinmes mght induce themto shift sone
hundreds of miles north or south of their customary paths, probably
because the sea creatures on which they fed had shifted, but nothing
like this departure had ever been seen before a whole herd of dragons
curving up the eastern side of the Isle of Sl eep and apparently making
for the polar regions, instead of passing south of the Isle and the
coast of Al hanroel to enter the waters of the G eat Sea.

Nor was this the only such herd. Five days |ater another was sighted:
a smaller group, no nore than thirty, with no giants anong them t hat
passed within a nmle or two of the fleet. Unconfortably close, said
Admi ral Asenhart: for the ships bearing the Coronal and his party to
the Isle carried no weaponry of any significant sort, and sea dragons
were creatures of uncertain tenper and formn dabl e power, nuch given to
shattering such hapl ess vessels as mght stunble across their paths at
t he wrong nonent.

Si x weeks renmained to the voyage. |n dragon-infested seas that woul d
seem like a very long while

"Perhaps we should turn back, and nake this crossing at another
season, " suggested Tuni gorn, who had never been to sea before and had
not been finding the experience nmuch to his liking even before this.

Sl eet al so seermed nore than uneasy about the journey; Asenhart appeared
troubl ed; Carabella spent much tine peering noodily to sea, as if
expecting a dragon to breach the water just beneath the Lady Thiin's
hull. But Valentine, although he had known the fury of the sea dragon
at first hand hinmself. having been not nerely shi pwecked by one but

i ndeed swept into its cavernous gut in the nost bizarre of the
adventures of his years of exile, would not hear of it. It was
essential to continue, he insisted. He nmust confer with the Lady; he
must inspect blight-stricken Zinroel; to return to Al hanroel, he felt,
was to abdicate all responsibility. And what reason was there, anyway,
to think that these strayed sea dragons neant any harmto the fleet?
They seermed bound with great swi ftness and intentness upon their



nmyst erious route,
and paid no heed to any of the ships that passed by them

Yet a third group of dragons appeared, a week after the second. These
were sonme fifty in nunmber, with three giants anong them "It seens the
entire year's migration must be going north," Pandel une said. There
were, she expl ai ned, about a dozen separate dragon popul ati ons, that
traveled at widely separated intervals about the world. No one knew
exactly how long it took for each herd to conplete the

ci rcumavi gation, but it could perhaps be decades. Each of these
popul ati ons broke up, as it went, into smaller herds, but all nmoved in
t he sane general way; and this entire popul ation, evidently, had
diverted itself to the new northward pat h.

Drawi ng Del i anber asi de, Val entine asked the Vroon whether his

per cepti ons brought himany understandi ng of these novenents of the sea
dragons. The little being's many tentacles coiled intricately in the
gesture that Valentine had |ong since cone to interpret as a sign of

di stress; but all he would say was, "I feel the strength of them and
it is a very strong strength indeed. You know that they are not stupid
animal s. "

"I understand that a body of such size might well have a brain to
mat ch. "

"Such is the case. | reach forth and | feel their presence, and
sense great determ nation, great discipline. But what course it is
that they are bound upon, my lord, | cannot tell you this day."

Val entine attenpted to make |ight of the danger. "Sing me the ballad
of Lord Malibor," he told Carabella one evening as they all sat at
table. She | ooked at himoddly, but he smiled and persisted, and at
| ast she took up her pocket harp and struck up the roistering old

t une:

Lord Malibor was fine and bold

And | oved the heavi ng sea,

Lord Malibor came off the Munt,

A hunter for to be.

Lord Malibor prepared his ship,

A gal l ant sight was she,

Wth sails all of beaten gold,

And masts of ivory.

And Val entine, recalling the words now, joined in:

Lord Al alibor stood at the helm

And faced the heavi ng wave,

And sailed in quest of the dragon free,



The dragon herce and brave.

Lord Al alibor a challenge called

H s voice did boom and ring,

"I wish to nmeet, | wish to fight,"

Quoth he, "the dragon king"

Tuni gorn shifted about unconfortably and swirled the wine in his bow .

"This song, | think, is unlucky, ny lord," he muttered. "Fear
nothing," said Valentine. "Cone, sing with us!"

"I hear, ny lord, the dragon cri ed,

And canme across the sea.

Twel ve mles long and three mles w de

And two miles deep was he.

Lord ~falibor stood on the deck

And fought both hard and well.

Thi ck was the bl ood that Cowed that day

And great the blows that fell.

The pilot Pandel une entered the mess-hall now, and approached the
Coronal's table, halting with a | ook of sone bew | derment on her
thick-furred face as she heard the song. Valentine signaled her to
join in, but her expression grew nore gloony, and she stood apart,
scow i ng.

But dragon kings are old and sly,

And rarely are they beaten.

Lord Malibor, for all his strength

Eventual | y was eaten

Al'l sailors bold, who dragons hunt,

O this grimtal e take heed!

Despite all luck and skill, you may

End up as dragon feed

"What is it, Pandelune?" Valentine asked, as the | ast raucous verse
di ed away. "Dragons, ny lord, approaching out of the south." "Many?"
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"A great many, ny lord."

"You see?" Tunigorn burst out. "W have summned them with this



foolish song!"

"Then we will sing themon their way," said Valentine, "w th another
round of it." And he began again:
Lord Ilialibor was One and bol d

And | oved the heaving sea

The new herd was several hundred strong a vast assenbl age of sea
dragons, a swarm so huge it passed all belief, with nine great Kkings at
the center of the herd. Valentine, remaining outwardly calm
nevertheless felt a powerful sense of nmenace and danger, so strong it
was al nost tangible, emanating fromthe creatures. But they went by,
none coming within three mles of the fleet, and di sappeared rapidly to
the north, swinmrng with a weird intensity of purpose.

In the depths of the night, as Valentine lay sleeping with his mind as
ever open to the guidance that only dreams can bring, a strange vision
i nposed itself upon his soul. In the mdst of a broad plain studded
wi th angul ar rocks and odd pockmarked stiff-arned | eafless plants a
great multitude of people noves with an easy floating gait toward a

di stant sea. He finds hinself among them clad as they are in flow ng
robes of some gauzy white fabric that billows of its own accord, there
bei ng no breeze what soever. None of the faces about himis a faniliar
one, and yet he does not think of hinself as being anong strangers he
knows he is closely bound to these people, that they have been his
fellow pilgrinms on sonme trek that had | asted for many nonths, possibly
even for years. And now the trek is arriving at its destination

There lies the sea, many-hued, sparkling, its surface shifting as if
roiled by the novenents of titanic creatures far below, or perhaps in
response to the tug of the swollen anber noon that rests heavily upon
the sky. At the shore mighty waves rise up like bright curving
crystalline claws, and fall back in utter silence, flailing the shining
beaches wei ghtl essly, as though they are not waves but nerely the
ghosts of waves. And farther out, beyond all turbul ence, a dark

ponder ous shape |oons in the water.

It is a sea dragon; it is the dragon called Lord Kinni ken's dragon
that is said to be the largest of all its kind, the king of the sea
dragons, which no hunter's harpoon has ever touched. Fromits great
hunped bony ridged back there streanms an irresistible radiance, a
nmyst eri ous shimering amethystine glow that fills the sky and stains
the water a deep violet. And there is the sound of bells, huge and
deep, ringing out a steady solemm peal, a dark clangor that threatens
to split the world in two at the core

The dragon swi ns inexorably shoreward, and its huge nouth gapes |ike
the nmouth of a cavern.

My hour at |ast has cone, says the king of dragons, and you are m ne
The pilgrims, caught, drawn, mesnerised by the rich pulsating |ight
that streams fromthe dragon, float onward toward the rimof the sea,

toward that gaping nouth.

Yes. Yes. Cone to ne. | amthe water-king Maaznmoorn, and you are
m ne!



Now t he dragon ki ng has reached the shallows, and the waves part for
him and he noves with ease onto the beach. The pealing of the bells
grows |louder still insistently that terrible sound conquers the

at nosphere and presses down upon it, so that with each newtolling the
air grows thicker, slower, warmer. The dragon-king has unfurled the
pair of colossal winglike fins that sprout fromthick fleshy bases
behi nd his head, and the wi ngs thrust himonward over the wet sand. As
he pulls his ponderous formto land, the first pilgrins reach himand
wi thout hesitation float on into the titanic maw and di sappear; and
behi nd them come others, an unendi ng procession of willing sacrifices,
racing forward to neet the dragon-king as he lurches | andward to take
themin.

And they enter the great nmouth, and are engulfed into it, and Val entine
is among them and he goes down deep into the pit of the dragon's
stomach. He enters a vaulted chanber of infinite size and finds it

al ready occupied by the | egion of the swallowed, mllions, billions
humans and Skandars and Vroons and Horts and Liinmen and Su-Suheris and
Ghayrogs, all the many peoples of Mjipoor, inpartially caught up in
the gull et of the dragon-Kking.

And still Muaznoorn goes forward, deeper upon the land, and still the
dragon-king feeds. He swallows all the world, gul ping and gul pi ng and
still nore ravenously gul pi ng, devouring cities and nountains, the
continents and the seas, taking within hinmself the totality of

Mai i poor, until at last he has taken it all, and lies coiled around the
pl anet like a swollen serpent that has eaten some enornous gl obul ar
creature.

The bells ring out a paean of triunph.
Now at |ast has ny ki ngdom cone!

After the dreamhad left him Valentine did not return to ful
wakef ul ness, but allowed hinself to drift into mddle sleep the place
of sensitive receptivity, and there he lay, calm quiet, reliving the
dream entering again that all-devouring nmouth, analysing, attenpting
to interpret.

Then the first light of norning fell upon him and he came up to
consci ousness. Carabella lay beside him awake, watching him He
slipped his arm about her shoul der and let his hand rest fondly,

pl ayfully, on her breast.

"Was it a sending?" she asked.

"No, | felt no presence of the Lady, nor of the King." He smiled. "You
know al ways when | dream don't you?"

"I could see the dream come upon you. Your eyes noved beneath the
lids; your lip twitched; your nostrils nmoved |ike those of sone hunting
ani mal . "

"Did | |ook troubled?"

"No, not at all. Perhaps at first you frowned; but then you smiled in
your sleep, and a great cal nmmess cane over you, as if you were going

forth toward some preordained fate and you accepted it entirely."

He | aughed. "Ah, then I'lIl be gul ped again by a sea dragon!"



"I's that what you dreanmed?"

"More or less. Not the way it actually happened, though. This was the
Ki nni ken dragon coming up on shore, and | marched right down its
gullet. As did everyone else in the world, |I think. And then it ate
the world as well."

"And can you speak your dreanP" she asked.

"I'n patches and fragnents only," he said. "The whol eness of it stil

el udes ne."

It was too sinple, he knew, to call the dreamnerely a replaying of an
event of his past, as though he had plugged in an entertai nment cube
and seen a reenactnent of that strange event of his exile years, when
he had i ndeed been swall owed by a sea dragon, after being shi pwecked
of f the Rodamaunt Archi pel ago, and Lisanon Hultin, swallowed up in that
same gul p, had cut a path to freedomthrough the nonster's

bl ubber-wall ed gut. Even a child knew better than to take a dream at
its nmost literal autobiographical |evel

But nothing yielded itself to himon the deeper level, either, except
an interpretation so obvious as to be trivial: that these novenents of
sea-dragon herds he had |l ately observed were yet another warning that
the world was in danger, that sonme potent force threatened the
stability of society. That nuch he knew already, and it needed no

rei nforcement. Wy sea dragons, though? What metaphor was churning in
his mnd that had transfornmed those vast narine manmals into a world
swal | owi ng nmenace?

Car abel | a said, "Perhaps you |l ook too hard. Let it pass, and the
meaning will cone to you when your nmind is turned to something el se.
What do you says Shall we go on deck?"

They saw no nore herds of dragons in the days that followed, only a few
solitary stragglers, and then none at all, nor were Val entine's dreans

i nvaded again by threatening i mages. The sea was calm the sky was
bright and fair, the wind stood themwell fromthe east. Valentine
spent nmuch of his tine alone on the foredeck, |ooking off to sea; and
at last canme the day when out of the enptiness there suddenly came into
view, like a bright white shield springing out of the dark horizon, the
dazzling chalk cliffs of the Isle of Sleep, the holiest and nost
peaceful place of Mjipoor, the sanctuary of the conpassionate Lady.

The estate was virtually deserted now Al of Etowan Elacca's field
hands were gone, and nobst of the house staff. Not one of them had
bothered to make a formal |eave taking even for the sake of collecting
the pay he owed them they sinply slipped stealthily away, as though
they dreaded remaining in the blighted zone a single hour nore, and
feared that he woul d sonehow find a way to conpel themto stay if he
knew t hey wi shed to | eave.

Si mobost, the Ghayrog foreman, was still loyal, as was his w fe Xhana,
Et owan El acca's head cook. Two or three of the housekeepers had

stayed, and a couple of the gardeners. Etowan El acca did not greatly
mnd that the rest had fled there was, after all, no work for nost of
themto do any | onger, nor could he afford to pay them properly, with
no crop going to market. And sooner or later it would have becone a
problemsinply to feed themall, if what he had heard about a grow ng



food shortage in the entire province was true. Neverthel ess, he took
their departures as a rebuke. He was their naster; he was responsible
for their welfare; he was willing to provide for themas long as his
resources |lasted. Wiy were they so eager to go7 What hope did they
have, these farm workers and gardeners, of finding work in the ranching
center of Fal kynki p, which was where he assuned they had gone? And it
was odd to see the place so quiet, where once there had been such
bustling activity all through the day. Etowan Elacca often felt like a
ki ng whose subj ects had renounced their citizenship and gone to sone
other land, leaving himto prow an enpty pal ace and issue orders to

t he unheeding air.

Yet he attenpted to live as he had always lived. Certain habits remin
unbroken even in the nost dire time of calanity.

In the days before the falling of the purple rain, Etowan El acca had
risen each nmorning well ahead of the sun, and at the dawn hour went out
into the garden to make his little tour of inspection. He took always
the sane route, through the al abandina grove to the tanigales, then a
left turn into the shady little nook where the caramangs cl ustered, and
onward under the fountaining profusion of the thaginole tree, which
fromits short stubby trunk sent graceful branches perpetually | aden
with fragrant blue-green flowers arching upward sixty feet or nore.
Then he saluted the nouth plants he nodded to the glistening bl adder
trees he paused to hear the song of the singing ferns; and eventually
he woul d come to the border of brilliant yell ow nangahone bushes t hat
mar ked t he boundary between the garden and the farm and he woul d | ook
up the slight slope toward the plantings of stajja and glein and

hi nganorts and nyk.

There was nothing at all left of the farmand very little of the
garden, but Etowan El acca maintai ned his norning rounds all the sane,
pausi ng by each dead and bl ackened plant just as if it still thrived

and grew and was making ready to burst into bloom He knew that it was
an absurd and pathetic thing to dO7 that anyone who di scovered hi m at
it would surely say' "Ah, there is a poor crazed old nman, whose gri ef
has driven himmad." Let themsay it, Etowan El acca thought. It had
never mattered much. to himwhat other people said about him and it
mattered even | ess now Perhaps he had gone nad, though he did not
think so. He neant to continue his norning strolls all the sanme; for
what el se was there to do?

During the first weeks alter the lethal rain his gardeners had wanted
to clear each plant away as it died, but he had ordered themto |et
everyt hing be, because he hoped that many of themware nerely injured,
not dead, and would spring back after a time, as they threw off the

ef fects of whatever poi sonous substance the purple rain had brought.
After a while it becane apparent even to Etowan El acca that npst of

t hem had perished, that there would be no new life arising fromthe
roots. But by that time the gardeners had begun to di sappear, and soon
only a handful remained, barely enough to carry out the necessary

mai nt enance in the sectors of the garden that survived, let alone to
cut down and haul away the dead plants. He thought at first that he
woul d handl e that nelancholy task hinmself, little by little as tine
permtted; but the scope of the project so overwhel ned himthat he
deci ded shortly to |l eave everything as it was, letting the ruined
garden remain as a kind of funereal nonument to its forner beauty.

As he noved slowy through his garden at dawn one norni ng many nont hs
after the tine of the purple rain, Etowan El acca found a curious object



jutting fromthe soil in the pin nina bed: the polished tooth of sone
large animal. It was five or six inches |ong and sharp as a dagger

He plucked it out, stared at it puzzledly, and pocketed it. Farther
on, among the rmuornas, he found two nore teeth, of the sane size,
thrust into the ground at a di stance of about ten feet from one

anot her; and he | ooked up the slope toward the fields of dead stajja
plants and saw three nore, still farther apart. Beyond were anot her
two, and then a single one, so that the whole group of teeth marked out
a di amond- shaped pattern covering a |large area of his |and.

He resumed quickly to the house, where Xhama was preparing the norning
nmeal .

"Where is Sinmpost?" he asked.

The Ghayrog wonan replied, wthout |ooking up, "He is in the nyk
orchard, sir."

"The nmyks are | ong dead, Xhama."

"Yes, sir. But heis in the nmyk orchard. He has been there all night,
sir."

"Go to him Tell himl want to see him'
"He will not conme, sir. And the food will burnif | |eave."

Et owan El acca, astounded by her refusal, could not for the noment find
words. Then, realizing that in this time of changes sonme new and
bewi | deri ng further change nust be in the process of occurring, he
nodded curtly and turned w thout a word and went outside once nore.

As quickly as he could he ascended the sloping terrain, past the dismal
fields of stajja, a sea of yellowed shrivel ed shoots, and up through
the stark | eafl ess glein bushes and the dried pasty stuff that was al
that was left of the hinganmorts until in time he entered the nyk
orchard. The dead trees were so light that they were easily uprooted
by strong wi nds, and nost had fallen, with the others standing at
precari ous angles as though a giant had sl apped them playfully with the
back of his hand. At first Etowan El acca did not see Sinoost, and then
he caught sight of the foreman wandering in a peculiarly haphazard way
al ong the outer edge of the grove, threading a path between the | eaning
trees, pausing now and then to push one over. Was this the way he had
spent the night? Since CGhayrogs did all their year's sleeping in a few
nmont hs of hi bernation, it had never surprised Etowan El acca to |l earn

t hat Si mpbost had been at work during the night, but this sort of

ai m essness was not at all I|ike him

" Si noost ?"

"Ah, sir. CGood norning, sir."

"Xhama said you were up here. Are you all right, Sinmoost?"
"Yes, sir. | amvery well, sir."

"Are you sure?"

"Very well, sir. Very well indeed." But Sinpost's tone |acked
convi ction.



Et owan El acca said, "WII| you cone down? | have sonething to
sSnow you.

The Ghayrog appeared to be considering the request with care. Then he
slow y descended until he reached the | evel where Etowan El acca waited.
The snaky coils of his hair, which were never entirely still, noved now
in nervous jerky withings, and fromhis powerful scaly body cane a
scent which Etowan El acca, long famliar with the varying odors of
Ghayrogs, knew to signify great distress and apprehension. Sinoost had
been with himfor twenty years: Etowan El acca had never before detected
that scent coming fromhim

"Sir?" Sinpost said.
"What's troubling you' Sinpost?"

"Nothing, sir. | amvery well, sir. You wi shed to show ne
sormet hi ng?"

"This," said Etowan El acca, taking fromhis pocket the |ong tapering

tooth he had found in the pinning bed. He held it forth and said, "I

canme upon this while |I was making the garden tour half an hour ago. |
wondered if you had any idea what it was."

Sinmpost's lidless green eyes flickered uneasily. "The tooth of a young
sea dragon, sir. So | believe."

"I's that what it is?"
"I amquite sure, sir. Wre there others?"

"Quite a few. Eight nore, | think."

Si nobost traced a dianond shape in the air. "Arranged in a pattern |like
this?"
"Yes," said Etowan El acca, frowning. "How did you know that ?"

"It is the usual pattern. Ah, there is danger, sir, great danger!"

In exasperati on Et owan El acca said, "You' re being deliberately
mysterious, aren't you? Mat usual pattern? Danger from whon? By the
Lady, Sinoost, tell me in plain wrds what you know about all this!"

The Ghayrog's odor grew nore pungent: it spoke of intense dismay, fear,
enbarrassnent. Sinpost appeared to struggle for words. At length he
said, "Sir, do you know where everyone who used to work for you has
gone?"

"To Fal kynkip, | assume, to |l ook for work on the ranches. But what
does that "

"No, not to Fal kynkip, sir. Farther west. Pidruid is where they have
gone. To wait for the coming of the dragons.”

n \Mat ?u

"As in the revelation, sir.



" Si nopost "

"You know not hi ng about the revel ation, then?"

Et owan El acca felt a surge of anger such as he had rarely known in his
tranquil and well-fulfilled ]Jlife. "I know nothing whatever about the
revel ation, no," he said with barely controllable fury.

"I will tell you, sir. | will tell you everything."

The Ghayrog was silent an instant, as though arranging his thoughts
wi th some precision.

Then he took a deep breath and said, "There is an old belief, sir, that

at a certain tine great trouble will cone upon the world, and al
Maj i poor will be thrust into confusion. And at that time, so it is
said, the sea dragons will leave the sea, they will go forth onto the
| and and proclaima new ki ngdom and they will work an inmense
transformation in our world. And that tinme will be known as the tine

of the revelation.”

"Whose fantasy is this?"

"Yes, fantasy is a good word for it, sir. O fable, or, if you like,
' 45

fairy-tale. It is not scientific. W understand that the sea-dragons
are unable to energe fromthe water. But the belief is quite
wi despread among sone people, and they take much confort fromit."

"Whi ch ones are those?"

"The poor people, chiefly. Minly the Liinmen, though some of the other
races subscribe to it also, sir. | have heard it is preval ent anong
some Hyorts, and certain Skandars. It is not wi dely known anong
humans, and particularly not by such gentry as you, sir. But | tel

you there are many now who say that the tinme of the revel ation has
cone, that the blight upon the | and and the shortage of food is the
first sign of it, that the Coronal and Pontifex will soon be swept away
and the reign of the water-kings will begin. And those who believe
such a thing, sir, are going nowtoward the cities of the coast, toward
Pidruid and Narabal and Til-onmon, so that they can see the water-kings

cone ashore and be anong the first to worship them | know this to be
the truth, sir. It is happening all through the province, and for al
I know, it is happening everywhere in the world. MIlions have begun

to march toward the sea."

"How astoni shing," said Etowan El acca. "How ignhorant | am here in ny
little world within the world!"™ He ran his finger down the |ength of
the dragon-tooth, to the sharp tip, and pressed it tightly until he
felt the pain. "And these? Wat do they signify?"

"As | understand it, sir. they place them here and there, as signs of
the revelation and as trail markers showing the route to the coast. A
few scouts nove ahead of the great multitude of pilgrinms headi ng west,
and place the teeth, and soon afterward the others followin their
path."



"How do they know where the teeth have been pl aced?"

"They know, sir. 1 do not know how t hey know Perhaps the know edge
cones in dreanms. Perhaps the water-kings issue seedings, |ike those of
the Lady and of the King of Dreans."

"So we will shortly be overrun by a horde of wanderers?"

"I think so, sir.

Et owan El acca tapped the tooth against the palmof his hand. "Sinpost,
why have you spent the night in the nyk orchard?"

"Trying to find the courage to tell you these things, sir.

"Why did it require courage?"

"Because | think we nust flee, sir, and I know you will not want to
flee, and I do not wi sh to abandon you, but | do not w sh to die,
either. And | think we will die if we stay here longer."

"You knew about the dragon-teeth in the garden?"

"I saw them pl aced, sir. | spoke with the scouts.”

"Ah.  \When?"

"At mdnight, sir. There were three of them two Liinmen and a Hort.
They say that four hundred thousand people are heading this way out of
the eastern Rift country."

"Four hundred thousand people will march across ny | and?"

"I think so, sir.

"There won't be anything left once they' ve passed through, will there?
They' Il come through |ike a plague of locusts. They'll clean out such
food supplies as we have. and | imagine they'll plunder the house, and
they'Il kill anyone who gets in their way, so | would suppose. Not out
of malice, but nerely in the general hysteria. 1s that how you see it

al so, Sinobost?"
"Yes, sir."

"And when will they be here?"

"Two days, perhaps three, so they told ne."

"Then you and Xhama shoul d | eave this norning, should you not? Al the
staff should go right away. To Fal kynkip, | would say. You ought to
be able to reach Fal kynki p before the nob gets there, and then you
shoul d be safe."

"You will not |eave, sir?"

"Sir, | beg you

"No, Sinpost."



"You will surely perish!"

"I have perished already, Sinpost. Wy should I flee to Fal kynki p?

What would | do there? | have perished already, Sinoost, can't you
perceive that? | amny own ghost."

"Sir sir "

"There's no nore tinme to waste," said Etowan El acca. "You should have

taken your wife and gone at nidnight, when you saw the teeth being
pl aced. CGo. Go. Now. "

He swung about and descended the slope, and as he passed back through
t he garden he replaced the dragon-tooth where he had found it, in the
pi nni ng bed.

In mdnorning the Ghayrog and his wife cane to himand inplored himto
leave with themthey were as close to tears as Etowan El acca had ever

seen a Gnhayrog cone, for Ghayrog eyes have no tear ducts but he stood

firm and in the end they departed without him He
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called the others who had remai ned | oyal together, and dism ssed them
gi ving them such noney as he happened to have on hand, and nmuch of the
food fromthe |arder.

That night he prepared his own dinner for the first time in his life.
He t hought he showed respectable skill, for a novice. He opened the

| ast of the fireshowerw ne, and drank rather nore than he woul d
normal Iy have allowed hinself. Wat was happening to the world was
very strange to him and difficult to accept, but the wine made it a
little easier. How many thousands of years of peace there had been
What a pl easant world, what a smoothly functioning world! Pontifex and
Coronal , Pontifex and (coronal, a serene progression noving from Castle
Mount to the Labyrinth, governing always with the consent of the nany
for the benefit of all; though of course some benefited nore than
others, yet no one went hungry, no one lived in need. And now it was
endi ng. Poi sonous rain cones fromthe sky, gardens wither, crops are
destroyed, fam nes begin, new religions take hold, ravenous crazy nobs
swarmtoward the sea. Does the Coronal know? Does the Lady of the
Isle? The King of Oreans? Wat is being done to repair these things?
What can be done? WIIl kindly dreanms fromthe Lady help to fill enpty
bellies? WII threatening dreams fromthe King turn the nobs back?
WIIl the Pontifex, if indeed there is a Pontifex, cone forth fromthe
Labyrinth and nmake | ofty proclamations? WII the Coronal ride from
province to province, urging patience? No. No. No. No. It is over,
Et owan El acca thought. What a pity that this could not have waited
anot her twenty years, or thirty perhaps, so that | could have died
quietly in ny garden, and the garden still in bl oom

He kept watch through the night, and all was still.

In the norning he inagined he could hear the first runblings of the
oncom ng horde to the east. He went through the house, opening every
door that was |ocked, so they would do as little damage as possible to
the building as they ransacked it for his food and his wines. It was a
beauti ful house, and he loved it and hoped it would cone to no harm



Then he went out into the garden, anong the shrivel ed and bl ackened
plants. Mich of it, he realized, had actually survived the deadly
rain: rather nore than he thought, since he had had eyes all these dark
months only for the destruction, but indeed the rnouthplants were stil
flourishing and the night flower trees and some of the androdragnas,

t he dw kkas, the sihornis~h vines, even the fragile bl adder trees For
hours he wal ked anong them He thought of giving hinself to one of the
mout h plants but that woul d be an ugly death, he thought, slow and

bl oody and inel egant, and he wanted it said of him even if there m ght

be no one to say it, that he had been elegant to the last. Instead he
went to the sihom sh vines, which were festooned with unripened fruits,
still yellow. The ripe sihornish was one of the finest of delicacies,

but the fruit when yellow brins with deadly al kaloids. For a long
whi | e Et owan El acca stood by the vine, utterly wthout fear, sinply not
yet quite ready. Then cane the sound of voices, not inmagined this
time, the harsh voices of city folk, many of them borne on the
fragrant air fromthe east. Now he was ready. He knew it would be
nore gentlemanly to wait until they were here, and bid them be wel cone
to his estate, and offer them his best wi nes and such dinner as he
could provide; but without his staff he could not provide nuch in the
way of hospitality, after all; and, besides, he had never really I|iked
city folk, particularly when they cane as uninvited guests. He | ooked
about one last tinme at the dw kkas and the bl adder trees and the one
sickly hal ati nga that sonmehow had survived, and commended his soul to
the Lady, and felt the beginnings of tears. He did not think weeping
was seemly. And so he put the yellow sihomsh to his lips, and bit
eagerly into its hard unripe flesh

8.

Though she had nerely intended to rest her eyes a nonent or two before
she began preparing dinner, a deep and powerful sleep came quickly over
El si nore when she lay down, drawi ng her into a cloudy real mof yellow
shadows and rubbery pink hills; and though she had scarcely expected a
sending to come to her during a casual before dinner nap, she felt a
gentl e pressure at the gateways of her soul as she descended into the
full ness of her slunber, and knew it to be the presence of the Lady
conmi ng upon her.

El sinore was tired all the time, lately. She had never worked so hard
as in the last few days, since news of the crisis in western Zinroe

had reached the Labyrinth. Now the cafe was full all day long with
tense officials of the Pontificate, exchanging the |atest infornmation
over a few bow s of fine Mil demar or good gol den Dul ornese w ne they
wanted only the best, when they were this worried. And so she was
constantly running back and forth, juggling her inventories, calling in
extra supplies fromthe wine nmerchants. It had been exciting, in a
way, at first:

she felt al nost as though she were participating herself in this
critical noment of history. But now it was nerely exhausting.

Her | ast thought before falling asleep was of H ssune: Pnuce Hi ssune,

as she was still trying to learn to regard him She had not heard from
himin nonths, not since that astonishing letter, so dreamike itself,
telling her that they had called himto the highest circle of the
Castle. He had begun to seemunreal to her after that, no |onger the
smal | sharp-eyed cl ever boy who once had amused and conforted and
supported her, but a stranger in fine robes who spent his days anong
the councils of the great, holding uni nagi nabl e di scourse on the



ultimate destinies of the world. An inmage cane to her of Hi ssune at a
vast table polished to mrror brightness, sitting anong ol der nen whose
features were un clearly |imed but fromwhomthere radiated great
presence and authority, and they were all |ooking toward H ssune as he
spoke. Then the scene vani shed and she saw yel |l ow cl ouds and pi nk
hills, and the Lady entered her m nd

It was the briefest of seedings. She was on the Isle that nuch she
knew fromthe white cliffs and the steeply rising terraces, though she
had never actually been there, never in fact been outside the Labyrinth
and in a dreamike drifting way she was novi ng through a garden that
was at first inmacul ate and airy and then inperceptibly becane dark and
overgrown. The Lady was by her side, a black-haired woman in white
robes who seened sad and weary, not at all the strong, warm conforting
person Elsinore had met in earlier seedings: she was bowed w th care,
her eyes were hooded and downcast, her nmovenents uncertain. "Gve ne
your strength,"” the Lady murmured. This is all wong, thought

El sinore. The Lady comes to us to offer strength, not to receive it.

But the dream El sinore did not hesitate. She was vigorous and tall,
with a ninmbus of light flickering about her head and shoul ders. She
drew the Lady to her, and took her against her breast and held her in a
cl ose strong enbrace, and the Lady sighed and it seemnmed that sonme of
the pain went fromher. Then the two wonen drew apart and the Lady,

gl owi ng now as El sinore was, touched her fingers to her lips and threw
a kiss to Elsinore, and vani shed.

That was all. Wth startling suddenness El sinore woke and saw t he
famliar dreary walls of her flat in Guadel oom Court. The afterglow of
a sendi ng was on her beyond any doubt, but the seedi ngs of other years
had |l eft her always with a strong sense of new purpose, of directions
redirected, and this one had brought only nystification. She could not
understand the purpose of such a sending; but perhaps it would mani
feat itself to her, she thought, in a day or two.

She heard sounds in her daughters' room

"Ail'imoor? Maraune?"

Neither girl answered. Elsinore peered in and saw them huddling cl ose
over sone small object, which Maraune put quickly behind her back

"What's that you have there?"

"I't's nothing, nother. Just alittle thing."
"What ki nd of thing?"

"Atrinket. Sort of."

Sonet hing in Maraune's tone made El sinore suspicious. "Let nme see
it."

"It really isn't anything. "
"Let ne see.”

Mar aune shot a quick |look toward her older sister. Ailinmoor, |ooking
uneasy and awkward, sinply shrugged.

"It's personal, nmother. Doesn't a girl get to have any privacy?"



Mar aune sai d.

El sinore held out her hand. Sighing, Maraune brought forth and
reluctantly surrendered a small sea-dragon tooth, finely carved over
much of its surface with unfamliar and peculiarly disturbing synbols
of an odd, narrow angled sort. Elsinore, still in part enveloped in
the strange aura of the sending, found the little amulet sinister and
nmenaci ng.

"Where'd you get this?"

"Everyone's got them nother."

"I asked you where it cane from"

"Vani moon. Actually Vaninmoon's sister Shulaire. But she got it from
him Can | please have it back?"

"Do you know what this thing neans?" El sinore asked.
" Means?"
"That's what | said. Wat it means."

Shruggi ng, Maraune said, "It doesn't nean anything. |It's just a
trinket. 1'mgoing to drill a hole in it and wear it on a string."

"Do you expect ne to believe that?"

Maraune was silent. Ailinoor said, "Mdther, | " She faltered

"CGo on."

"It's just a fad, nother. Everyone's got them There's sonme crazy new
Liiman i dea going around that the sea dragons are gods, that they're

going to take over the world, that all the trouble that's been
happening lately is a sign of what's to cone. And people say that if

we carry the sea-dragon teeth, we'll be saved when the dragons cone
ashore.”
Coldly Elsinore said. "There's nothing new about it. Nonsense |ike

t hat has been going around for hundreds of years. But always hidden

al ways in whispers, because it's crazy and dangerous and sick. Sea
dragons are oversized fish and nothing nore. The One who | ooks over us
is the Divine, protecting us through the Coronal and the Pontifox and
the Lady. Do you understand? Do you understand?"

She snapped the tapering tooth in half with a quick angry notion and
tossed the pieces to Maraune, who glared at her with a fury that

El si nore had never seen the eyes of one of her daughters before.
Hastily she turned away, toward the kitchen. Her hands were shaking,
and she felt chilled; and if the peace of the Lady had descended upon
her at all in the sending that sendi ng which now seenmed to have cone to
her weeks ago it was entirely gone from her now.

The entry to Num nor harbor took all the skill the nmost skillful pilot
could nuster, for the channel was narrow and the currents were swft,
and sandy reefs sonetimes were born overnight in the volatile under
beds But Pandel unme was a cal m and confident figure on the wheel deck
giving her signals with clear decisive gestures, and the royal flagship



cane in jauntily, past the neck of the channel and into the broad sweet
saf e anchorage, the only possible one on the Al hanroel side of the Isle
of Sleep, the one place where a breach existed in the tremendous chal k
wal | of First Ciff.

"I can feel ny nother's presence fromhere," said Valentine as they
made ready to go ashore. "She comes to ne |like the fragrance of

al abandi na bl ossons on the w nd."

"WIl the Lady be here to greet us today?" Carabella asked.

"I much doubt it," Valentine said. "Customcalls for son to go to
nmot her, not nmother to son. She'll remain at Inner Tenple, and send her
hi erarchs, | suppose, to fetch us."

A group of hierarchs indeed was waiting when the royal party

di senbarked. Anobng these wonen, in golden robes trimed with red, was
one already well known to Val entine, the austere white-haired Lori
vade, who had acconpani ed himduring the war of restoration on his
journey fromthe Isle to Castle Munt, training himin the techni ques
of trance and nmental projection that were practiced on the Isle. A
second figure in the group seened faniliar to Valentine but he could
not place her until the very instant when she spoke her nane: and
simul taneous with that cane the flash of recognition, that this was
Tal i not Esul de, the slender, enigmatic person who had been his first
guide on his pilgrimage to the Isle long ago. Then she had had a
shaven skull, and Val entine had been unable to guess her sex,
suspecting her to be male fromher height or female fromthe delicacy
of her features and the |lightness of her frame; but since her
advancenent to the inner hierarchy she had allowed her hair to grow,
and those long silken | ocks, as golden as Valentine's own but far finer
of texture, left no doubt that she was a woman.

"We carry dispatches for you, ny lord," said the hierarch Lorivade.
"There is much news, and none of it good, | fear. But first we should
conduct you to the royal |odging-place."

There was a house in Num nor port known as the Seven Walls, which was a
nane that no one understood, because it was so ancient that its origins
had been forgotten. It stood on the ranpart of the city overl ooking
the sea, with its face toward Al hanroel and its back to the steep
triple tiers of the Isle, and it was built of massive bl ocks of dark
granite hewn fromthe qua nes of the Stoienzar Peninsula, fitted
together in a perfect joining with no trace of nortar. |Its sole
function was to serve as a place of refreshment for a visiting Corona
newly arrived on the Isle, and so it went unused for years at a tine;
yet it was scrupul ously maintained by a |arge staff, as though a
Coronal mght arrive wthout warning at any noment and nust needs have
his house in order at the hour of his |anding.

It was very old, as old as the Castle itself, and older, so far as
archaeol ogi sts coul d deternine, than any of the tenples and holy
terraces now in exi stence el sewhere on the Isle. According to | egend
it had been built for the reception of Lord Stianot by his nother, the
fabl ed Lady Thiin, upon his visit to the Isle of Sleep at the
concl usi on of the Metanorph wars of eight thousand years ago. Sone
said that the name Seven Walls was a reference to the entonbing in the
foundati ons of the building, as it was being constructed, of the bodies
of seven Shapeshifter warriors slain by Lady Thiin's own hand during

t he defense of the Isle against Metanorph invasion. But no such



remai ns had ever conme to light in the periodic reconstructions of the
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old building; and also it was thought unlikely by nost nodern

hi storians that Lady Thiin, heroic wonman that she was, had actually

wi el ded weapons herself in the Battle of the Isle. By another
tradition, a seven sided chapel erected by Lord Stianot in honor of his
not her once had stood in the central courtyard, giving its nane to the
entire structure. That chapel, so the story went, had been disnantled
on the day of Lord Stianot's death and shipped to Al aisor to becone the
pedi ment of his tonb. But that too was unproven, for no trace of an
early seven-sided structure could be detects d in the courtyard now,
and there was little likelihood that anyone today woul d excavate Lord
Stianot's tonb to see what could be learned fromits paving-bl ocks.

Val entine hinself preferred a different version of the origin of the
nane, which held that Seven Walls was nerely a corruption into the
Mal i poori tongue of certain ancient Metanorph words that nmeant "The

pl ace where the fish scales are scraped off," and referred to the
prehistoric use of the shore of the Isle by Shapeshifter fishernmen
sailing fromA hanroel. But it was unlikely that the truth would ever
be det erm ned.

There were rituals of arrival that a Coronal was supposed to perform
upon reaching the Seven Walls, by way of aiding his transition fromthe
worl d of action that was his usual sphere to the world of the spirit in
whi ch the Lady was suprene. VWhile Valentine carried these things out a
matter of cerenonial bathing, of the burning of aromatic herbs, of
nmeditation in a private chanber whose walls were airy da masks of
pierced marble he left Carabella to read through the di spatches that
had accunul ated for himduring the weeks he was at sea; and when he
resumed, cleansed and calm he saw at once fromthe stark expression of
her eyes that he had gone about his rituals too soon, that he would be
drawn back instantly into the real mof events.

"How bad is the news?" he asked.
"It could scarcely be worse, ny lord."

She handed hi mthe sheaf of docunents, which she had wi nnowed so that

t he uppernost sheets gave himthe gist of the nost inportant docunents.
Failure of crops in seven provinces severe shortage of food in many
parts of Zinroel the beginnings of a nass migration out of the

heartl and of the continent toward the western coastal cities sudden
prom nence of a fornmerly obscure religious cult, apocal yptic and
mllennial in nature, centering around the belief that sea dragons were
supernatural beings that would soon cone ashore to announce the birth
of a new epoch

He | ooked up, aghast.

"All this in so short a time?"

"And these are only fragmentary reports, Valentine. No one really
knows what's going on out there right now the di stances are so vast,

t he conmuni cati ons channels so disturbed "

H s hand sought hers. "Everything foretold in nmy dreans and visions is

com ng to pass. The darkness is conming, Carabella, and I amall that
stands in its path."



"There are sonme who stand beside you, |ove."

"That | know. And for that am| grateful. But at the |ast noment |
will be alone, and then what will | do?" He snmiled ruefully. "There
was a tine when we were juggling at the Perpetual Circus in Dulorn, do
you recall, and the know edge of ny true identity was only then

begi nning to break through to my awareness. And | was speaking with
Del i anber, and telling himthat perhaps it was the will of the D vine
that | had been overthrown, and that perhaps it was just as well for
Maj i poor that the usurper keep ny name and ny throne, for | had no real
desire to be king and the other m ght indeed prove to be a capable

rul er. Wich Delianber denied conpletely, and said there could be only
one lawfully consecrated king and | was that one, and nust return to ny
pl ace. You ask a great deal of ne, | said. "H story asks a great
deal ," he replied. "H story has demanded, on a thousand worl ds across
many t housands of years, that intelligent beings choose between order
and anarchy, between creation and destruction, between reason and
unreason." And also: "It matters, ny lord, it matters very nuch," said
he, "who is to be Coronal and who is not to be Coronal." | have never
forgotten those words of his, and I never will."

"And how did you answer hi n"

"I answered 'yes' end then | added 'perhaps,” end he said, "You'll go
on wavering fromyes to perhaps a long while, but yes will govern in
the end.” And so it did, and therefore | recaptured my throne and
nevert hel ess we nove farther every day fromorder and creation and

reason, and closer to anarchy, destruction, unreason."” Valentine
stared at her in anguish. "Was Delianber wong, then? Does it matter
who is to be Coronal and who is not to be Coronal? | think I ama good

man, and sometinmes | think even that | ama w se ruler; and yet even so
the world falls apart, Carabella, despite nmy best efforts or because of
them | know not which. It mght have been better for everyone if |
had stayed a wandering juggler."

"Ch, Valentine, what foolish talk this is!"

Is it?"

as

"Are you saying that if you'd left Donminin Barjazid to rule, there
woul d have been a fine lusavender harvest this year? How are you to
bl ame for crop failures in Zin-~roel? These are natural calanities,
wi th natural causes, and you'll find a wise way to deal with them
because wi sdomis your way, and you are the chosen of the Divine."

"I amthe chosen of the princes of Castle Munt,"
human and fallible."

he said. "They are

"The Divine speaks through them when a Coronal is chosen. And the
Divine did not nmean you to be the instrument of Majipoor's destruction.

These reports are serious but not terrifying. You will speak with your
nmother in a few days, and she'll fortify you where weari ness nmakes you
weaken; and then we'll proceed on to Zinroel and you will set all to
rights.”

"So | hope, Carabella. But "



"So you know, Valentine! | say once nore, ny lord, | hardly recognize
in you the man I know, when you speak this gloony way." She tapped

t he sheaf of dispatches. "I would not ninimze these things. But I
think there is much we can do to turn back the darkness, and that it
will be done.™"

He nodded slowy. "So | think nmyself, much of the time. But at other
tinmes "

"At other times it's best not to think at all." A knock sounded at the
door. "Cood," she said. ")Aie are interrupted, and | give thanks for
that, for | tire of hearing you make all these downcast noises, ny

| ove."

She admitted Talinot Esulde to the room The hierarch said, "My lord,
your nother the Lady has arrived, and wi shes to see you in the Emerald
Room "

"My nother here? But | expected to go to her tomorrow, at | nner
Tenpl e! "

"She has conme to you," said Talinot Esul de inperturbably.

The Emerald Roomwas a study in green: walls of green serpentine,
floors of green onyx, translucent panes of green jade in place of

wi ndows. The Lady stood in the center of the room between the two
huge potted tanigales, covered with dazzling bl ossons of netallic
green, that were virtually all that the chanber contained. Valentine
went quickly toward her. She stretched her hands to him and as their
fingertips met he felt the famliar throbbing of the current that

radi ated fromher, the sacred force that' |ike spring water draining
into a well, had accunulated in her through all her years of intimate
contact with the billions of souls of Mjipoon

He had spoken with her in dreans many tinmes, but he had not seen her in
years, and he was unprepared for the changes time had worked upon her
She was still beautiful: the passing of the years could not affect

that. But age now had cast the faintest of veils over her, and the
sheen was gone from her black hair, the warnmth of her gaze was ever so
slightly di mini shed, her skin seened sonmehow to have | oosened its grasp
on her flesh. Yet she carried herself as splendidly as ever, and she
was, as always, magnificently robed in white, with a fl ower behind one
ear, and the silver circlet of her power on her brow a figure of grace
and majesty, of force and of infinite conpassion

"Mther. At last."”
"Such a long while, Valentine! So many years!"

She touched his face gently, his shoulders, his arns. The brush of her
fingers over himwas feather-light, but it left himtingling, so great
was the power within this woman. He had to renmind hinmself that she was
no goddess, but only nortal flesh and daughter of nortal flesh, that
upon a time long ago she had been wife to the Hi gh Counsell or

Dam andane, that two sons had sprung from her and he was one of them
that once he had nestled at her breast and listened happily to her soft
song, that it was she who had wi ped the nmud from his cheeks when he
cane hone fromplay that in the tenpests of childhood he had wept in
her arms and drawn confort and wi sdom from her. Long ago, all that: it
seened alnost to be in another life. When the scepter of the Divine



had descended upon the fanmly of the H gh Counsell or Danmi andane and

rai sed Voriax to the Confalume Throne it had by the same stroke
transformed the nother of Voriax into the Lady of the Isle, and neither
one coul d ever again be regarded even within the famly as nerely
nortal. Valentine found hinmself then and al ways after unable to think
of her sinply as his mother, for she had donned the silver circlet and
had gone to the Isle, and dwelled there in najesty as Lady, and the
confort and wi sdomthat formerly she had di spensed to hi mshe shared
now with the entire world, who | ooked to her with reverence and need.
Even when anot her stroke of that sane scepter had el evated Valentine to
Voriax's place, and he too passed in sone way beyond the real mof the
ordinary and becane |larger than life, virtually a figure of nyth, he
had retained his awe of her, for he had no awe of hinself Coronal or

no, and coul d not through his own inner vision see hinself with the awe
that others held for him or he for this Lady.

Yet they talked of famly things before they turned to higher
gquestions. He told her such details as he knew of the doings of her
si ster

Galiara and her brother Sail of Stee, and of Diwis and Mrigant and the
daughters of Voriax. She asked hi mwhether he returned often to the
old famly lands at Halanx, and if he found the Castle a happy pl ace,
and whet her he and Carabella were still so loving and close. The
tensions within himeased, and he felt alnbst as though he were a rea
person, sone mnor lordling of the Mount, visiting amably with his
not her, who had settled in a different clime but still was avid for
news of hone. But it was inpossible to escape the truths of their
position for |long, and when the conversation began to grow forced and
strained he said, in sonewhat another tone, "You should have let ne
cone to you in the proper way, nother. This is not right, the Lady
descending fromlnner Tenple to visit the Seven Walls."

"Such formality is unwi se now Events crowd us: actions nust be
t aken. "

"Then you' ve had the news from Zinroel ?"

"OfF course." She touched her circlet. "This brings ne news from
everywhere, with the swiftness of the speed of thought. Ch, Valentine,
such an unhappy time for our reunion! | had imgined that when you

made your processional you would cone here in joy, and now you are here
and | feel only pain in you, and doubt, and fear of what is to cone."

"What do you see, nother? Wsat is to cone?"
"Do you think | have sone way of know ng the future?"

"You see the present with great clarity. As you say, you receive news
from everywhere."

"What | see is dark and clouded. Things stir in the world that are
beyond ny understanding. Once again the order of society is
threatened. And the Coronal is in despair. That is what | see. Wy
do you despair, Valentine? Wiy is there so nuch fear in you? You are
t he son of Dani andane and the brother of Voriax, and they were not nen
who knew despair, and despair is not native to nmy soul either, or to
yours, so | thought."

"There is great trouble in the world, as | have | earned since ny



arrival here, and that trouble increases."”

"And is that cause for despair? It should only increase your desire to
set things right, as once you did before."

"For the second tine, though, | see Mjipoor overtaken by calamty
during ny reign. What | see," said Valentine, "is that my reign has
been an unlucky one, and will be unluckier yet, if these plagues and
fam nes and pani cky nigrations grow nore severe. | fear that sone

curse lies on nme."

He saw anger briefly flare in her eyes, and he was rem nded agai n of
the form dable strength of her soul, of the icy discipline and devotion
to duty that |ay bel ow her warm and gentl e appearance. |n her way she
was as fierce a warrior as the famed Lady Thiin of ancient tinmes, who
had gone out upon the barricades to drive back the invadi ng Metanorphs.
This Lady too m ght be capable of such valor, if there were need. She
had no tol erance, he knew, for weakness in her sons, or self-pity, or
despondency, because she had none for those things in herself. And,
renmenbering that, he felt some of the bl eakness of his nmood begin to go
fromhim

She said tenderly, "You take blame on yourself w thout proper cause. If
a curse hangs over this world, and | think that that is the case, it
lies not on the noble and virtuous Coronal, but upon us all. You have
no reason for guilt: you least of all, Valentine. You are not the
bearer of the curse, but rather the one who is nost capable of lifting
it fromus. But to do that you nust act, and act quickly."

"And what curse is this, then?"

Putting her hand to her brow, she said, "You have a silver circlet that
is the mte to mne. Didyoucarry it with you on this journey?"

"It goes everywhere with nme."
"Fetch it here, then."

Val entine went fromthe roomand spoke with Sleet, who waited outside;
and shortly an attendant came, bearing the jewel ed case in which the
circlet resided. The Lady had given it to himwhen first he went to
the Isle as a pilgrim during his years of exile. Through it, in
comunion with his nother's mnd, he had received the fina
confirmation that the sinple juggler of Pidruid and Lord Val entine of
Maj i poor were one and the same person, for with its aid and hers his

| ost nenories had cone flooding back. And afterward the hierarch
Lorivade had taught himhow, by virtue of the circlet, he could enter
the trance by which he m ght have access to the minds of others. He
had used it little since his restoration to the throne, for the circlet
was an adjunct of the Lady, not of the Coronal, and it was unfitting
for one Power of Majipoor to transgress on the domain of another. Now
he donned the fine netal band again, while the Lady poured for him as
she had done long ago on this Isle, a flask of the dark, sweet, spicy
dreamw ne that was used in the opening of nmnd to nind

He drank it off in a single draught, and she drank down a flask of her
own, and they waited a nonment for the wine to take effect. He put

hinself into the state of trance that gave himthe fullest receptivity.
Then she took his hands and slipped her fingers tightly between his to
conplete the contact, and into his nmind cane such a rush of inmages and



sensations as to daze and stun him though he had known what sort of
i npact there woul d be.

Thi s now was what the Lady had for many years experienced each day as
she and her acolytes sent their spirits roving through the world to
those in need of aid.

He saw no individual mnds: the world was far too huge and crowded to
permt precision of that sort except with the npst strenuous of
concentration. Wat he detected, as he soared |ike a gust of hot w nd
riding the thermal waves of the sky, were pockets of sensation

appr ehensi on here, fear, shane, guilt, a sudden sharp stabbing zone of
madness, a grey sprawl i ng bl anket of despair. He dipped | ow and saw
the textures of souls, the black ridges shot through with ribbons of
scarlet, the harsh jagged spikes, the roiling turbul ent roadways of
bristling tight-woven fabric. He soared high into tranquil real ns of
nonbei ng; he swooped across di smal deserts that emanated a numbing
throb of isolation; he whirled over glittering snow fields of the
spirit, and nmeadows whose every bl ade of glass glistened with an
unbear abl e beauty. And he saw the places of blight, and the places of
hunger, and the places where chaos was king. And he felt terrors
rising like hot dry winds fromthe great cities; and he felt sonme force
beating in the seas like an irresistible boomng drum and he felt a
power ful sense of gathering nenace, of onconming disaster. An

i ntol erable weight had fallen upon the world, Valentine saw, and was
crushing it by slowincrenments of intensity, like a gradually closing
fist.

Through all of this his guide was the bl essed Lady his nother, w thout
whom he m ght well have sizzled and charred in the intensity of the
passion that radiated fromthe well of the world-mnd. But she stayed
at his side, lifting himeasily through the darker places, and carrying
himon toward the threshold of understandi ng, which | oomed before him
the way the i mense Dekkeret Gate of Nornork, that greatest of gates,
which is closed only at times when the world is in peril, |oonms and
dwarfs all those who approach it. But when he canme to that threshold
he was al one, and he passed through unai ded.

On the far side there was only nusic, rnusic made visible, a trenulous
gquavering tone that stretched across the abyss |ike the weakest of
woven bridges, and he stepped out upon that bridge and saw the spl ashes
of bright sound that stained the flow of substance bel ow, and the
dagger keen spurts of rhythm c pul sation overhead, and the |ine of
infinitely regressing red and purple and green arcs that sang to him
fromthe horizon. Then all of these gave way to a single form dable
sound, of a weight beyond any bearing, a black juggernaut of sound that
enbraced all tones into itself, and rolled forward upon the universe
and pressed upon it nercilessly. And Val enti ne under st ood.

He opened his eyes. The Lady his nother stood calmy between the
potted tanigales, watching him smling as she m ght have snil ed down
on hi mwhen he was a sl eeping babe. She took the circlet fromhis brow
and returned it to the jewel ed case.

"You saw?" she asked.

"It is as | have long believed," said Valentine. "Wat is happening in
Zinmroel is no randomevent. There is a curse, yes, and it is on us
all, and has been for thousands of years. M/ Vroon w zard Del i anber

said to me once that we have gone a | ong way, here on Mjipoor, w thout



payi ng any sort of price for the original sin of the conquerors. The
account, he said, accumul ates interest. And now the note is being
presented for collection. Wat has begun is our punishnment, our
hunbl i ng, the settling of the reckoning."

"So it is," said the Lady.

"Was what we saw the Divine Itself, nother? Holding the world in a
tight grasp, and naking the grasp tighter? And that sound |I heard, of
such terrible weight: was that the Divine al so?"

"The i mages you saw were your own, Valentine. | saw other things. Nor
can the Divine be reduced to anything so concrete as an imge. But |
thi nk you saw the essence of the matter, yes."

"I saw that the grace of the Divine has been w thdrawn fromus."

"Yes. But not irredeemably."

"Are you sure it isn't already too | ate?"

"I amsure of it, Valentine."

He was silent a nmonment. Then he said, "So be it. | see what nust be
done, and | will do it. How appropriate that | should have conme to the
under st andi ng of these things in the Seven Walls, which the Lady Thiin
built to honor her son after he had crushed the Metanorphs! Ah,

not her, nother, will you build a building like this for ne, when I
succeed in undoing Lord Stianot's work?"

~6~

10.

"Again," Hi ssune said, sw nging about to face Alsimr and the other
knight-initiate. "Cone at me again. Both of you at once this tinme."

"Both?" said Alsimr.

"Both. And if |I catch you going easy on ne, | promse you I'll have
you assigned to sweep the stables for a nmonth."

"How can you wi thstand us both, H ssune?"

"l don't knowthat | can. That's what | need to ream Cone at ne, and
we'll see."

He was slick with sweat and his heart was hammering, but his body felt
| oose and well tuned. He came here, to the cavernous gymmasiumin the
Castle's east wing, for at |east an hour every day, no natter how
pressing his other responsibilities.

It was essential, Hi ssune believed, that he strengthen and devel op his
body, build up his physical endurance, increase his already
considerable agility. OQherwise, so it plainly seemed, he would be
under a heavy handi cap pursuing his anbitions here. The princes of
Castl e Mount tended to be athletes and to make a cult of athleticism
constantly testing thensel ves: riding, jousting, racing, westling,
hunting, all those ancient sinplem nded pastines that Hi ssune, in his
Labyrinth days, had never had the opportunity or the inclination to



pursue. Now Lord Val entine had thrust himanong these burly, energetic
men, and he knew he rmust nmeet themon their own ground if he neant to
win a lasting place in their conpany.

O course there was no way he could transformhis slight, slender frane
into something to equal the robust nuscularity of a Stasilaine, an
Elidath, a Diwis. They were big nen, and he woul d never be that. But
he coul d excel in his own way. This game of baton, for exanple: a year
ago he had not even heard of it, and now, after many hours of practice,
he was coming close to mastery. It called for quickness of eye and
foot, not for overwhel m ng physical power, and so in a sense it served
as a metaphor for his entire approach to the problemof life.

"Ready, " he call ed.

He stood in a balanced partial crouch, alert, pliant, with his arns
partly extended and his baton, a light, slender wand of night flower
wood with a cup-shaped hilt of basketwork at one end, resting across
them H's eyes flickered fromone opponent to the other. They both
were taller than he was, Alsimr by two or three inches, and his
friend
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Stimon even nmore. But he was quicker. Neither of them had cone close
to putting a baton on himall norning. Two at once, though that m ght
be a different matter

"Chal l enge!" Alsimr called. "Post! Entry!"

They came toward him and as they noved in they raised their batons
into attack position.

H ssune drew a deep breath and concentrated on constructing a spherica
zone of defence about hinself, inperneable, inpenetrable, a volunme of
space enclosed in arnor. It was purely inmaginary, but that nade no

di fference. Thani, his baton-master, had shown himthat: maintain your
defensi ve zone as though it is a wall of steel, and nothing would get
through it. The secret lay in the intensity of your concentration

Al simr reached hima fraction of a second ahead of Stimon, as Hissune
had expected. Alsimr's baton went high, probed the northwest quadrant
of Hissune's defence, then feinted for a lower entry. As it neared the
peri meter of Hi ssune's defended area H ssune brought his baton up with

a whip-like action of his wist, parried Alsimr's thrust solidly, and

in the same notion for he had already calculated it, though in no

consci ous way he continued around to his right, meeting the thrust from
Stimon that was coming in a shade | ate out of the northeast.

There was the whickering sound of wood sliding agai nst wood as Hi ssune
l et his baton ride halfway up the length of Stimon's; then he pivoted,
leaving Stimon only enpty space to plunge through as the force of his
thrust carried himforward. Al that took only a monent. Stimon
grunting in surprise, lurched through the place where Hi ssune had been
H ssune tapped himlightly on the back with his baton and swung around
again on Alsirnir. Up came Alsimr's baton; inward came the second
thrust. Hissune blocked it easily and answered with one of his own
that Alsimir handled well, parrying so firmy that the shock of the

i mpact went rattling up H ssune's armto the el bow. But H ssune
recovered quickly, sidestepped Alsinmir's next attenpt, and danced off



to one side to elude Stimon's baton

Now t hey found thenselves in a new configuration, Stimon and Alsimr
standing to either side of Hi ssune rather than facing him They surely
woul d attenpt sinultaneous thrusts, H ssune thought. He could not

al l ow t hat .

Thani had taught him Time nust al ways be your servant, never your
master. |If there is not enough tine for you to nake your nove, divide
each monent into smaller nmoments, and then you will have enough tine
for anyt hing.

Yes. Nothing is truly simultaneous, H ssune knew.

As he had for many nonths been training hinself to do, he shifted into
the tine-splitting node of perception that Thani had instilled in him
vi ewi ng each second as the sumof ten tenths of itself, he allowed
hinself to dwell in each of those tenths in turn, the way one m ght
dwell in each of ten caves on successive nights during the crossing of
a desert. His perspective now was profoundly altered. He saw Stinion
nmoving in jerky discontinuous bursts, struggling |ike sone sort of
crude automaton to bring his baton up and jab it toward him Wth the
greatest sinplicity of effort Hi ssune slipped hinmself into the interval
between two slices of a noment and knocked Stimion's baton aside. The
thrust fromAlsimr was already on its way, but H ssune had anple tine
to withdraw hinself fromA simr's reach, and as Alsimr's armcane to
full extension H ssune gave it a light touch with his own weapon, just
above the el bow

Ret urni ng now to the normal perception node, Hi ssune confronted
Stimon, who was coming round for another thrust. Instead of making
ready to parry, Hi ssune chose to nmove forward, stepping inside the
startled Stimon's guard. Fromthat position he brought his baton
upward, touching Alsimir again and swi nging round to catch Stimon wth
the tip as he whirled in confusion.

"Touch and doubl e touch," Hi ssune called. "Match."

"How did you do that?" asked Alsimr, tossing down his baton

H ssune | aughed. "I have no idea. But | w sh Thani had been here to
see it!" He dropped to a kneeling position and let sweat drip freely
fromhis forehead onto the mats. It had been, he knew, an anazing

di splay of skill. Never had he fought that well before. An accident,

a nonent of luck? O had he truly reached a new | evel of
acconpl i shment? He recalled Lord Val enti ne speaking of his juggling,
whi ch he had taken up in the nost casual of ways, nmerely to earn a
livelihood, when he was wandering | ost and bewi |l dered in Zinroel

Juggl ing, the Coronal had said, had shown himthe key to the proper
focusing of his mental abilities. Lord Valentine had gone so far as to
suggest that he might not have been able to regain his throne, but for
the disciplines of spirit that his mastery of juggling had inposed on
him H ssune knew he could hardly take up juggling hinmself it would be
too blatant a flattery of the Coronal, too open a gesture of imitation
but he was beginning to see that he might attain much of the sane

di scipline ,64

t hrough wi elding the baton Certainly his performance just now had
carried himinto extraordi nary real ns of perception and achi evenent. He
wondered if he was capable of repeating it. He |ooked up and said,



"Well, shall we go another, one on two?"
"Don't you ever get tired?" Stimon said.
"OfF course | do. But why stop just because you're tired?"

He took his stance again, waiting for them Another fifteen m nutes of
this, he thought. Then a swim and then to the Pinitor Court to get
sone work done, and then "Wel|? Cone at me," he said.

Al simr shook his head. "There's no sense in it. You' re getting too
good for us."

"Come," Hi ssune said again. "Ready!"

Sonmewhat reluctantly Alsimr nmoved into dueling position, and gestured
Stimon to do the sane. But as the three nen stood poi sed, bringing
their m nds and bodies to the degree of bal ance the match required, a
gymmasi um at t endant stepped out on the bal cony above them and call ed

H ssune's name. A nessage for the prince, he said, fromthe Regent
Elidath: Prince Hi ssune is asked to report at once to the Regent at the
of fice of the Coronal

"Anot her day, then?" Hissune said to Alsimr and Stinion.

He dressed quickly and nmade his way upward and through the intricate
coils and tangles of the Castle, cutting across courtyards and avenues,
past Lord Gssier's parapet and its amazing view of Castle Munt's vast
sl ope, on beyond the Kinniken Cbservatory and the music roomof Lord
Pranki pin and Lord Confal ume's garden-house and the dozens of other
structures and outbuildings that clung |ike barnacles to the core of
the Castle. At last he reached the central sector, where the offices
of governnent were, and had hinself admitted to the spacious suite in
whi ch the Coronal worked, now occupied during Lord Valentine's

prol onged absence by the H gh Counsellor Elidath.

He found the Regent pacing back and forth like a restless bear in front
of the relief map of the world opposite Lord Val entine's desk.
Stasilaine was with him seated at the council table. He |ooked grim
and acknow edged Hi ssune's arrival only with the merest of nods. In an
of f hand, preoccupi ed way Elidath gestured to Hi ssune to take a seat
beside him A nmonment later Diwis arrived, formally dressed in eye
jewel s and feather-mask, as though the sumons had interrupted himon
his way to a high state cerenony.

H ssune felt a great uneasiness growing in him Wat reason could

El i dath possibly have for calling a nmeeting like this so suddenly, in
such an irregular way? And why just these few of us, out of all the
princes? Elidath, Stasilaine, Diwi.~surely those were the three prine
candi dates to succeed Lord Val entine, the innernost of the inner
circle. Something major has happened, H ssune thought. The old
Pontifex has died at last, perhaps. O perhaps the Corona

Let it be Tyeveras, Hi ssune prayed. ©Ch, please, let it be Tyeveras!
Elidath said, "All right. Everyone's here: we can begin."

Wth a sour grin Diwis said, "What is it, Elidath? Has someone seen a
two- headed milufta flying north?"



"I'f you mean, |Is this a tine of evil onmen, then the answer is that it
is," said Elidath somberly.

"What has happened?" Stasil aine asked.

El i dath tapped a sheaf of papers on the desk. "Two inportant

devel opnents. First, fresh reports have conme in fromwestern Z nroel
and the situation is far nore serious than we've realized. The entire
Rift sector of the continent is disrupted, apparently, from Mazadone or
t hereabouts to a point sonewhere west of Dulom and the trouble is
spreading. Crops continue to die of mysterious blights, there's a
tremendous shortage of basic foods, and hundreds of thousands of

peopl e, perhaps nillions, have begun m grating toward the coast. Loca
officials are doing their best to requisition energency food supplies
fromregions still unaffected apparently there's been no trouble yet
around Til onmon or Narabal, and N -nobya and Khyntor are still relatively
unt ouched by the lamm ng troubl es but the distances are so great and
the situation so sudden that very little's been acconplished so far
There is also the question of some peculiar new religious cult that has
sprung up out there, sonething involving sea-dragon worship "

"What ? said Stasilaine, astonishment bringing color to his face.

"It sounds insane, | know, " Elidath said. "But the report is that the
word is spreading that the dragons are gods of sone sort, and that
they' ve decreed that the world is going to end, or some such idiocy,

"It's not a newcult," said Hi ssune quietly.
The other three all turned to face him "You know somet hi ng about
this?" Diw s asked.

Hi ssune nodded. "I used to hear of it sonmetimes when | lived in the
Labyrinth. 1It's always been a secret shadowy sort of thing, very
vague, never taken too seriously so far as | ever knew. And strictly

| ower cl ass, sonething to whi sper about behind the backs of the gentry.
Sonme of my friends knew a little about it, or maybe nore than a little,

though I was never mixed up init. | remenber nmentioning it once to ny
not her |1 ong ago, and she told me it was dangerous nonsense and | should
keep away fromit, and I did. | think it got started anong the Liinen,

a long tinme ago, and has gradually been spreadi ng across the bottom
| evel s of society in an underground sort of way, and | suppose now is
surfacing because of all the troubles that have begun."

"And what's the main belief?" Stasilaine asked.

"More or less as Elidath said: that the dragons will cone ashore sone
day and take conmand of the governnent and end all mnisery and
suffering.”

"What misery and suffering?' Divvis said. "I know of no great msery
and suffering anywhere in the world, unless you refer to the whining
and nuttering of the Shapeshifters, and they "

"You think everyone lives as we do on Castle Munt?" H ssune
demanded.

"I think no one is left in need, that all are provided for, that we are
happy and prosperous, that i"



"All this is true, Diwis. Nevertheless there are sone who live in
castles and some who sweep the dung of nounts fromthe hi ghways. There
are those who own great estates and those who beg for coins in the
streets. There arnf

"Spare ne. | need no lectures fromyou on social injustice."

"Forgive me then for boring you," H ssune snapped. "I thought you
wanted to know why there were people who wait for water-kings to
deliver them from hardship and pain."

"Wat er - ki ngs?" Elidath said.

"Sea dragons. So they are called by those who worship them"
"Very well," said Stasilaine. "There's famine in Zinroel, and a
troubl esone cult is spreading anong the | ower classes. You said there
were two inmportant new devel opnents. Are those the two you neant ?"

El i dath shook his head. "Those are both parts of the same thing. The
other inportant matter concerns Lord Valentine. | have heard from
Tunigorn, who is greatly distressed. The Coronal, he says, has had
some sort of revelation during his visit with his nother on the Isle,
and has entered a nood of high elevation, a very strange nood i ndeed,

i n which he appears alnpost totally unpredictable.™

"What sort of revelation?" Stasilaine asked. "Do you know?"

"While in a trance guided by the Lady," said Elidath, "he had a vision
that showed himthat the agricultural troubles in Zinroel indicate the
di spl easure of the Divine."

"Who coul d possibly think otherwi se?" Stasilaine cried. "But what
does that have to "

"According to Tunigorn, Valentine thinks now that the blights and the
food shortages which as we now know are rmuch nore serious than our own
first reports nmade them seem have a specifically supernatural origin

Diwi s, shaking his head slowy, let out his breath in a derisive
snort.

" a specifically supernatural origin," Elidath continued, "and are in
fact, a punishnent inposed upon us by the Divine for our m streatnent
of the Metanorphs down through the centuries.”

"But this is nothing new," said Stasilaine. "He's been talking that
way for years."

"Evidently it is sonmething new," Elidath replied. "Tunigorn says that
since the day of the revelation, he's been keeping mainly to hinself,
seeing only the Lady and Carabella, and sonetines Delianber or the
dream speaker Tisana. Both Sleet and Tunigorn have had difficulty

gai ning access to him and when they do it's to discuss only the nost
routine matters. He seens inflaned, Tunigorn says, with sone grandiose
new i dea, some really startling project, which he will not discuss with
them™



"This does not sound |ike the Valentine I know, " said Stasilaine
darkly. "Whatever else he may be, irrational he is not. It sounds
al nost as though some fever has cone over him™"

"Or that he's been nmade a changeling again,” Diw s said.

"What does Tunigorn fear?" Hissune asked.

El i dath shrugged. "He doesn't know. He thinks Val entine may be
hat chi ng some very bizarre idea indeed, one that he and Sl eet woul d be

likely to oppose. But he's giving no clues." Elidath went to the
worl d gl obe, and tapped the bright red sphere that narked the Coronal's
wher eabouts. "Valentine is still on the Isle, but he'll sail shortly
for the mainland. He'll land in Piliplok, and he's scheduled to head

up the Zinmr to Ni-noya and then keep going into the fani ne-stricken
regi ons out west. But Tunigorn suspects that he's changed his mnd
about that, that he's obsessed with this notion that we're suffering

t he vengeance of the Divine and m ght be planning sone spiritual event,
a fast, a pilgrimage, a restructuring of society in a direction away
frompurely secul ar val ues "

"What if he's involved with this sea-dragon cult?" Stasilaine said.

"I don't know," said Elidath. "It could be anything. | tell you only
t hat Tuni gom seenmed deeply troubled, and urged ne to join the Corona

on the processional as quickly as | could, in the hope that I'Il be
able to prevent himfromdoing something rash. | think I could succeed
where others, even Tunigom would fail."

"What?" Diwis cried. "He's thousands of niles fromhere! How can you
possibly "

"I leave in two hours," Elidath answered. "A relay of fast floaters
win carry me westward through the G ayge Valley to Treynmone, where |'ve
requi sitioned a cruiser to take ne to Zinroel via the southern route

and the Rodamaunt Archi pel ago. Tunigorn, neanwhile, will attenpt to

del ay Valentine's departure fromthe Isle as Iong as he can, and if he
can get any cooperation from Adm ral Asenhart he'll see to it that the
voyage fromthe Isle to Pilipk~k is a slowone. Wth any luck, | mght

reach Piliplok only a week or so after Valentine does, and perhaps it
won't be too late to bring himback to his senses.™

"You'll never make it in time," said Diwis. "He'll be halfway to
Ni - noya before you can cross the Inner Sea."

"I rmust attenpt it," Elidath said. "I have no choice. If you knew how
concerned Tunigorn is, how fearful that Valentine is about to commt
hinself to sone nad and peril ous course of action "

"And the governnent?" Stasilaine said softly. "What of that? You are
the regent, Elidath. W have no Pontifex, you tell us that the Corona
has becone sone sort of visionary madnman, and now you propose to | eave
the Castle | eaderl ess?"

"In the event that a regent is called away fromthe Castle," said

Elidath, "it's within his powers to appoint a Council of Regency to
deal with all business that would fall within the Coronal's
jurisdiction. This is what | intend."

"And the nenbers of this council?" Diws asked.



"There will be three. You are one, Diwis. Stasilaine, you also. And
you, Hissune."

H ssune, astounded, sat bolt upright. "I?"

Elidath smled. "I confess | couldn't understand, at first, why Lord
Val enti ne had chosen to advance someone of the Labyrinth, and such a
young man at that, so quickly toward the center of power. But
gradual ly his design has come clear to ne, as this crisis has fallen
upon us. We've lost touch, here on Castle Mount, with the realities of
Maj i poor. We've stayed up here on our nountaintop and mysteries have
sprung up around us, w thout our knowing. | heard you say, Diws, that
you think everyone in the world is happy except perhaps
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t he Metanorphs, and | confess | thought the same. And yet an entire

religion, it seenms, has taken root out there anmong the discontented,
and we knew nothing of it, and now an army of hungry peopl e marches

toward Pidruid to worship strange gods." He |ooked toward Hi ssune.
"There are things you know, Hissune, that we need to learn. 1In the
nmont hs of ny absence, you'll sit beside Diwis and Stasilaine in the
pl ace of judgnent and | believe you'll offer valuable guidance. What

do you say, Stasilaine?"
"I think you' ve chosen wisely."
"And you, Diw s?"

Diwis's face was blazing with barely controlled fury. "Wat can | say?
The power's yours. You've made your appointnent. | must abide by it,

must | not?" He rose stiffly and held forth his hand to Hi ssune. "My
congratul ations, prince. You' ve done very well for yourself in a very
short tine."

H ssune net Diwis's cold gaze evenly. "I look forward to serving in
the council with you, ny lord Diwis," said H ssune with great
formality. "Your wisdomw |l be an exanple for me." And he took

D wi s's hand.

VWhat ever reply Diwis intended to nake seened to choke in his throat.
Slowy he withdrew his hand from Hi ssune's grasp, glared, and stal ked
fromthe room

11.

The wind was out of the south, and hot and hard, the kind of w nd that
t he dragon-hunting captains called "the Sending," because it blew up
fromthe barren continent of Suvrael where the King of Dreanms had his
lair. It was a wind that parched the soul and withered the heart, but
Val entine paid no heed to it: his spirit was el sewhere, dreaning of the
tasks that lay before him and these days he stood for hours at a tine
on the royal deck of the Lady Thin, |looking to the horizon for the
first sign of the mainland and giving no thought to the torrid,

shar p- edged gusts that whistled about him

The voyage fromthe Isle to Zinroel was beginning to seeminterm nable.
Asenhart had spoken of a sluggish sea and contrary wi nds, of the need
to shorten sail and take a nore southerly route, and other such



probl ems. Val entine, who was no sailor, could not quarrel with these
decisions, but he grew fiercely inpatient as the days went by and the
western continent grew no closer. Mre than once they were conpelled
to change course to avoid sea-dragon herds, for on this side of the
Isle the waters were thick with them Sonme of the Skandar crewren
clained that this was the greatest migration in five thousand years.
Whet her or not that was true, certainly they were abundant, and
terrifying: Valentine had seen nothing like this on his |last crossing
of these waters many years ago, in that ill-fated journey when the

gi ant dragon stove in the hull of (captainorzval's Brangal yn.

Ceneral ly the dragons nmoved in groups of thirty to fifty, at several
days' distance fromone another. But occasionally a single huge
dragon, a veritable dragon-king, was seen sw nming steadfastly by
itself, nmoving unhurriedly, as though deep in weighty meditations. Then
after a time no nore dragons, great or small, were seen, and the wi nd
strengt hened, and the fleet nade haste toward the port of Piliplok

And one norning came shouts fromthe top deck: "Piliplok ho!
Piliplok!"

The great seaport | oomed up suddenly, dazzling and splendid in its
forbi ddi ng, intense way, on its high pronmontory overl ooking the

sout hern shore of the nouth of the Zinr. Here, where the river was
enornously wi de and stained the sea dark for hundreds of miles with the
silt it had swept fromthe heart of the continent, stood a city of
eleven mllion people, rigidly laid out according to a conpl ex and
unyi el di ng master design, spread out along with precise arcs

i ntersected by the spokes of grand boul evards that radiated fromthe
waterfront. It was Valentine thought, a difficult city to |ove, for
all the beauty of its broad wel comi ng harbor. Yet as he stood staring
at it he caught sight of his Skandar conpani on Zal zan Kavol, who was
native to Piliplok, gazing out upon it with a tender expression of
wonder and delight on his harsh, dour face.

"The dragon-ships are coming!" soneone cried, when the Lady shiin was
sonewhat nearer to the shore. "Look, there, it nust be the whole
fleet!"”

"Ch, Valentine, howlovely!" Carabella said softly, close beside

hi m

Lovely indeed. Until this noment, Valentine had never thought that the
vessel s in which the seafarers of Piliplok went forth to hunt the
dragons were beautiful in any way. They were sinister things, swollen
of hull, grotesquely decorated wi th hideous figureheads and threatening
spi ky tails and gaudy, painted rows of white teeth and scarlet-and

yel l ow eyes along their flanks; and taken one by one they seened

nerely
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barbaric, repellent. Yet sonehowin a flotilla this huge and it | ooked
as though every dragon-ship in Piliplok was on its way out to sea to
greet the arriving Coronal they took on a bizarre kind of glory. Along
the Iine of the horizon their sails, black striped with crimson,
bellied out in the breeze like festive flags.

When they drew near, they spread out about the royal fleet in what



surely was a carefully planned formation, and hoi sted great Corona
ensigns in green and gold into their riggings, and shouted raucously
into the wind, "Valentine! Lord Valentine! Hail, Lord Valentine!"
The nusic of drums and trumpets and sistirons and galistanes drifted
across the water, blurred and nuddl ed but nonethel ess jubil ant and

t ouchi ng.

A very different reception, thought Valentine wyly, fromthe one he
had had on his last visit to Piliplok, when he and Zal zan Kavol and the
rest of the jugglers had gone pitifully fromone dragon-captain to the
next, trying in vain to hire one to carry themtoward the Isle of

Sleep, until finally they had managed to buy passage aboard the
smal | est and shabbi est and unl ucki est vessel of all. But many things
had altered since then

The grandest of the dragon-shi ps now approached the Lady Thiin, and put
forth a boat bearing a Skandar and two humans. Wen they cane

al ongside, a floater-basket was | owered to draw them up on deck, but

t he humans renai ned at their oars, and only the Skandar canme aboard.

She was ol d and weat her beat en and tough-1ooking, with two of her
powerful incisor teeth mssing and fur of a dull greyish colon "I am
Qui drag," she said, and after a nmonent Val entine remenbered her the

ol dest and nost revered of the dragon-captains, and one of those who
had refused to take the jugglers on as passengers on her own ship; but
she had refused in a kindly way, and had sent themon to Captain
CGorzval and his Brangalyn. He wondered if she remenbered him very
likely not. Wen one wears the Coronal's robes, Valentine had |ong ago
di scovered, the man within the robes tends to become invisible.

Qui drag made a rough but el oquent speech of wel come on behal f of al

her shi pmates and fell ow dragon-hunters and presented Valentine with an
el aborately carved neckl ace made frominterl ocki ng sea-dragon bones.
Afterward he gave thanks for this grand naval display, and asked her
why the dragon-ship fleet was idle here in Piliplok harbor and not out
hunting on the high seas; to which she replied that this year's

m gration had brought the dragons past the coast in such astonishing
and unprecedented nunbers that all the dragon-ships had fulfilled their
awful quotas in the first few weeks of the hunt; their season had
ended al nost as soon as it had begun

"This has been a strange year," said Quidrag. "And | fear nore
strangeness awaits us, ny lord."

The escort of dragon-ships stayed close by, all the way to port. The
royal party came ashore at Malibor Pier. in the center of the harbor
where a wel coming party waited: the duke of the province with a vast
retinue, the mayor of the city and an equally vast swarm of officials,
and a del egati on of dragon-captains fromthe ships that had acconpani ed
the Coronal to shore. Valentine entered into the cerenonies and
rituals of greetings |ike one who dreanms that he is awake: he responded
gravely and courteously and at all the right tines, he conducted
hinself with serenity and poise, and yet it was as though he noved

t hrough a throng of phantons.

The highway fromthe harbor to the great hall of the city, where

Val entine was to |l odge, was lined with thick scarlet ropes to keep back
the throngs, and guards were posted everywhere. Valentine, riding in
an open-topped floater with Carabella at his side, thought that he had
never heard such clanor, a constant inconprehensible roar of jubilant



wel conme so thunderous that it took his mnd away, for the nmonent, from
t houghts of crisis. But the respite lasted only a short while, for as

soon as he was settled in his quarters he asked that the | atest

di spat ches be brought him and the news they contained was unrelievedly
grim

The | usavender blight, he | earned, had spread somehow into the

guar antined unaffected provinces. The stajja harvest was going to be
hal f normal this year. A pest called the wireworm |ong thought

eradi cated, had entered the regions where thuyol, an inportant forage
crop, was grown: ultimately that would threaten the supply of neat. A
fungus that attacked grapes had caused wi despread dropping of unripe
fruit in the wine country of Khyntor and N -noya. All of Zinroel now
was affected by some sort of agricultural disturbance, except only the
area of the renote southwest around the tropical city of Narabal

Y- Uul i saan, when Val entine had showed himthe reports, said gravely,

"It will not be contained now These are ecologically interlocking
events: Zinroel's food supply will be totally disrupted, ny lord."
"There are eight billion people in Zinroell™

"I ndeed. And when these blights spread to Al hanroel ?"

Valentine felt a chill. "You think they will?"
"Ah, my lord, | knowthey will! How many ships go back and forth
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bet ween the continents each week? How many birds and even insects nake
the crossing? The Inner Sea is not that broad, and the Isle and the

ar chi pel agos make useful hal fway houses.” Wth a strangely serene
snmle the agricultural expert said, "I tell you, ny lord, this cannot
be resisted, this cannot be defeated. There will be starvation. There
will be plague. Mjipoor will be devoured."

"No. Not so."

"I'f I could give you conforting words, | would. | have no confort for

you, Lord Valentine."

The Coronal stared intently into Y-Uulisaan's strange eyes. "The

Di vi ne has brought this catastrophe upon us," he said. "The Divine
will take it fromus."

"Perhaps. But not before there has been great damage. M/ lord, | ask

perm ssion to withdraw. My | study these papers an hour or so?"

When Y- Uul i saan had gone, Valentine sat quietly for a time, thinking

t hrough one last time the thing that he was intending to do, and which
now seenmed nore urgent than ever, in the face of these cal am tous new
reports. Then he sumopned Sl eet and Tuni gorn and Del i anmber.

"I mean to change the route of the processional," he said wthout

pr eanbl e.

They | ooked warily toward one another, as though they had been
expecting for weeks some such sort of troubl esone surprise.



"W will not go on to Ni-noya at this time. Cancel all arrangenents
for Ni-moya and beyond." He saw themstaring at himin a tense and
somber way, and knew he would not win their support wi thout a struggle.
"On the Isle of Sleep," he continued, "it was nmade mani fest to ne that
the blights that have come upon Zinroel, and which may before | ong cone
upon Al hanroel as well, are a direct denonstration of the displ easure
of the Divine. You, Delianber, raised that point with ne | ong ago,
when we were at the Velalisier ruins, and you suggested that the
troubles of the real mthat had grown fromthe usurpation of ny throne
m ght be the beginning of the retribution for the suppression of the
Met amor phs. W have gone a | ong way here on Myjipoor, you said,

wi t hout paying the price for the original sin of the conquerors, and
now chaos was upon us because the past was starting to send us its
reckoning at last, with conpound interest added."

"So | remenber. Those were ny words, al nbst exactly.”

"And | said," Valentine went on, "that | would dedicate ny reign to
maki ng reparations for the injustices we visited upon the Meta norphs.
But | have not done that. | have been preoccupied with other problens,
and have made only the nobst superficial of gestures toward entering
into an understanding with the Shapeshifters. And while | del ayed, our
puni shment has intensified. Now that | amon Zinroel, | intend to go
at once to Piurifayne "

"To Piurifayr~e, ny lord?" said Sleet and Tunigomin virtually the
sane instant.

"To Piurifayne, to the Shaoeshifter capital at lIlirivoyne. | wll neet
with the Danipiur. | will hear her demands, and take cogni zance of
them | "

"No Coronal has ever gone into Metamorph territory before,” Tunigorn
cut in.

"One Coronal has," said Valentine. "In my tinme as a juggler | was

there, and perforned, in fact, before an audi ence of Metanorphs and the
Dani pi ur hersel f."
"Adifferent matter," Sleet said. "You could do anything you pl eased,
when you were a juggler. That time we went anong the Shapeshifters,
you scarce believed you were Coronal yourself. But now that you are
undoubt ed Coronal "

"I will go. As a pilgrimge of hunility, as the beginning of an act of
at onenent . "

"My lord !'" Sleet sputtered.

Valentine smled. "Go ahead. Gve ne all the argunments against it.

|'ve been expecting for weeks to have a long dreary debate with you
three about this, and now | suppose the time has come. But let ne tel
you this first: when we are done speaking, | will go to Piurifayne."

"And nothing will shake you?" Tunigorn asked. "If we speak of the
dangers, the breach of protocol, the possible adverse politica
consequences, the "

"No. No. No. Nothing wild shake me. Only by kneeling before the
Dani piur can | bring an end to the disaster that is ravaging



Zinroel."

"Are you so sure, ny lord," said Delianber, "that will be as sinple as
t hat ?"

"It is sonething that nmust be tried. O that | am convinced, and you
wi Il never shake ne fromny resolve."

"My lord,"” Sleet said, "it was the Shapeshifters that w tched you off
your throne, or so | do recall it, and | think you have sone

recol lection of it also. Now the world stands at the edge of madness,
and you propose to offer yourself up into their hands, in their own
trackl ess forests. Does that seem”
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"Wse? No. Necessary? Yes, Sleet. Yes. One Coronal nore or |ess
doesn't matter. There are many others who can take ny place and do as
well, or better. But the destiny of Mjipoor matters. | rnust go to
[lirivoyne."

"I beg you, ny lord

"I beg you, " said Valentine. "W have tal ked enough. M/ nmind is set
on this."
"You will go to Piurifayne," said Sleet in disbelief. "You will offer

yourself to the Shapeshifters."

"Yes," Valentine said. "I will offer nyself to the Shapeshifters."
76

THr ee:
THE BOOK OF THE
BROKEN SKY

MIlilain would al ways renmenber the day when the first of the new
Coronal s procl ai med hinsel f, because that was the day she paid five
crowmns for a couple of grilled sausages.

She was on her way at noon to nmeet her husband Kristofon at his shop on
t he espl anade by Khyntor Bridge. It was the beginning of the third
mont h of the Shortage. That was what everyone in Khyntor called it,
the Shortage, but inwardly MIlilain had had a nore realistic name for
it: the fam ne. No one was starving yet but no one was getting enough
to eat, either, and the situation seemed to be worsening daily. The

ni ght before last, she and Kri stofon had eaten nothing but sone
porridge he had made out of dried calinbots and a bit of ghunba root.
Toni ght's di nner would be stajja pudding. And tonorrow who knew?
Kristofon was tal king of going hunting for small animals, mntuns,

dr oles things of that sort, in Prestimon Park. Filet of mnt un
Roast breast of dr ole MIlilain shuddered. Lizard stew would be
next, probably. Wth boiled cabbage-tree | eaves on the side.

She came down Ossier Boulevard to the place where it turned into Znr
Way, which led to the bridge esplanade. And just as she passed the
Proctorate office the unm stakable and irresistible aroma of grilled



sausages canme to her.
"' m hal luci nating, she thought. O dreaning, maybe.

Once there had been dozens of sausage peddl ers al ong the espl anade. But
not for weeks, now, had MIIlilain seen one. Meat was hard to cone by

t hese days: sonething about cattle starving in the western ranching
country for lack of forage, and livestock shiprments from Suvrael, where
things still seenmed to be all right, being disrupted by the sea-dragon
herds that were thronging the maritime |anes.

But the smell of those sausages was very authentic. MIllilain stared
in all directions, seeking its source.

Yes! There!

No hal lucination. No dream |Incredibly, astoundingly, a sausage
peddl er had energed onto the esplanade, a little stoop-shoul dered
Liirnan with a dented old cart in which long red sausages hung skewered
over a charcoal fire. He was standing there just as if everything in
the world were exactly as it had al ways been. As if there were no
Shortage. As if the food shops had not gone on a three-hour-a-day
schedul e, because that was usually how long it took themto sell out
everything they had in stock.

MIlilain began to run

O hers were running too. Fromall sides of the esplanade they
converged on the sausage peddl er as though he were giving away
ten-royal pieces. But in fact what he had to offer was far nore
preci ous than any shiny silver coin could be.

She ran as she had never run before, elbows flailing, knees com ng up
hi gh, hair streami ng out behind her. At |least a hundred people were
headi ng toward the Liiman and his cart. He couldn't possibly have
enough sausages for everyone. But MIlilain was closer than anyone

el se: she had seen the vendor first, she was running the hardest. A

| ong- |1 egged Hjort worman was comi ng up cl ose behind her, and a Skandar
in an absurd business suit was thundering in fromthe side grunting as
he ran. Who could ever have imagined a tine, MIIlilain wondered, when
you'd non to buy sausages froma street vendor?

The Shortage the fam ne had started somewhere out west, in the

Rift country. At first it had seemed uni nportant and al nost unreal to
MIlilain, since it was happening so far away, in places that were

t hensel ves unreal to her. She had never been west of Thagobar. When
the first reports cane in, she had felt a certain abstract conpassion
for the people who were said to be going hungry in Mazadone and Dul orn
and Fal kynkip, but it was hard for her to believe that it was actually
happeni ng nobody ever went hungry on Mjipoor, after all and whenever
word came of some new crisis out west, a riot or a mass mgration or an
epidemc, it struck her as being renote not only in space but in ting,
not something taking place right this nmonent but nore |ike sonething
out of a history book, an event of Lord Stianot's time, say, thousands
of years ago.

But then MIlilain began to find that there were days when things |ike
nmyk and hinganorts and glein were in short supply at the places where
she shopped. |It's because of the crop failures out west, the clerks



told her: nothing much is comng out of the Rift farmbelt any |onger
and it's a slow and costly business to ship produce in from ot her

areas. After that, such basic things as stajja and ricca suddenly were
bei ng rationed, even though they were grown locally and there had been
no di sruptions of agriculture in the Khyntor region. The expl anation
this time was that surplus food stocks were being shipped to the
afflicted provinces; we nmust all make sacrifices in such a tinme of dire
need, et cetera, et cetera, said the inperial decree. Then cane the
news that certain of the plant diseases had shown up around Khyntor

al so, and east of Khyntor as far downriver as Ni-moya. Allotnents of

t huyol and ricca and stajja were cut in half, |usavender disappeared
entirely fromsale, neat began to becone scarce. There was talk of
bringing in supplies from Al hanroel and Suvrael, where apparently
everything was still normal. But that was only talk, MIlilain knew
There weren't enough cargo ships in the whole world to carry produce
fromthe other continents in quantities big enough to nmake a

di fference, and even if there were, the cost would be prohibitive.
"We're all going to starve," she told Kristofon

So the Shortage reached Khyntor at |ast.

The Shortage. M fam ne.

Kristofon didn't think anyone would really starve. He was al ways
optimstic. Sonehow things will get better, he said. Sonmehow. But
here were a hundred peopl e desperately convergi ng on a sausage

vendor .

The H ort woman tried to pass her. Mllilain hit her hard with her
shoul der and knocked her sprawling. She had never hit anyone before.

She felt a strange |ightheaded sensation, and a tightness in her

throat. The H ort screamed curses at her, but MIlilain ran on, heart
poundi ng, eyes aching. She jostled someone el se aside and el bowed her
way into the line that was fornming. |ip ahead, the Liimn was handi ng

out sausages in that strange inpassive Liinman way, not at all bothered,
it seemed, by the struggling nob in front of him

Tensely MI1lilain watched the queue noving forward. Seven or eight in
front of her would there be enough sausages for her? It was hard to
see what was going on up there, whether new skewers were going on the
fire as the old ones were sold. Wuld there be any left for her? She
felt like a greedy child worrying if there were enough party favors to
go around. | ambeing very crazy, she told herself. Wy should a
sausage matter so nmuch? But she knew the answer. She had had no neat
at all for three days, unless the five strips of dried salted
sea-dragon flesh she had found on Starday while prowing in her
cupboard qualified as meat, and she doubted that. The aroma of those
sizzling sausages was powerfully attractive. To be able to purchase

t hem was suddenly the nost inportant thing in the world for her
perhaps the only thing in the world.

She reached the head of the |ine.
"Two skewers," she said
"One to custoner.”

"G ve ne one, then!"



The Liiman nodded. His three intense, glow ng eyes regarded her with
mnimal interest. "Five crowns," the Liiman said.

MIlilain gasped. Five crowns was half a day's pay for her. Before
t he Shortage, she renenbered, sausages had been ten wei ghts the skewer.
But that had been before the Shortage, after all.

"You aren't serious," she said. "You can't charge fifty tinmes the old
price. Even in times |like these."

Soneone behind her yelled, "Pay up or nmove out, |ady!"

The Liiman said calmMy, "Five crowns today. Next week, eight crowns.
Week after that, a royal. Wek after that, five royals. Next nonth,
no sausages any price. You want sausages? Yes? No?"

"Yes," MIlilain muttered. Her hands were trenmbling as she gave him
the five crowns. Another crown bought her a nmug of beer, flat and
stale. Feeling drained and stunned, she drifted away fromthe |ine.

Five crowns! That was what she m ght have expected to pay for a
conplete neal in a fine restaurant, not very long ago. But nost of the
restaurants were closed now. and the ones that remained, so she had
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heard, had waiting lists weeks long for tables. And the Divine only

knew what kind of prices they were charging now. But this was insane.
A skewer of sausages, five clowns! @uilt assailed her. Wat would she

tell Kristofon? The truth, she decided. | couldn't resist, she'd say.
It was an inpulse, a crazy impulse. | snelled them cooking on the
grill, and | couldn't resist.

What if the Liiman had denmanded ei ght crowns, though, or a royal ? Five
royal s? She couldn't answer that. She suspected that she woul d have
pai d what ever she had to, so strong had the obsession been

She bit into the sausage as though she feared someone woul d snatch it
fromher hand. It was astonishingly good: juicy, spicy. She found
hersel f wonderi ng what sort of meat had gone into it. Best not to
consi der that, she told herself. Kristofon m ght not be the only one
who had had the idea of hunting for little aninmals in the park

She took a sip of the beer and began to raise the skewer to her nouth
agai n.

"MI1lilain?"
She | ooked up in surprise. "Kristofon!"
"I was hoping I'd find you here. | closed the shop and cane out to see

what that npb was all about."

"A sausage vendor appeared suddenly. As though a w zard had conjured
hi mup. "

"Ah. Yes, | see."

He was staring at the hal f-eaten sausage in her hand.



MIlilain forced a smile. "lI'msorry, Kris. Do you want a bite?"

"Just a bite,"
line."

he said. "l suppose it won't do to get back on the

"I think they'lIl all be sold in alittle while." She handed himthe
skewer, working hard at concealing her reluctance, and watched tensely
as he nibbled an inch or two of the sausage. She felt intense relief,
and nore than a little shane, as he gave the rest back to her

"By the Lady, that was good!"
"I't ought to have been. It cost five crowns."
"Five '7

"I couldn't help nyself, Kris. Picking up the scent of themin the air
| was like a wild animal, getting on that line. | pushed, | shoved,
fought. | think | would have paid al nost anything for one. OCh, Kris,
I"'mso sorry!"

"Don't apologize. Wat else is there to spend the nmoney on, anyway?
Besi des, things will be changing soon. You' ve heard the news this no
m ng

"What news?"

"About the new Coronal! He'll be here any minute. Right here, coning
across Khyntor Bridge."

Bew | dered, she said, "Has Lord Val enti ne becone Pontifex, then?"

Kristofon shook his head. "Valentine no |onger matters. They say he's
di sappeared carried off by the Metanorphs, or something. 1In any case
it was procl ai med about an hour ago that Senpeturn is Coronal now. "

"Senpeturn? The preacher?"

"That one, yes. He arrived in Khyntor |ast night. The mayor has
backed him and | hear the duke has fled to N -noya."

"This is inpossible, Kris! A man can't just stand up and say he's
Coronal! He has to be chosen, he has to be anointed, he has to cone
from Castl e Mount "

"We used to think so. But these are different times. Senpeturn'sa
true man of the people. That's the sort we need now. He'll know how
to win back the favor of the Divine."

She stared in disbelief. The sausage dangled, forgotten, in her hand.
"It can't be happening. |It's craziness. Lord Valentine is our
anointed Coronal. He "

"Senpeturn says that he s a fraud, that the whole story of his having
swi tched bodies is nonsense, that we're being punished with these

pl agues and fam nes because of his sins. That the only way we can save
ourselves now is to depose the fal se Coronal and give the throne to
someone who can | ead us back to righteousness."”

"And Senpeturn says he's the man, and therefore we're supposed to bow



down and accept himand
"He's coming now" Kristofon cried

H s face was flushed, his eyes were strange. MIllilain could not
renmenber ever having seen her husband in such a state of high
excitement. He was al nost feverish. She felt feverish herself,
confused, dazed. A new Coronal? That little red-faced rabbl e-rouser
Senpeturn sitting on the Confalume Throne? She couldn't grasp the
idea. It was like being told that red was green, or that water
henceforth would flow uphill.

There was the sudden sound of strident music. A marching band in
green-and-gol d costunes that bore the Coronal's starburst enbl em cane
strutting across the bridge and down the esplanade. Then cane the
mayor and other city officials; and then, riding in a grand and
ornately enbel li shed open pal anquin, snmiling and accepting the plaudits
of a vast crowd that was follow ng himout of the town of Hot Khyntor
on the far side of the bridge, a short florid-I1ooking man with thick
unruly dark hair. "Senmpeturn!" the crowd roared. "Senpeturn! Al

hail Lord Senpeturn!”

"Al'l hail Lord Sempetu.n!" Kristofon bell owed.

This is a dream MIlilain thought. This is sone dread sending that |
do not under st and.

"Senpeturn! Lord Senpeturn!”

Everyone on the espl anade was shouting it now. A kind of frenzy was
spreading. MIllilain nunbly took the last bite of her sausage,
swal l owed it w thout tasting anything, let the skewer drop to the
ground. The world seermed to be rippling beneath her feet. Kristofon
still shouted, in a voice now growi ng hoarse, "Senpeturn! Lord
Senmpeturn!™ The pal anqui n was goi ng past them now only twenty yards
or so separated themfromthe new Coronal, if that was indeed what he
was. He turned and | ooked straight into MIlilain's eyes. And with
amazement and steadily gathering terror she heard hersel f yell,
"Senpeturn! Al hail Lord Senpeturn!™ along with all the others.

2.

"He's going where?" Elidath said in astonishnent.

"I'lirivoyne," said Tunigorn once nore. "He set out three days ago."

El i dath shook his head. "I hear your words, and they nake no sense to
me. M nmind will sinply not accept them™

"By the Lady, neither will minel But that doesn't make it any the |ess

true. He means to go before the Danipiur, and beg her forgiveness for
all our sins against her people, or some such madness."

It was only an hour since Elidath's ship had docked in Piliplok. He
had sped at once to the great hall of the city hoping still to find
Val entine there, or, at the worst, just enbarking on his way toward
Ni - noya. But no one of the royal party was at the hall save Tunigorn
whom he found norosely shuffling papers in a small dusty office. And
this tale that Tunigorn had to tell the grand processi onal abandoned,
the Coronal venturing into the wild jungles where the Shapeshifters



lived no, no, it was too nmuch, it was beyond all reason

Fati gue and despair pressed against Elidath's spirit |ike nonstrous
boul ders, and he felt hinself succunbing to that crushing weight.

Hollowy he said, "I chased himhal fway around the world to prevent
somet hing like this from happening. Do you know what ny journey was
like, Tunigon? Night and day by floater to the coast, w thout ever
halting a noment. And then racing across a sea full of angry dragons,
that three times cane so close to our cruiser | thought they were going
to sink us. And finally to reach Piiiplok half dead with exhaustion
only to hear that |'ve nmissed himby three days, that he's gone off on
this absurd and perilous adventure, when perhaps if | had noved only a
little nore swiftly, if | had set out a few days sooner "

"You coul dn't have changed his mind, Elidath. No one could. Sleet
couldn't, Delianber couldn't, Carabella couldn't "

"Not even Carabel | a?"

"Not even Carabella," said Tuni gom

Elidath's despair deepened. He fought it fiercely, refusing to |let
hi nsel f be overwhel mred by fear and doubt. After a tine he said,
"Neverthel ess, Valentine will listen to me, and 1'l|l be able to sway
him O that much I'mcertain.”

"I think you deceive yourself, old friend," Tunigom said sadly.

"Why did you sunmon ne, then, for a task you thought was
i mpossi bl e?~,

"When | summoned you," Tunigom said, "I had no idea what Val entine had
in mnd. | knewonly that he was in an agitated state and was
consi dering sone rash and strange course of action. It seenmed to ne

that if you were with himon the processional you mght be able to calm
hi m and divert himfrom whatever he planned. By the tinme he let us
know his intentions, and nmade us see that nothing could swerve himfrom
them you were | ong since on your way west. Your journey has been
wasted, and | have only ny regrets to offer you."

"I'"ll go to him all the sane."

"You'll acconplish nothing, I'mafraid."

El i dath shrugged. "I1've followed himthis far: how can | abandon the
guest now? Maybe there's sone way | can bring himto his senses after
all. You say you're planning to set out after himtonorrow?"

"At m dday, yes. As soon as |I've dealt with the last of the dispatches
and decrees that | stayed behind to handle."

Elidath | eaned forward eagerly. "Take themw th you. W need to go
toni ght!"

"That wouldn't be wise. You told ne yourself that your voyage had
exhausted you, and | see the weariness in your face. Rest here in
Piliplok this evening, eat well, sleep well, dreamwell, and tonorrow



"No!" Elidath cried. "Tonight7 Tunigorn! Every hour we waste here
brings himthat much closer to Shapeshifter territory! Can't you see
the risks?" He stared coolly at Tunigorn "I'Il |eave without you, if I
have to."

"I would not pernit that."

Elidath lifted his eyebrows. "Is ny travel subject to your perm ssion
t hen?"

"You know what I'msaying. | can't let you head off into nowhere by
yoursel f."

"Then come with ne tonight."
"Wait only until tonorrows"
"Nol "

Tuni gorn closed his eyes a nonent. After a tine he said quietly, "Al
right. So be it. Tonight."

El i dath nodded. "We'Ill hire a snall, fast vessel, and with luck we'l|l
overtake him before he gets to N -noya."

Tuni gorn said bleakly, "He isn't traveling toward N -nmoya, Elidath."

"I don't understand. The only way fromhere to Ilirivoyne that | know
is up the river past Ni-noya to Verf, is it not, and southward from
Verf to Piurifayne Gate."

"I only wish he had gone that way."

"Why, what other route is there?" Elidath asked, surprised.

"None that makes any sense. But he devised it himself: southward into
G horna, and then across the Steiche into Metanorph country."

Elidath stared. "How can that be? G horna's an enpty wastel and. The
Steiche is an inpassable river. He knows that, and if he doesn't, his
little Vroon certainly does."

"Delianmber did his best to discourage the idea. Valentine wouldn't
listen. He pointed out that if he went by way of N -nmoya and Verf,
he'd be obliged to halt at every city along the way for the usua
cerenoni es of the grand processional, and he doesn't want to delay his
pilgrimge to the Metanorphs that |ong."

Elidath felt hinself engulfed by dismay and alarm "And so he neans to
wander through the sandstorns and mseries of G horna and then find a
way across a river that has already once nearly drowned him™"

"Yes, and all so he can pay a call on the people who successfully
managed to push himoff his throne ten years ago "

"Madness! "
"Madness indeed' " Tunigorn said.

"You agree? W set out tonight?"



"Toni ght, yes."

Tuni gom put forth his hand, and Elidath took it and clasped it tight,
and they stood in silence a nonent.

Then Elidath said, "Answer me one question, w n you, Tunigon®"
"Ask it."

"You used the word 'nmadness' nore than once, in speaking of this
venture of Valentine's, and so did |. And so it is. But | have not
seen himin a year or nore, and you have been with himever since he
left the Mount. Tell me this: do you think he has truly gone nad?"

"Mad? No, | think not."

" Appoi nting young Hi ssune to the principate? Making pilgrimges to the
Met anor phs?"

Tuni gom said, after a time, "Those are not things you or I would have
done, Elidath. But | think they are signs not of Valentine's nmadness,
but of something else in him a goodness, a sweetness, a kind of
hol i ness, that such as you and | are not fully able to understand. W
have al ways known this about Valentine, that he is different fromus in
certain ways."

Frowning, Elidath said, '"Better holy than mad, | suppose. But this
goodness, this holiness: do you think those are the qualities that
Maj i poor nmost needs in its Coronal, as this tine of strife and

bew | der nent unf ol ds?"

"l have no answer to that, old friend."

"Nor |. But | have certain fears."
"As do I," said Tunigom "As do I."
In the darkness Y-Uulisaan | ay awake and tense, listening to the w nd

as it roared across the wastelands of G homa: a thin, cutting wind from
the east that scoured up a swirl of danp sand and hurled it insistently
agai nst the sides of the tent.

The royal caravan with which he had been traveling so | ong was canped
now many hundreds of niles southwest of Piliplok. The River Steiche
lay no nore than another few days' journey ahead, and beyond it was
Piurifayne. Y~Uulisaan |onged desperately to cross the river at |ast
and breathe the air of his native province once nore, and the cl oser
the caravan cane to it the nore acute that longing grew. To be hone
again anong his own, free of the strain of this unending masquerade

Soon soon
But first he nust warn Faraataa, sonehow, of Lord Valentine's plans.

It was six days now since Faraataa | ast had nmade contact with

Y- Uul i saan and six days ago Y-Uulisaan had not known that the Corona

i ntended to undertake a pilgrimage into Piurivar country. Surely
Faraataa had to have that information. But Y-Uulisaan had no reliable
means of reaching him whether through conventional channels, which



were virtually nonexistent in this dreary and all but uninhabited
pl ace, or via the water-king comunion. It took many nminds to gain a
wat er king attention, and Y-Uulisaan was al one on this m ssion

Al the same, he could try. As he had done on each of the |last three
ni ghts he focused the energies of his mnd and hurled themforth,
straining to initiate some sort of contact across the thousand niles or
so that separated himfromthe | eader of the rebellion

Farnat aa? Faraataa?

Hopel ess. Wthout the aid of a water-king as an internediary,
transm ssion of this sort was all hut inpossible. Y-Uulisaan knew
that. Yet he went on attenpting to call. Perhaps so he conpelled
hinself to believe there m ght be sonme slight chance that a passing
wat er - ki ng woul d pick up the transm ssion and amplify it. A slight
chance, a negligible chance, but one he dared not fail to assay.

Far aat aa?

Y- Uul i saan's shape wavered slightly under the effort. His |Iegs

| engt hened, his nose dimnished in size. Gimy he checked the change
before it could beconme perceptible to any of the others in the tent,
and conpel |l ed hinmself back to the human form Since first assuming it
in Al hanroel he had not dared to relax his shape even for a nonent,

| est they discover himfor the Piurivar spy he was. Which created a
pressure within himthat by this time had beconme well-nigh intol erable;
but he held hinmself to his chosen form

He continued to punp his soul's force outward into the night.
Fareatea? Faraataa?
Not hing. Silence. Solitude. The usual

After a while he abandoned the attenpt and tried to sleep. Morning was
still distant. He |lay back and cl osed his throbbing eyes.

But sl eep would not cone for him Sleep rarely did, in this journey.
At best he could manage only a shallow fitful doze. There were too
many di stractions: the harshness of the wind, the sound of wi nd driven
sand pel ting agai nst canvas, the rough snuffling breathing of the
menbers of the Coronal's entourage who shared this tent with him And
above all the ever-present nunbing pain of his isolation anong these
hostile alien folk. Taut, strung tight, he waited for the com ng of
dawn.

Then somewhere between the Hour of the Jackal and the Hour of the
Scorpion he felt the sound of a droning, insinuating nusic brush
lightly against his mind. So taut was he that the startling intrusion
robbed himfor an instant of his shape-stability: he went fluttering
uncontrol lably through a range of forns, minicking two of the sleeping
humans nearby, then tunbling into the Piurivar formfor a fraction of a
second before regaining mastery of hinmself. He sat up, heart

t hunderi ng, breath ragged, and searched for that nusic again.

Yes. There. A dry, whining tone, sliding strangely between the
intervals of the scale. He recognized it now as the m nd song of a
wat er - ki ng, unnistakable in its quality and tinbre even though he had
never heard the song of this particular water-king before. He opened



his mnd to contact, and an instant later, with enornous relief, he
heard the m nd-voi ce of Faraataa:

Y- Wl i saan?

At last, Farnatua! Howlong |I've waited for this call

It comes at the appointed tine, Y-Uulisaun

Yes, that | know But | have had urgent news for you. 1've called out
to you night after night, trying to nake contact before this. You
heard not hi ng?

| heard nothing. This is the regular call.

Ah.

Where are you, Y-Uulisann, and what is your news?

| am somewhere in G horna, far down the coast from Piliplok and well
i nl and, alnost at the Steiche. | travel still with the Coronal 's

party.
And can it be that the grand processional has taken himinto G horna?

He has given over the processional, Faraataa. He journeys now toward
[lirivoyne, to hold conference with the Dani piur

In response cane silence, a silence so crisp and hard that it crackled
like the lightning energies, with a sizzling hissing sound beneath it.
Y- Uul i saan wondered after a time if contact had been | ost altogether
But finally Faraataa said:

The Dani piur? Wat would he want from her?
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For gi veness.

For gi veness for what, Y Uulisaun?

Al of the crines of his people against ours.

He has gone mad, then?

Sone of his followers do think that. Qhers say that it is only
Val ent zue's way, to neet hatred with | ove.

There was anot her |ong silence.

He nust not speak W 02zZher, Y-Uulisaan

So | believe also.

This is not a tome for forgiveness. This is atine for strife, or we
will have no victory. | will keep himfromher. He nmust not neet with
her. He may attenpt to arrive at a conprom se with her, and there nust

be no conproni ses!

| under st and.



Victory is alnost ours. The government is collapsing. The rule of
order is breaking up. Do you know, Y-Uulisaan, that three false
Coronal s have arisen? One has proclainmed hinmself in Khyntor, and
another in N -nmoya, and one in Dul om

Is it true?
Most certainly it is. You know nothing of it?

Not hing. And | think Val entine knows nothing of it either. W are
very far fromcivilisation here Three false Coronals! It is the
begi nning of the end for them Faroatua!

So we believe. Al noves weft for us. The plagues continue to spread
Wth your help, Y-Uulisaan, we have been able to kind ways of
countering the governnent's countermeasures, and making matters ever
worse. Zinroel is in chaos. The first serious troubles have begun to
arise in Al hauroel. Victory is ours!

Victory is ours, Farnatua!

But we rnust intercept t,22e Coronal as he noves toward 11irivoyne. Tel
me your precise location, if you can

W have gone by floater southwest fromPiliplok toward the Steiche for
three days. | heard sonmeone this evening say that the river is no nore
than two days' journey fromus, perhaps less. Yesterday the Corona
hinmself and a few of his followers set out for it ahead of the main
body of the caravan. They nust be nearly there by this tine.

And how does he plan to cross its.

That | do not know. But

"Now Gab him"

At the sudden outcry all contact with Faraataa was |ost. Two huge
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fornms | ooned in the darkness and pounced. Y-Uulisaan, astonished,
unpr epared, gasped in surprise.

He perceived that it was the vast warrior-woman Li sanon Hultin and the
fierce shaggy Skandar Zal zan Kavol who gripped him The Vroon
Del i anber hovered somewhere at a safe distance, tentacles coiling in
intricate patterns.

"What do you think you're doing?" Y-Uulisaan demanded. "This is an
out rage!"

"Ah, that it is," replied the Amazon cheerfully. "Most certainly it
is."

"Let go of me at once!"
"Very small chance of that, spy!" the Skandar runbl ed.

Desperately Y-Uulisaan tried to free hinmself fromthe grasp of his
assailants, but he was like a mere doll in their hands. Panic seized



him and he felt his formcontrol begin to break down. He could do
nothing to reassert it, though the loss of it revealed himfor what he
truly was. They held himas he withed and tw sted and frantically ran
t hrough a host of shape changes beconing now this creature or that,
this mass of spines and knobs or that |ength of sinuous serpent. Unable
to free hinmself, his energies so depleted by the contact wi th Faraataa
that he could not generate any of his defensive abilities, the electric
shocks and the like, he screanmed and roared in frustration until
abruptly, the Vroon slipped a tentacle against his forehead and
adm ni stered a short stunning jolt. Y-Uulisaan went linp and lay half
consci ous.

"Take himto the Coronal," Delianber said. "W will interrogate himin
Lord Valentine's presence." As he rode westward toward the Steiche al
that day with the vanguard of the royal caravan, Valentine saw the

| andscape hourly undergoi ng dramati ¢ change: drab G horna was giving
way to the nysterious lushness of the Piurifaync rain forest. Behind
himlay a scruffy seacoast of dunes and sand drifts, of sparse shaggy
tufts of saw edged grass and small stunted trees with linp yell ow

| eaves. Now the soil was no | onger so sandy, but grew ever darker

ever nmore rich, and supported a riotous |ushness of growth; the air no
| onger carried the acrid flavor of the sea, but had taken on the sweet,
musky aroma of a jungle. Yet this was nmere transitional country,

Val entine knew. The true jungle |ay ahead, beyond the Steiche, a realm
of mists and strangeness, dense dark greenery, fog-swept hills and
nmount ai ns: the kingdom of the Shapeshifters.

An hour or so before twilight they reached the river. Valentine's
floater was the first to arrive at it, the other two appearing a few
mnutes later. He signaled to their captains to pull the vehicles into
parall el formation along the bank. Tl fen he left his floater and

wal ked to the water's edge.

Val entine had reason to renmenber this river well. He had cone to it in
his years of exile, that tinme when he and his fellow jugglers were
fleeing the wath of the Metanorphs of Ilirivoyne. Now, standing

beside its swift waters, his mnd journeyed back across time to glinpse
again that wild ride across rain-soaked Piurifayne, and the bl oody
battle with Shapeshifter anbushers in the depths of the jungle, and the
little apelike forest brethren who had saved them afterward by | eading
themto the Steiche. And then the terrifying and ill-fated raft ride
down the turbulent river, anong its nenaci ng boul ders and whirl pool s
and rapids, in the hope of reaching the safety of N -nobya

But here there were no rapids, no fanged rocks splitting the swirling
surface, no high rocky walls flanking the channel. The river here was
fast of flow, but broad and smpboth and nanageabl e.

"Can this really be the Steiche?" Carabella asked. "It hardly seens
to be the sane river that gave us such pain."

Val entine nodded. "All that lies north of here. This stretch of the
river seems nore civil."

"But hardly gentle. Can we get across?"

"W nust," said Valentine, staring at the di stant western bank and
Pi urifayne beyond it.

Dusk was begi nning to descend now, and in the gathering darkness the



Met anmor ph provi nce seened i npenetrabl e, unfathomable, hernetic. The
Coronal 's nobod began to turn sonber once nmore. Was it folly, he
wondered, this wild expedition into the jungle? Ws this enterprise
absurd, naive, foredooned? Perhaps so. Perhaps the only outcone of
his rash quest for the Shapeshifter queen's forgiveness would be
nockery and shanme. And perhaps then he would do well to resign this
crown that he had never truly coveted, and turn the governnent into the
hands of some nore brutal and decisive man.

Per haps. Per haps.

He noticed that some strange sluggish creature had emerged fromthe
wat er on the other shore and was noving slowy about over there
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at the river's edgi ng baggy-bodied thing with pale blue skin and a
singl e huge sad eye at the top of its blunt, bul bous head. As

Val enti ne wat ched, berused by the ugliness and cl unsi ness of the
animal, it put its face to the nuddy soil of the bank and began rocki ng
fromside to side, as though trying to excavate a pit with its chin.

Sl eet approached. Valentine, entirely caught up in observing the odd
beast across the way, allowed himto wait in silence a nmonent before
turning to him

It seened to Valentine that Sleet's expression was pensive, even
troubled. He said, "We're going to pitch canp here for the night, is
that right, lordship? And wait until nmorning before we try to see if
the floaters will travel over water that noves as fast as this?"

"So | intend, yes."

"Wth all respect, nmy lord, you mght consider crossing the river
tonight, if it's possible.”

Val entine frowed. He felt curiously detached: Sleet's words am peered
to be reaching her froma great distance. "As | recall, our plan was
to spend tonorrow norning experinmenting with the floaters, but to wait
on this side of the river until the other half of the caravan had
caught up with us before making the actual crossing into Piurifayne.

I's that not so?"

"Yes, ny lord, but

Val entine cut himoff. "Then the order should be given to pitch canp
before it's dark, eh, Sleet?" The Coronal put the issue fromhis mnd
and turned back toward the river. "Do you see that peculiar animl on

the far bank?"
"The gromnar k, you nean?"

"I's that what it is? What do you think it's up to, rubbing its face in
the ground like that?"

"Digging a burrow, |I'd say. To hunker down in when the stormstrikes.
They live in the water, you know, but | suppose it figures the river
will be too badly stirred up, and "

"Storn?" Val entine asked.



"Yes, my lord. | was trying to tell you, ny lord. Look at the sky, ny
[ord!~,

"The sky darkens. N ght's com ng on."
"Look to the east, | nean," said Sleet.

Val enti ne swung around and stared into G homa. The sun shoul d al ready
be nearly down, back there; he would have expected the sky to have
turned grey or even black by this tine of day. But instead a weird

ki nd of sunset seened to be going on in the east, against all nature: a
strange pastel glow streaked the sky, pink tinged with yellow, and pale
green at the horizon. The colors had an odd throbbing intensity, as

t hough the sky were pul sating. The world seened extraordinarily still:
Val entine heard the rushing of the river, but no other sound, not even
the nightfall song of birds or the insistent high-pitched notes of the
little scarlet tree-frogs that dwelled here by the thousands. And
there was a desert dryness to the air, a conbustible quality.

"Sandstorm ny lord," Sleet said quietly.
"Are you certain?"

"I't nust be blowing up just now, on the coast. The wi nd was out of the
east all day, and that's where the G horna storns conme from off the
ocean. A dry wind off the ocean, |ordship, can you reckon that? |
can't."

"I hate a dry wind," Carabella nurnured. "Like the wind the dragon
hunters call 'the sending.” It nakes ny nerves ache."

"You know of these storns, nmy lord?" Sleet asked.

Val entine nodded tensely. A Coronal's education is rich in the details
of geography. The great sandstorms of G homa occurred infrequently but
were widely notorious: fierce winds that skinned the dunes |ike knives,
and scooped up tons of sand and carried themw th resistless ferocity
toward the inland regions. They came but twice or thrice in a
generation, but they were |ong renmenbered when they did.

"What will happen to our people back there?" Valentine asked.

Sl eet said, "The storm s sure to pass right over them It may be upon
themalready, or if not, it'll be there before long. G horna storns
are swift. Listen, lordship: listen!"

A wind was rising.

Val entine heard it, still far away, a | ow hissing sound that had j ust
now begun to intrude itself upon the unnatural silence. It was |ike
the Brat qui et whisper of an awakening giant's slowy mounting fury,
that plainly was soon to give way to sone awesone devastating
roaring.

"And what of us?" Carabella said. "WII it reach this far, Sleet?"
"The gromnark thinks so, nmy lady. It seeks to wait things out

underground.” To Valentine Sleet said, "Shall | advise you, ny
[ ord?"



"I'f you will."

"We should cross the river now, while we still can. If the storm cones
over us, it may destroy the floaters, or so badly disable themthat
they will be unable to travel on water."

"More than half my people are still in Ghorna!"
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"I'f they still live, yes. '

"Del i anber Ti sana - Shanamr ! "

"I know, ny lord. But we can do nothing for themnow If we are to
continue this expedition at all, we nust cross the river, and later
that may be inpossible. On the far side we can hide in the jungle, and
canp there until the others rejoin us, if ever they do. But if we stay
here we may be pinned down forever, unable to go forward, unable to
retreat."

A grim prospect, Valentine thought; and a pl ausi bl e one. But
nevert hel ess he hesitated, still reluctant to go on into Piurifayne
while so many of his closest and dearest ones faced an uncertain fate
under the lash of the wind-driven G homa sands. For an instant he felt
the wild urge to order the floaters back toward the east, in order to
search for the rest of the royal party. A nmonment's reflection told him
of the folly of that. There was nothing he could achi eve by going back
at this nmonent except to put even nore lives in jeopardy. The storm

m ght yet not reach this far west; in that case it would be best to

wait until its rage was spent, and then reenter G homa to pick up the
survivors.

He stood still and silent, bleakly |ooking eastward into that real m of
dar kness now so strangely illum nated by the frightening gl ow of the

sandstorm s destructive energies.

The wind continued kid gain in force. The stormwll reach us,
Valentine realized. It will sweep over us and perhaps plunge on deep
into the Piurifayne jungles as well, before its power is dissipated.

Then he narrowed his eyes and blinked in surprise and pointed. "Do you
see lights approaching? Floater |ights?"

"By the Lady!" Sleet muttered hoarsely.

"Are they here?" Carabella asked. "Do you think they' ve escaped the
st or nP"

"Only one floater, ny lord," said Sleet quietly. "And not one fromthe
royal caravan, | think."

Val entine had arrived at that conclusion at the same nmonent. The royal
floaters were huge vehicles, capable of hol ding many people and nuch
equi prent. WWhat was coning toward them now out of G hona appeared to
be more like a small private floater, a two- or four-passenger nodel

it had only two lights in front, casting no very powerful beam where
the I arger ones had three, of great brilliance.



The floater pulled to a halt no nore than thirty feet fromthe Coronal
At once Lord Valentine's guards rushed forward to surround it, holding
their energy-throwers at the ready. The doors of the floater swung
open and two nmen, haggard, exhausted, came stunbling out.

Val enti ne gasped in astoni shnent. "Tunigorn? Elidath?"

It seened inpossible a dream a fantasy. Tunigorn at this noment
shoul d still have been in Piliplok, dealing with routine adm nistrative
chores. And Elidath? How could this be Elidath? Elidath bel onged

t housands of miles away, atop Castle Muwunt. Valentine no nore expected
to encounter himin this dark forest on Piurifayne's border than he
woul d his own nother the Lady.

Yet that tall man with the heavy brows and the deep-cleft chin was
surely Tunigorn; and that other, taller still, he of the piercing eyes
and the strong, broad-boned face was surely Elidath. Unless unless

The wind grew nore powerful. It seened to Valentine that thin gritty
pensi ons of sand now rode upon it.

"Are you real ?" he demanded of Elidath and Tunigorn. "O just a pair
of cunni ng Shapeshifter imtations?"

"Real, Valentine, real, altogether real!" «cried Elidath, and held
forth his arms toward the Corona

"By the Divine, it is the truth,” Tunigorn said. "W are no
counterfeits, and we have travel ed day and night, ny lord, to overtake
you in this place."

"Yes," Valentine said, "I think you are real."

He woul d have gone toward Elidath's outstretched arns, but his own
guards uncertainly interposed thenselves. Angrily Valentine waved them
aside and pulled Elidath into a cl ose enbrace. Then, releasing him he
st epped back to survey his oldest and closest friend. It was well over
a year since last they had nmet; but Elidath seened to have aged ten
years for one. He |ooked frayed, worn, eroded. Was it the cares of

t he regency that had ground himdown in this way, Val entine wondered,

or the fatigue of his long journey to Zinroel? Once he had seened to
Valentine like a brother, for they were of an age with one another and
of much the same cast of soul; and now Elidath was suddenly transforned
into a weary old man.

"My lord, the storm" Sleet began

"A nmoment , " Val entine said, brusquely gesturing himaway. "There's
much | must ream"” To Elidath he said, "How can it be that you are
her e?"

"I came, ny lord, to beg you not to go further into peril."

"What gave you to think I was in peril, or entering nore deeply into
it?"

"The word cane to ne that you were planning to cross into Piurifayne
and speak with the Metanorphs,” said Elidath.

"That decision was only lately taken. You rnust have left the Munt



weeks or even nonths before the idea came into my mind." |In sone
irritation Valentine said, "lIs this your way of serving ne, Elidath? To
abandon your place at the Castle, and journey unbi dden hal fway round
the world to interfere with ny policies?"

"My place is with you, Valentine."

Val entine scowm ed. "Qut of love for you I bid you greeting and of fer
nmy enbrace. But | wish you were not here."

"And | the sane,"” said Elidath.

"My lord," said Sleet insistently. "The stormis com ng upon us now |
beg you "
"Yes, the storm" Tunigorn said. "A G horna sandstorm terrible to

behold. W heard it raging along the coast as we set out after you,
and it has followed us all the way. An hour, half an hour, perhaps
less, and it will be here, ny lord!"

Valentine felt a tight band of tension encase his chest. The storm
the storm the storm Yes, Sleet was right: they must take sone
action. But he had so many questions there was so nuch he nust know

To Tuni gorn he said, "You must have cone by way of the other canp.
Li samon, Del i anber, Tisana are they safe?"

"They will try to protect thensel ves as best they can. And we nust do
the sane. Head west, try to take cover in the depths of the jungle
before the worst of it reaches here"

"My counsel exactly," Sleet said

"Very well," said Valentine. He |looked to Sleet and said, "Have our
floaters nade ready for the crossing."

"I will, my lord." He rushed away.
To Elidath Valentine said, "If you are here, who rules at the
Cast | e?"

"I chose three to serve as a Council of Regency: Stasilaine, Diwis, and
Hi ssune. "

"H ssune?"

Color came to Elidath's cheeks. "It was ny belief you wi shed himto
nove rapidly forward in the governnent."

"So | do. You did well, Elidath. But | suspect that there were sone
who were less than totally pleased with the choice."

"I ndeed. Prince Manganot of Bangl ecode, and the Duke of Hal anx, and"

"Never mind the nanes. | know who they are,’
change their minds in tinme, | think."

Val entine said. "They'l

"As do |I. The boy is astonishing, Valentine. Nothing escapes his
notice. He reams amazingly swiftly. He noves surely. And when he
makes a ni stake, he knows how to gain from an understanding of his



error. He rem nds nme somewhat of you, when you were his age."

Val entine shook his head "No, Elidath. He's not at all like me. That's
the thing I nost value about him | think. W see the sane things, but
we see themwith very different eyes.”" He smled and caught Elidath by

the forearm and held hima nonent. Softly he said, "You understand
what | intend for hin®"

"I think I do."

"And are you troubled by it?"

Elidath's gaze was steady. "You know that I amnot, Valentine."
"Yes. | do know that," the Coronal said.

He dug his fingers hard into Elidath's arm and rel eased him and
turned away before Elidath could see the sudden glistening in his
eyes.

The wi nd, now thick with sand and howling eerily, cane ripping through
the grove of slender-stemmed trees that lay just to the east, cutting
their broad |leaves to tatters |like a host of invisible knives.
Valentine felt Iight showers of sand striking his face with stinging

i npact, and he turned fromit, pulling his cloak up to protect hinself.
The others were doing the sane. At the edge of the river, where Sleet
was supervising the conversion of the floaters' ground-effect
nmechani sns for use on water, there was a great bustle of activity.

Tuni gom sai d, "There is rmuch strange news, Valentine."
"Speak it, then!"

"The agricultural expert who has been traveling with us since Al aisor

"Y-UWulisaan? What of hinf? Has sonethi ng happened to hin?"
"He is a Shapeshifter spy. ny lord."

The words reached Val entine |ike bl ows.

"W at ?"

"Deliamber detected it in the night: the Vroon felt a strangeness
somewhere, and prow ed about until he found Y-Uulisaan hol di ng

m nd- speech with sonmeone tar away. He instructed your Skandar and the
Amazon to seize him and when they did, Y-Uulisaan began changing forms
like a trapped denon."

Val entine spat in fury. It goes beyond belief! Al these weeks,
carrying a spy with us, confiding in himall our plans for overcom ng
the blights and plagues of the farm provinces no! No! Wat have they
done w th hinP"

"They woul d have brought himto you this night for interrogation,"”

said Tunigorn. "But then the storm cane, and Delianber thought it
wi sest to wait it out at the canp.”



"My lord!"™ Sleet called fromthe riverbank. "W are ready to attenpt
the crossing!"

"There is nore," Tunigorn said.
"Cone. Tell nme about it as we ride across."

They hurried toward the floaters. The wind nONwas w thout nercy, and
the trees | eaned hal fway to the ground under its brunt. Carabella,
besi de Val entine, stunbled and would have gone sprawing if he had not
caught her. He wapped one armtightly about her: she was so slight,
so buoyant, that any gust night carry her away.

Tuni gorn said) "Wrd of new chaos reached Piliplok just as | set forth.
In Khyntor a man naned Senpeturn, an itinerant preachers has procl ai ned
hi nsel f Coronal, and some of the people have acclained him"

"Ah," Valentine said softly, as though struck in the m ddle.

"That is not all. Another Coronal has arisen in Dulorn, they say: a
Ghayrog naned Ristinmar And we have word of still another in N noya,
t hough his nanme did not come to nme; and it is reported al so that at

| east one false Pontifex has come forth in Vel athys, or possibly
Narabal. W are not sure, ny lord, because the channels of
communi cati ons have becone so disturbed."

"It is as | thought," said Valentine in a tone of deadly quiet. "The
Divine has in all truth turned against us. The comonwealth is
shattered. The sky itself has broken and will fall upon us."

"Into the floater, my lord!" Sleet shouted.

"Too late,"” Valentine murmured. "There will be no forgiveness for us
now. "

As they scranmbled into the vehicles the full fury of the storm broke
upon them First there was an odd nonent of silence, as though the

at nosphere itself had fled fromthis place in terror of the onrushing
wi nds, taking with it all capacity for the transm ssion of sound; but
in the next instant came sonething |ike a thunderclap, but dull and

wi t hout resonance, |ike a short swift un echoing thud. And on the
heel s of that arrived the storm scream ng and snarling and turning the
air opaque wth churning whirlw nds of sand.

Valentine was in the floater by then, with Carabella cl ose beside him
and Elidath not far away. The vehicle, clunsily swaying and | unbering
like sonme great anorfibot rousted unwilling fromthe dune where it had
been dozing, drifted riverward and noved out over the water

Dar kness now had cone, and within the darkness lay a weird, glow ng
core of purplish-green |ight, that seemed al nost to have been kindl ed
by the force of air flowing over air. The river had turned altogether
bl ack and its surface was rippling and swelling alarmngly as sudden
cal am tous charges in the air pressure above it tugged or thrust
against it. Sand pelted down in wild cyclonic sprays, etching
pockmarked craters on the heaving water. Carabella gagged and choked;
Val enti ne fought back an overwhel mi ng di zzi ness; the floater bucked and
reared in a berserk, unruly way, nose rising and sl appi ng down agai nst
the water and rising again, and again slappi ng down, thwack thwack

t hwack. The cascadi ng sand etched patterns of a curious loveliness in



the wi ndows, but rapidly it became all but inpossible to see through
them though Val entine had the hazy inpression that the floater just to
the left of his was standing on its tail, balanced inmobile in an

i mpossi bl e position for a frozen nonment before starting to slip down
into the river.

Then everything outside the floater was invisible, and the only sounds
that could be heard were the boom ng of the wind and the steady,
abrasi ve drunbeat of the sand against the floater's hull.

An odd tranquilizing giddiness began to possess Valentine. It seened
to himthat the floater was pivoting rhythmcally now along its

| ongi tudinal axis, jerking fromside to side in ever nore abrupt yaw ng
shrugs. Very likely, he realized, the ground-effect rotors were | osing
what ever little purchase they had had on the river's wildly unstable
surface, and in another few nonments the vehicle would surely flip

over.

"This river is accursed," said Carabell a.

Yes, Valentine thought. So it did seem The river was under some dark
spell, or else the Steiche was itself sonme mal evolent spirit that
sought his doom And now we will all drown, he thought. But he was
curiously calm

The river, which nearly had ne once but sonmehow all owed nme to be cast
forth to safety, he told hinmself, has waited all this while for a
second chance. And now that chance has cone.

It did not matter. |In the final analysis nothing really mattered.
Life, death, peace, war, joy, sadness: they were all one and the sane,
words wi t hout meani ng, nere noises, enpty husks. Valentine felt no
regret for anything. They had asked himto serve, and he had served.
Surely he had done his best. He had shirked no task, betrayed no
trust, forsworn no oath. Now would he return to the source, for the
wi nds had driven the river wild, and the river would devour themale
and so be it: it did not matter. It did not matter

"Val entine!"

A face, inches fromhis owm. Eyes looking into his. A voice, crying a
nane that he thought he knew and crying it again.

"Val entine! Valentine!"

A hand gripping his arm Shaking him pushing him
Whose face? Wiose eyes? Wose voice? Wose hand?
"He seens in a trance, Elidath."”

Anot her voice. Lighter, clearer, close by his side. Carabella? Yes.
Carabel la. Who was Carabel | a?

"There's not enough air in here. Vents choked by sand we'll snother if
we don't drown!"

"Can we get out?"

"Through the safety hatch. But we've got to snap himout of this.



Val entine! Valentine!"

"Wio is it?"

"Elidath. Wat's the matter with you?"

"Nothing. Nothing at all."

"You seem hal f asleep. Here, let ne get that safety belt |oose. Get

up, Valentine! Get up. The floater's going to sink in another five
m nutes. "

llAh. "

"Val entine, please, listen to him" 1t was the other voice, the |light
one, the Carabella voice. "W're turning over and over. W have to
get out of here and swmto shore. It's the only hope we have. One of

the floaters has already gone down, and we can't see the other one, and
oh, Valentine, please! Stand up! Take a deep breath! That's it.

Anot her. Another. Here, give me your hand hold his other one,

Elidath; we'll lead himto the hatch there there just keep noving,

Val entine "

Yes. Just keep noving. Valentine becane aware of tiny currents of air
flowi ng past his face. He heard the faint spattering of sand as it
fell fromabove. Yes. Yes. Craw up here, wiggle past this, put
your foot here, the other one here step step hold this pull pul

He cl anbered upward |i ke an automaton, still only vaguely conprehendi ng
what was taking place, until he reached the top of the emergency | adder
and poked his head out through the safety hatch

A sudden bl ast of fresh air hot, dry, thick with sand swept brutally
across his face. He gasped, breathed sand, swall owed sand, gagged,
spat. But he was awake again. dinging to the flange that rimed the
hatch, he stared out into the stormriven night. The darkness was

i ntense; the weird glow had greatly dimnished; sprays of sand stil

whi pped unrelentingly through the air, one howing vortex after

anot her, battering against his eyes, his nostrils, his lips.

It was al nost inpossible to see. They were sonewhere in m driver but
nei ther the eastern nor western bank was visible. The floater was

ti pped high on end, in an awkward and precarious way, rising half its
| ength out of the savage chaos of the river. There was no sign of the
other floaters. Valentine thought he saw heads bobbi ng about in the
water, but it was hard to be sure: the sand veil ed everything and
nerely to keep his eyes open was an agony.

"Down here! Junp, Valentine!" Elidath's voice.

"Wait," he called. He |ooked back. Carabella stood bel ow himon the

| adder, pale, frightened, al nost dazed. He reached for her and she
snmi | ed when she saw that he had returned to hinmself; and he pulled her
up beside him She canme in one quick bound and bal anced besi de hi mon
the rimof the hatch, agile as an acrobat, no less trimand sturdy than
she had been in her juggling days.

The sand choking the air was unendurable. They |ocked their arns
t oget her and j unped.



Htting the water was like striking a solid surface. For a nonent he
clung to Carabella, but as they | anded she was ripped from him

Val entine felt hinself pushing down through the water until he was al
but engulfed in it; then he kicked downward and recoiled and forced his
way to the top. He called out for Carabella, Elidath, Sleet, but he
saw no one, and even down here there was no place to hide fromthe
sand, which fell like a burdensome rain and thickened the river to a

di abolical turbidity.

I could alnost walk to shore on this, Valentine thought.

He nade out the di m hugeness of the floater to his left, sliding slowy
downward into the water there was still enough air init to give it
some buoyancy, and the bizarre, puddinglike consistency of the
sand-glutted river provided sone slight resistance to its entry, but
yet the floater was plainly sinking, and Val enti ne knew that when it
went under entirely it would kick up a peril ous backl ash nearby. He
struggled to get away, |ooking about all the while for his

conpani ons.

The floater vanished. A great wave rose and struck him

He was thrust under, canme up briefly, went down again as a second wave
hit himand then an eddyi ng whirl pool sucked at his legs. He felt

hi nsel f being swept downstream His lungs were afire: full of water,
full of sand? The apathy that had conme over hi maboard the dooned
floater was al together gone from himnow, he kicked, wiggled, fought
to stay afloat. He collided with soneone in the darkness, clutched at
him |ost hold, went under again. This time nausea overwhel med him
and he thought he woul d never come up; but he felt strong arnms seize
himand begin to tow him and he 1" t hinself go linp, for he
understood that this frantic resistance to the river was an error. He
breathed nore easily, and drifted easily at the surface. Hi s rescuer
rel eased him disappearing into the night, but Val entine saw now t hat
he was close to one of the river's banks, and in a stunned, weary way
he pulled hinmself forward until he felt his waterl ogged boots touching
bottom Slowy, as if he were marching through a river of syrup, he
pl odded shoreward, energed on the nmuddy bank, and dropped down face
first. He wished he could burrow |ike the gromwark into the wet earth
and hide until the storm had passed by.

After a time, when he had caught his breath, he sat up and | ooked
about. The air was still gritty with sand, but not so nuch so that he
needed to cover his face, and the wind definitely seened to be
subsiding. A few dozen yards downstream fromhimlay one of the
floaters, beached at the river's edge; he saw nothing of the other two.
Three or four linmp figures were sprawl ed nearby: alive or dead, he
could not say. Voices, faint and dim resounded in the distance.

Val entine was unable to tell whether he was on the Piurifayne side of
the river or the G horna, though he suspected he was in P urifayne, for
it seemed to himthat a wall of all but inpenetrable foliage rose just
behi nd hi m

He got to his feet.
"Lordshi p! Lordship!"
"Sleet? Here!"

The small, lithe figure of Sleet appeared out of the darkness.



Carabella was with him and Tunigorn not far behind. Solemly

Val entine enbraced each of them Carabella was shivering
uncontrol l ably, though the night was warm and had grown hum d now t hat
the parched wind had blown itself out. He drew her against him and
tried to brush away the patches of wet sand that clung to her clothes,
as to his, like a thick constricting crust.

Sleet said, "My lord, two of the floaters are lost, and | think a good
many of their passengers with them"

Val entine nodded grimy. "So | fear. But surely not alll!l™

"There are some survivors, yes. As | came to you | heard their voices.
Sone | have no idea how many scattered al ong both banks. But you nust
prepare yourself, ny lord, for losses. Tunigorn and | saw severa

bodi es al ong the shore, and very likely there are others who were swept
downstream and drowned far away. Wen norning comes we'll know

nore."

"Indeed,"” Valentine said, and fell silent a while. He sat cross |egged
on the ground, nore like a tailor than a king, and fell into a |long
silence drawi ng his hand idly through the sand that |ay heaped as

t hough it were sone strange kind of snow to a depth of sone inches on
the ground. There was one question he dared not ask; but after a tine
he could no longer keep it within hinself. He glanced up at Sleet and
Tuni gorn and said, "Wat news is there of Elidath?"

"None, ny lord," said Sleet gently.

"None? None at all? Has he not been seen, or heard?"

Carabella said, "He was beside us in the water, Val entine, before our
fl oater went down."

"Yes. | renmenber that. |lut since then?"
"Not hi ng," said Tunigonl

Val enti ne gave hima quizzical |ook. "Has his body been found, and are
you not telling nme?"

"By the Lady, Valentine you know as nuch as | about what has happened
to Elidath!" Tunigorn blurted.

"Yes. Yes. | do believe you. This frightens ne, not knowi ng what has
become of him You know he nmeans nuch to me, Tunigorn."

"You think you need to informme of that?"

Valentine smled sadly. "Forgive me, old friend. This night has
unsettled ny mnd sonme, | do believe." Carabella put her hand, coo
and danmp, over his; and he put his other on hers. Quietly he said
again, "Forgive me, Tunigorn. And you, Sleet, and you, Carabella."
"Forgive you, ny lord?" Carabella asked, amazed. "For what?"

He shook his head. "Let it pass, |love."

"Do you bl ame yoursel f for what has happened tonight ?"



"I blame nyself for a great deal," said Valentine, "of which what has
happened tonight is but a small part, though to ne it is a vast
catastrophe. The world was given into ny stewardship, and | have | ed
it to disaster.”

"Val entine, no!" Carabella cried.
"My lord," said Sleet, "you are much too harsh on yourself!"

"Am 1?" He | aughed. "Famine in half of Zinroel, and three false
Coronal s proclaimng thenmselves, or is it four, and the Metanorphs
com ng around to collect their overdue reckoning, and here we sit at
the edge of Piurifayne with sand in our craws and half our people
drowned and who knows what dread fate overtaking the other half, and
and " His voice was beginning to crack. Wth an effort he brought it
under control, and hinself, and said nore calmy, "This has been a
nmonstrous night, and | amvery weary, and it worries ne that Elidath
has not appeared. But | will not find himby talking this way, will [?
WIl 1? Cone, let us rest, and wait for norning, and when norning
cones we will begin to repair all that can yet be repaired. Eh?"

"Yes," said Carabella. "That sounds w se, Valentine."

There was no hope of sleep. He and Carabella and Sl eet and Tuni gorn
lay close by one another, sprawl ed out in the sand, and the night
passed i n wakeful ness amid a welter of forest sounds and the steady
runble of the river. Gadually dawn crept upon them out of G horna,
and by that early grey |light Val entine saw what horrendous destruction
the storm had wought. On the G horna side of the river, and for a
short distance into Piurifayne, every tree had been stripped of its

| eaves, as if the wind had breathed fire, leaving only pitiful naked
trunks. The ground was heaped with sand, strewn thinly in sonme places,
piled high into mniature dunes in others. The floater in which
Tunigorn and Elidath had arrived still sat upright on the far side of
the river, but its metal skin had been scoured and pitted to a dul
matte finish. The one floater that remained of Valentine' s own caravan
lay on its side |like a dead sea dragon cast up by the waves.

One group of survivors, four or five of them sat together on the
opposi te bank; half a dozen nore, mainly Skandars of the Coronal's
personal bodyguard, were canped just downsl ope from Val enti ne; sone

ot hers coul d be seen wal ki ng about a hundred yards or so to the north,
evidently searching for bodies. A few of the dead had been laid out
neatly in parallel rows beside the overturned floater. Valentine did
not see Elidath anong them But he had little hope for his old friend,
and he felt no enmotion, only a chill nunb sensation beneath his

br east bone, when shortly after dawn one of the Skandars appeared,
carrying Elidath's burly body in his four arns as easily as though he
hel d a child.

"Where was he?" Val entine asked.
"Half a mle downstream ny lord, or alittle farther."

"Put himdown, and begin seeing about graves. W wn bury ad our dead
this nmo ming on that little rise overlooking the river."

"Yes, my lord."

Val entine peered down at Elidath. H s eyes were closed, and his lips,



slightly parted, seened alnmpst to turn upward in a smle, though it
204

m ght just as easily be a grinace, Valentine thought. "He |ooked old
last night," he said to Carabella. And to Tunigom he said, "Did you
not think also that he had aged greatly this past year? But now he
seens young again. The lines are gone fromhis face: he m ght be no
nmore than twenty-four. Does it not seemthat way to you?"

"I blame nyself for his death,"” Tunigorn said in a flat enpty voice.
"How so?" Val entine asked sharply.

"It was | who called himdown off" Castle Mount. Cone, | said, hurry
to Zinroel: Valentine is contenplating strange deeds, though | know not
what they are, and you al one can di scourage himfromthem And he
cane: and now see him |If he had stayed at the Castle "

"No, Tunigorn. No nore of this."

But in a stunned dreamike way Tuni gorn went on, apparently
uncontrol l ably, "He would have been Coronal when you went on to the
Labyrinth, and he would have lived | ong and happily at the Castle, and
ruled wi sely, and now instead instead "

Gently Val entine said, "He would not have been Coronal, Tunigorn. He
knew t hat, and he was content. Cone, old friend, you make his death
harder for me with this foolish talk. He is with the Source this
nmorni ng, which with all ny heart | would not have w shed happen for
anot her seventy years, but it has happened, and it cannot be undone,
however much we talk of if and maybe and what mi ght have been. And we
who have lived through this night have much work to do. So let us
begin it, Tunigorn. Eh? Eh; Shall we begin?"

"What work is that, my |ord?"

"First, these burials. | will dig his grave nyself, with ny own hands,
and let no one dare say me no to that. And when all that is done, you
must find your way back across the river, and go in that little floater
of yours eastward into G horna, and see what has becone of Delianber
and Ti sana and Lisanon and the rest of them and if they live, you mnust
bring them here, and | ead them onward to ne."

"And you, Val entine?" said Tunigorn

"If we can right this other floater, I will continue on deeper into
Piurifayne, for | still nust go to the Danipiur, and say certain things
to her that are long overdue to be said. You will find me in

[lirivoyne, as was ny first intention."

"My lord "

"I beg you. No nore talk. Come, all of you! W have graves to dig,
and tears to shed. And then we must conplete our journeys." He |ooked
once nmore to Elidath, thinking, I do not yet believe that he is ~05
dead, but | will believe it soon. And then there will be one nore
thing for which I will need forgiveness.

In early afternoon, before the regular daily Council mneetings, H ssune



made a practice of wandering by hinself through the outlying reaches of
the Castle, exploring its seemngly infinite conplexities. He had
lived atop the Mount | ong enough now so that the place no | onger
intimdated him indeed was starting to feel very nuch like his true
hone: his Labyrinth life now seened nost distinctly a closed chapter of
hi s past, encapsul ated, sealed, stored away in the recesses of his
menory. But yet he knew that even if he dwelled at the Castle fifty
years, or ten tines fifty, he would never come to be truly famliar
withit all.

No one was. No one, Hissune suspected, ever had been. They said it
had forty thousand roonms. Was that so? Had anyone made an accurate
count? Every Coronal since Lord Stianot had |lived here and had tried to
| eave his own inprint on the Castle, and the | egend was that five roons
were added every year, and it was eight thousand years since Lord
Stianot first had taken up residence on the Mount. So there night well
be forty thousand roons here or fifty thousand, or ninety thousand.

Who could tell? One could tally a hundred roons a day, and a year

woul d not be enough to count themall, and by year's end a few new
roonms woul d have been added somewhere anyway, so it woul d becone
necessary to search themout and add themto the list. Inpossible.
| mpossi bl e.

To Hi ssune the Castle was the nost wondrous place in the world. Early
in his stay here he had concentrated on com ng to know the innernost
zone, where the main court and the royal offices were, and the nost
famous buil dings, Stianot Keep and Lord Prestimon's Archive and Lord
Arioc's Watchtower and Lord Ki nni ken's Chapel and the grand cerenoni al
chanmbers that surrounded the magnificent roomthe centerpiece of which
was the Confal ume Throne of the Coronal. Like any greenhorn touri st
fromthe back woods of Zinroel, H ssune had gone over and over those
pl aces, including a good many that no greenhorn tourist would ever be
allowed to see, until he knew every corner of themas well as any of

t he tour guides who had spent decades | eading visitors through them

The central reaches of the (castle, at least, were complete for al

time: no one could build anything significant there any |onger w thout
first removing sone structure erected by a past Coronal, and to do such
a thing was unthinkable. Lord Mlibor's trophy room had been the | ast
building to go up in the inner zone, so far as Hi ssune had been able to
di scover. Lord Voriax in his short reign had constructed only somne
gane courts far out on the eastern flank of the Castle, and Lord

Val entine had not yet managed to add any roons of consequence at all,

t hough he did speak fromtime to time of building a great botanica
garden to house all the marvel ous and bizarre plants he had seen during
hi s wanderings through Mjipoor as soon as the pressure of his royal
responsibilities, he said, eased enough to allow himto give sone
serious thought to the project. Judging by the reports of devastation
now coming in fromZnroel, Lord Valentine had perhaps waited too | ong
to undertake it, H ssune thought the blights on that continent were

W ping out, so it appeared, not only the agricultural crops but also
many of the unusual plants of the wi | derness areas.

Wien he had mastered the inner zone to his own satisfaction Hissune
began to extend his explorations to the baffling and al nost endl ess
sprawl that lay beyond it. He visited the subterranean vaults that
housed t he weat her machi nes~esi gned in ancient times when such
scientific matters were better understood on Majipoor by which the
eternal springtime of Castle Munt was naintained, even though the
summt of the Mount thrust itself thirty niles above sea level into the



chilly dark of space. He wandered through the great library that
coiled fromone side of the Castle to the other in vast serpentine

| oops, and was said to contain every book ever published anywhere in
the civilized universe. He roaned the stables where the royal nounts,
spl endid high-spirited synthetic aninals very little Iike their

pl oddi ng cousins, the beasts of burden of every' Majipoori town and
farm pranced and snorted and pawed the air as they waited for their
next outing. He nmade the discovery of Lord Sanganor's tunnels, a
series of linked chanbers strung |ike a chain of sausages around an out
jutting spire on the west face of the Mount, the walls and roof of
which glowed with eerie radi ance, one rooma mdnight blue, one a rich
vernmlion, one a subtle aquamarine, one a dazzling tawny yell ow, one a
somber throbbing russet, and on and on no one knew why the tunnels had
been built, or what was the source of the light that sprang of its own
accord fromthe glisteni ng pavi ng-bl ocks.

Wherever he went he was admitted wi thout question. He was, after all
one of the three regents of the realm a surrogate Coronal, in a sense,
or at least a significant fraction of one. But the aura of power had
begun to settle about himlong before Elidath had named himto the
triunvirate. He felt eyes on himeverywhere. He knew what those
intent glances signified. That is Lord Valentine's favorite. He cane
out of nowhere; he is already a prince; there will be nolimts to his
rise. Respect him Obey him Flatter him Fear him At first he

t hought he coul d remai n unchanged am dst all this attention, but that
was inpossible. | amstill only Hi ssune, who gulled tourists in the
Labyrinth, who pushed papers about in the House of Records, who was
jeered at by his own friends for putting on airs. Yes, that would

al ways be true; but it was also true that he was no | onger ten years
old, that he had been greatly deepened and transformed by what he had
experienced peering into the lives of scores of other men and wonen in
the Registry of Souls, and by the training he had had on Castle Mount,
and by the honors and responsibilities mainly the responsibilities that
had been conferred on himduring Elidath's regency. He walked in a

di fferent way now. no |longer the cocky but wary Labyrinth boy, always
glancing in six directions for sonme bew |l dered stranger to exploit, nor
the lowy, overworked clerk keeping to his proper place while
nonet hel ess busily scrabbling for pronotion to some senior desk, nor

t he apol ogetic neophyte bew | deringly thrust among the Powers of the
real mand noving cautiously in their mdst, but now the rising young
lordling, striding with assurance and poi se through the Castle,
confident, secure, aware of his strengths, his purposes, his destiny.
He hoped he had not becone arrogant or overbearing or self-inportant;
but he accepted hinself calnmy and and w thout |abored humlity for
what he had becone and what he would be.

Today his route took himinto a part of the Castle he had rarely
visited, the north wi ng, which cascaded down a | ong rounded snout of
the Mount's sunmmt that pointed toward the distant cities of Huine and
Cossif. The guards' residential quarters were here, and a series of
beehi ve- shaped out bui |l di ngs that had been built in the reigns of Lord
Di zi maul e and Lord Arioc for purposes now forgotten, and a cluster of

| ow weat her beat en structures, roofless and crunbling, that no one
understood at all. On his last visit to this zone, nonths ago, a team
of archaeol ogi sts had been excavating there, two Ghayrogs and a Vroon
overseei ng a bunch of Skandar |aborers sifting sand for potsherds, and
the Vroon had told himthen that she thought the buil dings were the
remmants of an old fort of the time of Lord Dam ang, successor to
Stianot. Hissune had come by today to see if they were still at work
and find out what they had | earned; but the place was deserted, and the



excavations had been filled. He stood for a tine atop an anci ent
broken wall, |ooking toward the inpossibly distant horizon, half
conceal ed by the enornous shoul der of the Munt.

What cities lay down this way? Cossif, fifteen or twenty niles al ong,
and below it Tentag, and then, he thought, either M nimol or G eel

And then, surely, Stee of the thirty mllion citizens, equalled only by
Ni -nobya in its grandeur. He had never seen any of those cities, and
per haps he never would. Valentine hinself often remarked that he had
spent all his life on Castle Munt w thout finding the occasion to
visit Steel The world was too |arge for anyone to explore adequately in
one lifetinme: too |arge to conprehend, indeed.

And the thirty million folk of Stee, and the thirty mllion of N noya,
and Pidruid' s eleven million, and the mllions nore of Al aisor

Treynone, Piliplok, Mazadone, Vel athys, Narabal: how were they faring
this very monent, Hi ssune wondered? Am d the famnes, amd the panics,
am d the cries of new prophets and sel f-appoi nted new ki ngs and
enperors? The situation now was critical, he knew. Zinroel had fallen
into such confusion that it was all but inpossible to find out what was
goi ng on there, though surely it was nothing good. And not |ong ago
had come news of weevils and rusts and snuts and the Divine only knew
what el se beginning to make their sinister way through the farning
belts of western Alhauroel, so in alittle while the same nadness woul d
very likely be sweeping the senior continent. Already there were
runblings: tales of sea~lragon worship openly conducted in Treynone and
Stol en, and nysterious new orders of chivalry, the Knights of Dekkeret
and the Fellowship of the Mount and sonme ot hers, springing up suddenly
incities |ike Anblenorn and Nornmork on Castle Muunt itself. Onnous,
troubl esone signs of greater upheaval to cone.

There were those who i magi ned that Myjipoor had sone inherent inmunity
to the universal inevitabilities of change, nerely because its soci al
system had undergone virtually no inportant evolution since it had
taken its present formthousands of years ago. But Hi ssune had studied
enough of history, both Majipoor's and that of the nother world Earth,
to know that even so placid a popul ation as Mjipoor's, stable and
content for mllennia, lulled by the kindnesses of its climte and an
agricultural fertility capable of supporting an al nbst unlinited nunber
of people, would tunble with startling swi ftness into anarchy zog and
utter disintegration if those conforting props suddenly were knocked
away. That had al ready begun, and it woul d grow worse.

Why had these pl agues cone? Hi ssune had no idea. What was bei ng done
to deal with then? Plainly, not enough. Could anything be done? What
were rulers for, if not to maintain the welfare of their people? And
here he was, a ruler of sorts, at |least for the nonent, in the grand

i sol ation of Castle Munt, far above a crunbling civilization: badly

i nforned, renote, helpless. But of course the ultimte responsibility
for dealing with this crisis did not lie with him \Wat of Mjipoor's
true anointed rulers, then? H ssune had al ways thought of the
Pontifox, buried down there at the bottom of the Labyrinth, as a blind
nol e who coul d not concei vably know what was happening in the world
even a Pontifex who, unlike Tyeveras, m ght be reasonably vigorous and
sane. In fact the Pontifex did not need to keep close touch with
events: he had a Coronal to do that, so the theory ran. But Hi ssune
saw now that the Coronal too was cut off fromreality, up here in the
m sty reaches of Castle Munt, just as thoroughly sequestered as the
Pontifex was in his pit. At |least the Coronal undertook the grand
processional fromtinme to time, and put hinmself back in touch with his



subj ects. Yet was that not precisely what Lord Val enti ne was doi ng
now, and what help was that in healing the wound that w dened in the
heart of the world? Were was Valentine at this nmonent, anyway? What
actions, if any, was he taking? Wo in the governnent had heard so
much as a word fromhimin nmonths?

W are all wise and enlightened people, Hi ssune thought. And with the
best will in the world we are doi ng everything w ong.

It was nearly tine for the day's neeting of the Council of Regency. He
turned and made his way at a quick lope toward the interior of the
Castl e.

As he began the ascent of the Ninety-N ne Steps he caught sight of

Al simr, whomhe had lately naned as the chief anmong his aides, waving
wi I dly and shouting fromfar above. Taking the steps two and three at
a tine, H ssune |laced upward while Al simr cane plungi ng down just as

swiftly.

"We've been | ooking al] over for you!™ Alsimr blurted breathlessly,
when he was still half a dozen steps away. He seemed amazingly
agitated.

"Well, you've found ne," Hissune snapped. "What's going on?"

Pausing to collect himself, Alsimr said, "There's been big excitement.
A | ongnessagecane in from Tunigorn an hour ago in G horna "

"G horna?" Hissune stared. ""What in the nane of the Divine is he
doi ng t here?"

"I couldn't tell you that. Ai | knowis that that's where he sent the
nmessage from and "

"All right. Al right." Catching Alsimr by the arm Hissune said
sharply, "Tell ne what he said!"

"Do you thinly I know? Wuld they |let sonmeone like me in on great
matters of state?"

"A great matter of state, is it, then?"

"Diwi s and Stasil aine have been in session in the council roomfor the
last forty-five minutes, and they've sent nessengers to all corners of
the Castle trying to find you, and half the high lords of the Castle
have gone to the neeting and the others are on their way, and "

Val enti ne must be dead, Hi ssune thought, chilled.

"Come with nme," he said, and went sprinting furiously up the steps.
Qut si de the council chanber he found a nadhouse scene, thirty or forty
of the minor lords and princes and their aides mlling about in
confusion, and nore arriving at every noment. As Hi ssune appeared they
noved automatically aside for him opening a path through which he
nmoved like a sailing ship cutting its way inperiously through a sea
thick with drifting dragon-grass. Leaving Alsinmr by the door and
instructing himto collect fromthe others whatever information they

m ght have, he went in.



Stasilaine and Divvis sat at the high table: Diw s bl eak-faced and
grim Stasilaine sonber, pale, and uncharacteristically downcast, his
shoul ders sl unped, his hand pi nning nervously through his thick shock
of hair. About themwere nost of the high lords: Mrigant, E zandir,
Manganot, Cantalis, the Duke of Halanx, Nimian of Dundilmr, and five
or six others, including one that H ssune had seen only once before,
the ancient and withered Prince Ghiznaile, grandson of the Pontifex
Gssier who had preceded Tyeveras in the Labyrinth. Al eyes turned
upon Hi ssune as he entered, and he stood for a nmonment transfixed in the
gaze of these men, the youngest of whomwas ten or fifteen years his
senior, and all of whom had spent their lives in the inner corridors of
power. They were | ooking toward himas though he al one had the answer
they required to some terrible and perpl exi ng question

"My lords," said Hi ssune.

Diwis, scowing, pushed a |ong sheet of paper across the table toward
him "Read this," he muttered. "Unless you already know. "

"I know only that there is a nessage from Tunigorn."
"Read it, then."

To Hi ssune's annoyance there was a trenor in his hand as he reached for
the paper. He glowered at his fingers as though they were in rebellion
against him and forced themto grow steady.

Clusters of words | eaped fromthe paper at him

Val entine gone off to Piurifayne to beg the forgiveness of the Dani piur
a Met amo~ph spy di scovered traveling in the Coronal's own entourage
interrogation of the spy reveals that the Metanorphs thensel ves have
created and spread the pestil ences wacking the farm ands a great
sandstorm El i dat h dead, and nmany others the Coronal has vani shed into
Pi urifayne

El i dath dead the Coronal has vani shed a spy in the Coronal's entourage
t he Met anor phs have created the pestilences thensel ves the Coronal has
vani shed

El i dath dead the Coronal has vani shed the Coronal has vani shed the
Coronal has vani shed

H ssune | ooked up, appalled. "How certainis it that this message is
aut henti c?"

"There can be no doubt,"” said Stasilaine. "It cane in over the secret
transm ssion channels. The ciphers were the correct ones. The style
of phrase is certainly Tunigoms, that I will warrant nyself. Put your

faith on it, Hi ssune: this is altogether genuine."

"Then we have not one catastrophe to deal with, but three or four,"
Hi ssune sai d.

"So it would appear,"
matters, Hi ssune?"

said Diwis. "What arc your thoughts on these

H ssune gave the son of Lord Voriax a slow, careful |ook. There seened
to be no nockery in his question. It had appeared to Hi ssune that
Diwis's jeal ousy of himand contenpt for him had abated somewhat during



these nonths of their working together on the Council of Regency, that
Diwis hall at last come to have sonme respect for his capabilities; but
yet this was the first time DDwis had gone this far, actually show ng
what | ooked like a sincere desire to know Hi ssune's point of viewin
front of the other high |lords, even

Carefully he said, "The first thing to recognize is that we are
confronted not nerely by a vast natural calamity' but by an
insurrection. Tunigomtells us that the Metanorph Y-Uulisaan has
confessed, under interrogation by Delianber and Tisana, that the
responsibility for the plagues lies with the Metanorphs. | think we
can have faith in Delianber's nethods, and we all know that Tisana can
see into souls, even Metanorph souls. So the situation is precisely as
| heard Sleet express it to the Coronal, when they were at the
Labyrinth at the begi nning of the grand processi onal and which | heard
the Coronal refuse to accept: that the Shapeshifters are naking war
upon us."

"And yet," said Diwis, "Tunigorn also tells us that the Coronal has
responded by shuffling into Piurifayne to convey his royal apologies to
the Dani piur for all our un kindnesses to her subjects down through the
ages. W are all very nuch aware that Valentine regards hinmself as a
man of peace: his gentle treatment of those who overthrew himlong ago

showed us that. It is a noble trait. But | have argued here this
aft ernoon, Hi ssune, that what Val entine has done now goes beyond
pacifisminto madness. | say the Coronal, if he is still alive at all,

is insane. Thus we have a lunatic Pontifex and a lunatic Coronal, and
this while a deadly enenmy is at our throats. What are your views,
H ssune?"

"That you nisinterpret the facts as Tuni gorn provides them™

There was a flash of surprise and sonething Iike anger in Dwis's eyes;
but his voice was under taut control as he said, "Ah, do you think
so?"

H ssune tapped the sheet: of paper. "Tunigorn says that the Corona
has gone into Piurifayne, and that a spy has been caught and made to
confess. Nowhere can | find himsaying that Lord Val entine went to
Piurifayne after hearing of the spy's confession. | think it can be
argued that the truth is quite the opposite: that Lord Val entine chose
to undertake a mssion of conciliation, the wi sdomof which we clearly
m ght wish to debate, but which is well within his character as we know
it, and while he was away on that enterprise this other information
cane to light. Perhaps because of the storm it became inpossible for
Tuni gorn to communi cate with the Coronal, although one would think
Del i anber woul d be able to find some way." @ ancing toward the great
wor |l d sphere of Mjipoor against the far wall, H ssune said, "Wat

i nformati on do we have of the Coronal's present |ocation, anyway?"

"None, " Stasil ai ne murnured.

H ssune's eyes wi dened.

2.3
The brilliant red light that indicated Lord Val entine's novenents had
gone out.

"The light is dark," said H ssune. "Wat does that nmean? That he is



dead?"

"It could nmean that," Stasilaine said. "O nerely that he has lost or
damaged the transmitter that he carries on himto broadcast his
position."

H ssune nodded. "And there was a great storm that caused many
casualties. Although it's unclear fromthe nessage, | can easily

beli eve that Lord Valentine hinmself was caught in the stormon his way
into Piurifayne, which presumably he entered from G homa, | eaving

Tuni gorn and sone others behind "

"And either he perished in the stormor the transmitter was |ost; we
have no way of know ng which,"” said Diw s.

"Let us hope the Divine has spared young Valentine's life," the aged
Prince Ghiznaile declared suddenly in a voice so shriveled and sere it
seened barely to be that of a living creature. "But there is an issue
we nust deal with whether he is alive or dead, and that is the choice
of a new Coronal ."

H ssune felt hinself swept with amazenent at the words this nost senior
of Castle lords had just uttered.

He | ooked about the room "Do | hear right? Are we discussing the
overthrow of a king today?"

"You put it too strongly,”" Diwis answered snmoothly. "All we discuss is
whet her it's appropriate for Valentine to continue to serve as Coronal
in view of what we now know of the hostile intentions of the
Shapeshifters and in view of what we have | ong known of Valentine's

nmet hods of dealing with any sort of unpleasantness. |If we are at war
and no one here any |onger doubts that we are then it's reasonable to
argue that Valentine is not the right man to lead us at this tine, if
in fact he still lives. But to replace himis not to overthrow him
There is a legitimate constitutional means of renmoving Val entine from
t he Confal une Throne wi thout in any way enbroiling Mjipoor in conflict
or mani festing a lack of |love and respect for him"

"You mean, by allowi ng the Pontifex Tyeveras to die."
"Exactly. Wsat say you to that, H ssune?"

H ssune did not at once reply. Like Diwis and Gnizmail e and, probably,
nost of the others here, he had been coming uneasily and reluctantly
this afternoon to the conclusion that Lord Val enti ne nmust be repl aced
by soneone nore decisive, nore aggressive, nore bdliger

2.4

ent, even. Nor was today the first time he had had those thoughts,

t hough he had kept themto hinmself. And certainly there was an easy
enough way of acconplishing a transfer of power, sinply by bringing
about Valentine's elevation, willing or not, to the Pontificate.

But Hi ssune's loyalty to Lord Valentine his guide, his nmentor, the
architect of his career was intense and deep-rooted. And he knew,

per haps better than any of these other men, the horror Valentine felt
of being forced into the Labyrinth, which the Coronal saw not as an

el evation but as a descent into the darkest depths. And to thrust that



upon hi m behind his back, while he was in the mdst of some valiant if
m sgui ded attenpt to restore peace to the world without resorting to
arms why, it was cruelty, it was nost nonstrous cruelty indeed.

Yet reasons of state denmanded it. WAs there ever a tinme when reasons
of state m ght countenance cruelty? H ssune knew what Lord Val entine
woul d reply to such a question. But he was not wholly certain of his
own answer.

He said after a tinme, "It may be so that Valentine is not the right
Coronal for this tine: I am",f tw mnds on that score, and | would
prefer to know nore before | nake an answer. | do tell you that |
woul d not care to see himforcibly removed fromof |ice has such a
thi ng ever happened on Majipoor? | think not but fortunately it would
not be necessary to handle things that way, as we all recognize.
However, | think we can | eave the entire issue of Valentine's adequacy
inthis time of crisis to discuss another tinme. What we should be
exam ning, regardless of all these other matters, is the line of
succession. "

There was a sudden tense stirring in the Council Room Divvis's eyes
sought Hi ssune's as though he were trying to penetrate the secrets of

his soul. The Duke of Hal anx reddened; the Prince of Bangl ecode sat
stiffly upright; the Duke of Chorg leaned intently forward; only the
two ol dest men, Cantalis and Ghiznaile, remained still, as if the

actual matter of choosing a particular person to be Coronal was beyond
t he concern of those who knew they had only a short while to live.

H ssune went on, "In this discussion we have chosen to ignore one
gigantic aspect of Tunigorn's message: that Elidath, who has so | ong
been considered the heir to Lord Valentine, is dead."

"Elidath did not want to be Coronal ," said Stasilaine in a voice al nost
too soft to be heard.

"4That may be so," Hissune replied. "Certainly he gave no sign of
hungering for the throne once he had a taste of the regency. But ny
point is only that the tragic | oss of Elidath renbves the man to whom
the crown would surely have been offered if Lord Val entine were no

| onger Coronal. Wth himgone we have no clear plan of succession; and
we may learn tonorrow that Lord Valentine is dead, or that Tyeveras
hinself is finally dead, or that events require us to engi neer the
renoval of Valentine fromhis present office. W should be prepared
for any of those eventualities. W are the ones who will choose the
next Coronal: do we know who that will be?"

"Are you asking us to vote on an order of succession right now?" Prince
Manganot of Bangl ecode denanded.

"It seens clear enough already," said Mrigant. "The Coronal appointed
a Regent when he went off on the grand processional, and the Regent
appointed three nmore | assume with Lord Val entine's approval when he
too left the Castle. Those three have governed us for sone nonths. |f
we nust find a new Coronal, shall we not find it anong those three?"

Stasilaine said, "You frighten ne, Mrigant. Once | thought it would
be a grand thing to be Coronal, as | suppose npbst of you al so thought,
when you were boys. | ama boy no longer, and | saw how Elidath
changed, and not for the better, when the full weight of power
descended upon him Let nme be the first to fall down in homage before



t he new Coronal . But | et him be soneone other than Stasil aine!"

"The Coronal ," said the Duke of Chorg, "should never be a nan who
hungers too deeply for the crowm. But | think he ought not to be one
who dreads it, either."

"I thank you, Elzandir," said Stasilaine. "I amnot a candidate, is it

under st ood?"
"Diwis? Hissune?' Mrigant said.

H ssune felt a nuscle | eaping about in one of his cheeks, and a strange
nunbness in his arnms and shoulders. He |ooked toward Diwis. The ol der
man sm |l ed and shrugged, and said nothing. There was a roaring in

H ssune's ears, a throbbing at his tenples. Should he speak? Wat was
he to say? Now that it had come down to it at last, could he stand

bef ore these princes and blithely announce that he was willing to be
Coronal? He felt that Diwis was engaged in some maneuver far beyond
hi s comprehension; and for the first time since he had entered the
Counci| Chanber this afternoon he had no idea of the direction to
fol | ow.

The sil ence seened unendi ng.

Then he heard his own voice calm even, neasured saying, "I think we
need not carry the proceedi ngs beyond this point. Two candi dates have
energed: consideration of their qualifications seens now in order. Not
here. Not today. For the nonent we have done enough. What do you say,
D wis?"

"You spells wisely and with deep understandi ng, Hi ssune. As always."

'9Then | call for adjournment," said Mrigant, "while we consider these
matters and wait for the arrival of further news of the Coronal."

H ssune held up a hand. "One other thing, first."
He waited for their attention

Then he said, "I have for sone tine wished to travel to the Labyrinth,
to visit ny famly, to see certain friends. | believe also it would be
useful for one of us to confer with the officials of the Pontifex, and
get first-hand know edge of the state of Tyeveras's health; for it may
be that we will have to choose a Pontifex and a Coronal both, in the
nmont hs just ahead, and we shoul d be ready for such a unique event if it
cones upon us. So | propose the designation of an official enbassy
fromCastle Mount to the Labyrinth, and | offer mnyself as the
anmbassador . "

"Seconded," said DDwi s at once.

There was a business of discussing and voting, and once that was done
there was a vote for adjournnent, and then neeting dissolved into a
swirl of smaller groups. Hi ssune stood by hinself, wondering when he
woul d awaken fromall this. He becane aware after a nonent of tal
fair-haired Stasilaine | oomng over him frowning and snmiling both at
the sane tine.

Quietly Stasilaine said, "Perhaps it is a nistake to | eave the Castle
at such a tine, Hissune."



"Perhaps. It seened the right thing for me to do, though. [I'Il risk
it."

"Then procl ai myoursel f Coronal before you go!"
"Are you serious Stasilaine? Wat if Valentine still lives?"

"I'f he lives, you know how to arrange for his beconming Pontifex. |If he
i s dead, Hissune, you must seize his place while you can."

"I will do no such thing.

"You must! Otherwise you may find Diwis on the throne when you
return!’

H ssune grinned. "Easily enough dealt with. |If Valentine is dead and
Diwis has replaced him | will see to it that Tyeveras at last is
allowed to rest. Diwis i mediately beconmes Pontifex and nmust go to the
Labyrinth, and still another new Coronal is required, with only one

candi date avail able."
2.7

"By the Lady, you are astonishing!"

"Am 1? It seenms an obvi ous enough nove to ne." Hissune took the ol der
man's hand firmy in his. "I thank you for your support, Stasilaine.
And | tell you that all will be well, at the end. |If | nust be Coronal

to Divvis's Pontifex, so be it: we can work together, he and 1,1 do
think. But for now let us pray for Lord Valentine' s safety and
success, and leave off all these specul ations. Yes?"

"By all nmeans," said Stasilaine.

They enbraced briefly, and H ssune went fromthe council chanber In the
hal | way outside, all was in the sane confusion as before, though now
perhaps a hundred or nore of the | esser lords were gathered, and the

| ooks that he received fromthem when he appeared were extraordi nary.
But Hi ssune said nothing to any of them nor did he as nmuch as let his
eyes meet any of theirs as he noved through the throng. He found
Alsimr at the edge of the crowd, gaping at himin a preposterous

sl ack-j awed w de-eyed way. Hissune beckoned to himand told himto
make ready for a journey to the Labyrinth.

The young kni ght | ooked at Hi ssune in total awe and said, "I should
tell you, my lord, that a tale cane through this crowd sone ni nutes ago
that you are to be nmade Coronal. WIIl you tell me if there is truth to
t hat ?"

"Lord Valentine is our ('coronal," said H ssune brusquely. "Now go and
prepare yourself for departure. | nean to set out for the Labyrinth at
dawn. "

6. Wien she was still a dozen blocks fromhone, MIlilain began to hear

the rhythm c shouting in the streets ahead of her: "Yah-tah, yah-tah
yah-tah, room " or sonething |ike that, nonsensical sounds, gibberish,
pounded out at full-throated volume again and agai n and agai n by what
sounded li ke a thousand madnmen. She came to a halt and pressed herself
fearfully against an old crunbling stone wall, feeling trapped. Behind



her, in the square, a bunch of drunken March-nen were roistering about,
smashi ng wi ndows and nol esti ng passersby. Somewhere off to the east

t he Kni ghts of Dekkeret were holding a rally in honor of Lord
Senpeturn. And now this new craziness. Yah-tah, yah-tah, yah tah
room There was no place to turn. There was no place to hide. Al

she wanted to do was to reach her house safely and bolt the door. The
wor |l d had gone crazy. Yah- tab, yah-tah, yah-tah, voom

It was like a sending of the King of Dreams, except that it went on
hour after hour, day after day, nonth after nonth. Even the worst of
seedi ngs, though it night | eave you shaken to the roots of your soul
lasted only a short while. But this never ended. And it grew worse
and wor se.

Riots and lootings all the time. No food but scraps and crusts, or
occasionally a bit of meat that you m ght be able to buy fromthe
March-nmen. They cane down out of their nmountains with animals they had
killed, and sold you the nmeat for a ruinous price, if you had anything
left to pay for it with, and then they drank up their profits and ran
anok in the streets before they went hone. And new troubles constantly
springing up. The sea dragons, so it was said, were sinking any vesse
that ventured out to sea, and commerce between the continents was
virtually at an end. Lord Valentine was runored to be dead. And not
one new Coronal in Khyntor now but two, Senpetum and that H ort who
called hinself Lord Stiambt. And each with his own little arny to
march up and down shouting sl ogans and maki ng troubl e: Senpetumwi th

t he Kni ghts of Dekkeret, the other one with the Order of the Triple
Sword, or sone such name. Kristofon was a Kni ght of Dekkeret now.  She
hadn't seen himin tw weeks. Another Coronal in N -nobya, and a couple
of Pontifexes roam ng around also. Now this. Yah-tah yah-tah yah-tah
voom

What ever that was, she didn't want to get any closer to it. Most
likely it was one nore new (' coronal with one nmore nob of hysterica
followers. MIllilain | ooked about warily, wondering if she dared go
down Dizimaul e Street and cut through the back alleyway to Ml anpl a
Road, which would run into her street a few bl ocks bel ow the Vori ax
Causeway. The problemwas that alleyway she had heard sonme strange
stories about what had been going on in there lately

Ni ght was coming on. A light rain, little nore than a heavy m st,
began to fall. She felt |ightheaded and dizzy from hunger, though she
was becom ng accustomed to that. Qut of the south, fromthe suburb of
Hot Khyntor where all the geothermal formations were, canme the sullen
boom ng of Confal une Geyser, punctual as ever, marking the hour

Automatically MIlilain | ooked toward it and saw its great colum of
steamri sing heavenward, with a broad sul phurous nmantle of yell ow snoke
surrounding it and seeming to fill half the sky. She had been | ooking

at the geysers of Hot Khyntor all her life, taking themconpletely for
granted, but sonehow toni ght the eruption frightened her as never

bef ore, and she made the sign of the Lady again and again until it
began to subsi de.

The Lady. Did she still watch over Mjipoor? Wat had becone of her
ki ndl y seedi ngs, that gave such good counsel and warm confort? For
that matter, where was the King of Dreans? Once, in quieter tines,
those two Powers had kept everyone's life in bal ance, advising,
adnoni shing, if necessary punishing. Perhaps they still reigned,
MIlilain thought: but the situation was so far out of hand that
neither King nor Lady could possibly cope with it, though they m ght



| abor fromdawn to dawn to bring matters back under control. It was a
system designed to work beautifully in a world where nost people gladly
obeyed the | aw anyway. But now hardly anyone obeyed the law. There
was no | aw.

Yah- tab yak- tab yah- tab voom
And from the other side:
"Senpetum Lord Senpeturn! Hail, hail, hail, Lord Senpetum "

The rain was com ng down harder, now. Get noving, she told herself.
March-nmen in the square, and the Divine only knows what madness ahead
of you, and the Knights of Dekkeret cavorting behind you trouble, any
way at all. And even if Kristofon was anong the Knights, she didn't
want to see him eyes glassy with devotion, hands upraised in the new
formof the starburst salute. She began to run. Across Mlibor to

Di zi maul e, down Di zimaul e toward that little alleyway connecting with
Mal amol a did she dare?

Yah-tah yah-tah yah-tah voom

A line of paraders coming up Dizimaule Street toward her, suddenly!

Wal king li ke some sort of soull ess machines, nine or ten abreast, arns
swinging stiffly up and down, right left right left, and that chant
bursting fromthemin an endl ess insistent jabbing rhythm They woul d
parade right over her and never see her. She made a quick turn into
the alleyway, only to find a horde of nen and wormen with green-and gold
arnmbands clogging the far end and screaning in praise of the new Lord
Sti anot .

Trapped! Al the lunatics were out at once tonight!

Desperately gl ancing about, MIlilain saw a door half ajar on the

| eft-hand side of the alleyway and ducked quickly into it. She found
herself in a dark corridor, with faint chanting and the sharp scent of
a strange incense conmng froma roomat the far end of it. A shrine of
some sort. One of the new cults, maybe. But at |east they were
unlikely to hurt her, here. She might be able to stay until all the
various denented nobs outside had noved along to another part of

t own.

Cautiously she noved down the corridor and peered into the roomat the
end. Dark. Fragrant. A dais at one side and what |ooked Iike two

smal | dried sea dragons mounted like flagpoles at either end of it. A
Lii man standi ng between them sonber, silent, triple eyes burning |like

snoul dering coals. MIlilain thought she recogni zed him the street
vendor who once had sold her a skewer of sausages for five crowns. But
maybe not. It was hard to tell one Liiman fromthe next, after all

A hooded figure who snelled |ike a Ghayrog came up to her and
whi spered, "You are in time for comunion, sister. Wlconme and the
peace of the water-kings be upon you."

The wat er - ki ngs?

The Ghayrog took her gently by the el bow and just as gently propelled
her into the room so that she could take her place anong the kneeling,
mur muri ng congregation. No one | ooked at her; no one was | ooking at
anyone else; all eyes were on the Liiman between the two little dried



sea dragons. Mllilain | ooked toward himtoo. She dared not gl ance
about at those al ongside her, for fear she might find friends of hers
her e.

"Take drink join the Liiman comuanded.

They were passing wine-bowls fromaisle to aisle. Qut of the corner of
her eye MIIlilain saw that each worshi per, when the bow canme to him
put it to his lips and drank deeply, so that the bow s had constantly
to be refilled as they noved through the room The cl osest one was
four or five rows ahead of her just then

The Liiman said, "W drink. W join. W go forth and enbrace the
wat er - ki ng. "

Wat er - ki ngs were what the Liinmen called the sea dragons, MIlilain
renenbered. They worshi pped the dragons, so it was reported. Well

she thought, maybe there's something to it. Everything el se has
failed: give the world to the sea dragons. The w ne-bowl, she saw, was
two rows ahead of her now, but noving slowy.

"W went anong the water-kings and hunted them and took them fromthe
sea," said the Liiman. "W ate their flesh and drank their mlk. And
this was their gift to us and their great willing sacrifice, for they
are gods and it is right and proper for gods to give their flesh and
their mlk to lesser folk, to nurture them and nake them i ke gods

t hensel ves. And now the time of the water-kings is comng. Take.
Drink. Join."

The bow was passing down Nillilain's row.

"They are the great ones of the world' " the Liinman intoned. "They are
the masters. They are the nmonarchs. They are the true Powers, and we
belong to them W and all others who live on Majipoor. Take. Drink.
Join."

The wonman at MIlilain's left was drinking fromthe wi ne-bow now A

savage i nmpatience cane over her she was so hungry, she was so thirsty!

and she was barely able to restrain herself frompulling the bow from
t he wonman's grasp, fearing none would be left for her. But she waited;
and then the bow was in her hands. She stared down into it: a dark

wi ne, thick, glossy. It |looked strange. Hesitantly she took a sip. It
was sweet and spicy, and heavy on her tongue, and at first she thought

it was |like no wine she had ever tasted, but then it seened that there
was sonething fam liar about it. She took another sip.

"Take. Drink. join."

Wiy, it was the wine dream speakers used, when they nade their
conmuni on Wi th your mnd and spoke the dreamthat was troubling you!
That was it, surely, dreamw ne. Though MIlilain had been to a

dream speaker only five or six times, and not for years, she recognized
the unm stakabl e flavor of the stuff. But how could that be? Only
dream speakers were allowed to use it, or even to possess it. It was a
powerful drug. It was to be used only under a speaker's supervision
But sonehow in this backroom chapel they had vats and vats of it, and
the congregation was guzzling it as though it were beer

"Take. Drink. Join."



She realized she was hol ding up the passing of the bow. She turned to
the man on her right with a silly grin and an apol ogy, but he was
staring rigidly forward and paid no heed to her; so with a shrug she
put the bow to her lips and took a deep reckless gulp, and then

anot her, and handed the bow onward.

Al most at once she felt the effect. She swayed, blinked, had to
struggle to keep her head fromfalling forward agai nst her knees. It's
because | drank it on an enpty stomach, she told herself. She crouched
down, |eaned forward, began to chant along with the congregation, a | ow
wor dl ess meani ngl ess repetitious nmurmur, oo wah vah main, oo wah vah
mai n, just as absurd as what those others had been shouting in the
street, but sonehow gentler, a tender crooning yearning cry, oo wah vah
mai n, oo wah vah main. And as she chanted it seened to her that she
heard a distant nusic, weird, otherworldly, the sound of many bells far
away, ringing in patterns of overlappi ng changes that were inpossible
to follow for long, since one strand of nel ody quickly becane | ost
inside its successor, and that one in the next. Oo wah vah main, she
sang, and back to her came the song of the bells, and then she had a
sense of sonething i nmense very cl ose by, perhaps even in this very
room sonething col ossal and wi nged and anci ent and enornously
intelligent, something whose intellect was as far beyond her

conpr ehensi on as hers would be beyond a bird's. It was turning and
turning and turning in vast unhurried orbits, and each tine it turned
it unfolded its giant wings and spread themto the ends of the world,
and when it folded them again they brushed agai nst the gates of
MIlilain's mind just a tickle, just the Iightest of touches, a

f eat her-whi sk, and yet she felt herself transformed by it, lifted out
of herself, nmade part of some organi smof nmany m nds, uni nmagi nabl e,
godlike. Take. Drink. join. Wth each touch of those w ngs she
joined nore profoundly. ©Ch wah yak main. Oo wah vah main. She was

lost. There was no nore MIlilain. There was only the water-king
whose sound was the sound of bells, and the many-ni nded mi nd of which
the former MIlilain had become a part. Go. Wah. Vah. Mh

It frightened her. She was being dragged down to the bottom of the
sea, and her lungs were filling with water, and the pain was terrible.
She fought. She would not let the great wi ngs touch her. She pulled
back, and pounded with her fists, and forced her way upward, up toward
the surface

Opened her eyes. Sat up, dazed, terrified. Al about her the chanting

was going on. (o, wah, vain, main. MlIllilain shuddered. Where am 1?
What have | done? |'ve got to get out of here, she thought. In panic
she struggled to her feet and went blundering down the row to the
aisle. No one stopped her. The wine still muzzed her m nd and she

found herself lurching, staggering, clutching at the walls. She was
out of the room now. Stunbling down that |ong dark fragrant corridor
The wings were still beating about her, enfolding her, reaching toward
her m nd. What have | done, what have | done?

Qut into the alleyway, the darkness, the rain. Wre they stil

mar chi ng around out here, the Knights of Dekkeret and the Order of the
Triple Sword and whoever those others were? She did not care. Let
what ever cone that may. She began to run, not know ng which way she
ran. There was a dull heavy boom ng sound far away that she hoped was
t he Confal une Geyser Ot her sounds pounded in her mind. Yah tab yah-tah
yah-tah voom (o, wah, vain, main. She felt the w ngs cl osing about
her. She ran, and tripped and fell, and rose and went on running.



The deeper they journeyed into the Shapeshifter province, the nore
fam liar everything began to look to Valentine. And yet at the sane
time the conviction had clime to grow in himthat he was nmaki ng sone
ghastly and terrible m stake.

He renenbered the scent of the place: rich, nmusky, conplex, the sweet
heavy aroma of growth and decay going forward with equal intensities
under the constant warmrainfall, an intricate mx of flavors that
flooded the nostrils to dizzying effect at every intake of breath. He
renmenbered the close, clinging, noist air, and the showers that fel

al nost hourly, pattering against the forest roof high overhead and
trickling down fromleaf to shiny leaf until just a little reached the
ground. He renenbered the fantastic profusion of plant |ife,
everything sprouting and uncoiling al nrost while one watched, and yet
somehow oddl y di sciplined, everything fitting into well-defined |ayers
the towering slender trees bare of branches for seven eighths of their
hei ght, then flaring out into great unbrellas of |eaves tied together
into a tight canopy by a tangle of vines and creepers and epi phytes,
and under that a level of shorter, rounder, fuller, nore shade-tol erant
trees, and a stratum of clunping shrubbery bel ow that, and then the
forest floor, dark, nysterious, all but barren, a stark expanse of danp
thin spongy soil that bounced jauntily underfoot. He renmenbered the
sudden shafts of |ight, deep-hued and alien, that cane spearing at
unpredi ctabl e interval s through the canopy to provide quick startling
monents of clarity in the di mess.

But the Piurifayne rain-forest spread over thousands of square miles of
the heart. of Zinroel, and one part of it very likely | ooked nuch |ike
any other part. Sonmewhere in here was the Shapeshifter capital
[lirivoyne: but what reason do | have, Valentine asked hinmself, to
think that | amnear it, nerely because the snmells and sounds and
textures of this jungle are simlar to the snells and sounds and
textures | recall fromyears ago?

That other time traveling with the wandering jugglers, when they had
taken the mad notion that they might earn a few royals by going to
perform at the Metanorphs' harvest festival there had at |east been
Del i anber to cast a few Vroonish spells to sniff out the right fork in
the road, and the valiant Lisanon Hultin, also wise in the ways of
jungle lore. But on this second venture into Piurifayne Val enti ne was
entirely on his own.

Del i anber and Lisanon, if they were still alive at all and he was

gl oony on that score, for in all these weeks he had had no contact wth
them even in dreans were sonewhere hundreds of miles behind him on the
far side of the Steiche. Nor had he had any sort of report from

Tuni gom whom he had sent back to | ook for them He rode nowonly with
Carabel | a and Sl eet and a bodyguard of Skandars. Carabella had courage
and endurance but little skill as a pathfinder, and the Skandars were
strong and brave but not very bright, and Sleet, for all his shrewd,
sober-m nded ways, was in this region hanpered greatly by the

paral yzi ng dread of Shapeshifters that had been laid upon himin a
dream whil e he was young, and whi ch he had never fully been able to
throw off. 1t was folly for a Coronal to be roam ng the jungles of
Piurifayne with so skinpy an entourage: but folly seemed to have becone
the hall mark of recent Coronals, Valentine thought, considering that
his two predecessors, Malibor and Voriax, had nmet early and viol ent
deaths while off doing foolish things. Perhaps it has becone the
custom this rashness of kings.



And it seermed to himthat fromday to day he was neither getting closer
to llirivoyne nor farther fromit; that it was everywhere and nowhere,
in these jungles; that perhaps the whole city had picked itself up and
was movi ng onward just ahead of him maintaining a constant distance
fromhim a gap he could never close. For the Shapeshifter capital, as
he recalled it fromthat other time, was a place of flimsy w ckerwork
buil dings, and only a few nore substantial ones, and it had seened to
himthen a makeshift phantomcity that mght well flit fromone site to
another at the whimof its inhabitants: a nomad-city, a dreamcity, a
jungle will-0'-the-w sp

"Look, there," Carabella said. "Is that a trail, Val entine?"

"Perhaps it is," he said.

"And per haps not ?"
"Perhaps not, yes."

They had seen hundreds of trails nuch like it: faint scars on the
jungle floor, the unreadable inmprints of some former presence, inprints
made | ast nonth, possibly, or possibly in the tine of Lord Dekkeret a

t housand years before. An occasional stick planted in the ground, with
a bit of feather fastened to it, maybe, or a scrap of ribbon; a row of
grooves, as of something having been dragged this way once; or
sometines nothing in any way visible, just a psychic spoor, the
nmystifying vestigial trace of the passage of intelligent beings. But
none of these things ever |ed them anywhere. Sooner or later the clues
dwi ndl ed and becane inperceptible and only virgin jungle |ay ahead.

"Shall we make canmp, ny lords" Sleet said.

Nei t her he nor Carabella had spoken a word yet against this expedition
fool hardly though it nust seemto them Did they understand,

Val enti ne wondered, how urgently he felt the need to consunmate his
nmeeting with the Shapeshifter queen? O was it out of fear of the
wrat h of king and husband that they kept this obliging silence through
t hese weeks of ainless roam ng, when surely they nust think his tine
was better spent in the civilised provinces, coping with whatever awful
crisis nust be unfolding there? O were they worst of all merely
hunoring himas he spun his mad way through these dense rain-swept

gl ades? He dared not ask. He wondered only how | ong he woul d pursue
t he quest, despite his gathering conviction that he was never to find
Ilirivoyne.

When they were settled for the night he donned the Lady's silver
circlet and thrust hinmself once again into the trance state, the mnd
casting state, and sent his spirit roving outward across the jungle,
seeki ng Del i anmber, seeking Ti sana.

He thought it likely that he could reach their mnds nore easily than
any of the others, sensitive as those two were to the witcheries of
dreans. But he had tried, night after night, wthout ever once feeling
a flicker of contact. Was distance the problenf? Valentine had never
attenpted | ong-range nmind casting except with the aid of dreamwi ne,
and he had none of that there. O perhaps the Metanorphs had sonme way
of intercepting or disrupting his transm ssions. O perhaps his
nmessages were not getting through because those he was sending themto
were dead. O



Ti sana Ti sana

Del i anber

This is Valentine calling you Val entine Val enti ne Val enti ne
Ti sana

Del i anber

Not hi ng

He tried reaching Tunigom Surely Tunigorn still lived, no matter what
calam ty had overtaken the others; and though his nmind was stolid and
wel | defended, neverthel ess there was always the hope it night open to
one of Valentine's probes. O Lisanon's. O Zakan Kavol's. To touch
any of them to feel the famliar response of a fam liar mnd

He went on for a tine; and then, sadly, he renmoved the circlet and
restored it to its case. Carabella gave himan inquiring glance.

Val enti ne shook his head and shrugged. "It's very quiet out there," he
sai d.

"Except for the rain."
"Yes. Except for the rain."

The rain was drummi ng delicately against the |ofty forest canopy once
nmore. Valentine peered gloomly into the jungle, but he saw not hing:
the floater's beamwas on' and would stay on all night, but beyond the
gol den sphere of light that that created lay only a wall of blackness.
A thousand Met anor phs night be gathered in a ring around the canmp, for
all he knew. He wished it were so. Anything even a surprise attack
woul d be preferable to these foolish weeks of wandering in an unknown
and unknowabl e wi | der ness.

How | ongs he asked hinmself, am| going to keep this up?

And how are we ever going to find our way out of here, once | decide
that this quest is absurd?

He |istened sonberly to the changing rhythms of the rain until he
drifted finally into sleep.

Al nost at once, he felt the onset of a dream

By its intensity and by a certain vividness and warnth he knew it to be
no ordi nary dream but rather a sending of the Lady, the first he had
had since | eaving the coast of G horna; and yet as he waited for sone
tangi bl e sign of the presence of his nother in his mnd he grew
per pl exed, for she had not announced hersel f, and indeed the inpul ses
penetrating his soul seened to conme from another source entirely. The
King of Dreams? He too had the power to enter mnds fromafar, of
course; but not even in such strange tines as these would the King of
Dreanms presunme to aimhis instrunent at the Coronal. Who, then?

Val entine, watchful even in sleep, scanned the boundaries of his dream
seeki ng and not finding an answer.

The dream was al nost entirely without narrative structure: it was a
thi ng of shapel ess forns and silent sounds, creating a sense of event



by purely abstract nmeans. But gradually the dreampresented himwth a
cluster of noving inmages and slippery shifts of mood that becane a

nmet aphor for sonmething quite concrete: the withing, interlacing
tentacl es of a Vroon.

Del ~amber ?

| am here, ny lord.

Waer e?

Here. Cose by you. Mving toward you

That much was comuni cated not in any kind of speech, nmental or
otherwi se, but entirely through a grammar of shifting patterns of |ight
and m nd-state that carried unanbi guous neaning. After a while the
dreamleft him and he lay still, neither awake nor asleep, reflecting
on what had conme to him and for the first tine in weeks he felt some
sense of hope.

In the norning as Sleet was preparing to strike canp Val entine said,
"No. | plan to remain here another few days. O possibly even
| onger. "

A |l ook of doubt and confusion, instantly suppressed but briefly
evi dent, passed across Sleet's face. But he nerely nodded and went off
to tell the Skandars to |l eave the tents as they were.

Carabel | a said, "This night has brought you news, ny lord. | see that
in your face."

"Deliamber lives. He and the others have been following us, trying to
rejoin us. But we've been drifting about so nuch, traveling so quickly
they can't catch up with us. As soon as they have a fix on us, we head
off in sonme new direction If we remain in one place they'll be able to
and us."

"You spoke with the Vroon, then?"

"Wth his image, with his shadow. But it was the true shadow, the
authentic imge. He'll be with us soon.”

And i ndeed Val enti ne had no doubt of that. But a day passed, and

anot her, and another. Each night he donned his circlet and sent forth
a signal, and had no response. The Skandar guards took to prowing the
jungle like restless beasts; Sleet grew tense and fidgety, and went off
al one for hours at a tine, despite the fear of Metanorphs he clainmed to
feel. Carabella, seeing nakers grow ng so edgy, suggested that he and
she and Valentine do a liKl e juggling, for the sake of old tinmes and to
gi ve themsel ves an anusenment so demanding it would draw their minds
away from other concerns; but Sleet said he had no heart for it and

Val entine, when he agreed at her urging to try it, was so funble
fingered fromlack of practice that he woul d have abandoned the attenpt
in the first five mnutes, but for Carabella's insistence. "O course
you're rusty!" she said. "Do you think the skill stays sharp w thout
some honing? But it comes back, if you work at it. Here, Valentine:
catch! Catch! Catch!"

I ndeed she was right. Alittle effort, and he began to feel once nore
the old sense that the union of hand and eye could carry himto a pl ace



where tine had no nmeaning and all of space becanme a single infinite
point. The Skandars, though they nust surely have known that juggling
had once been Valentine's profession, were plainly astounded at seeing
a Coronal do any such thing, and gaped in undisguised curiosity and awe
as Valentine and Carabella tossed a notley gal axy of objects back and
forth to one another.

"Hoy!" she cried, and "Hoy!" and "Hoy!"™ as she led himon to ever
nore conplex feats. They were nothing conpared with the tricks she had
routinely perforned in the old days, for her skill had been great

i ndeed, and they were trivial even in conparison with the |evel of
techni que that Val entine, never Carabella's equal as a juggler, once
had mastered. But it was fair going, he thought, for soneone who had
not juggled seriously in close to a decade. Wthin an hour, rain
soaked and sweat soaked though he was, he felt better than he had in
nont hs.

Sl eet appeared and, watching them seened to draw out of his anxiety
and gl oom after a while he noved closer, and Carabella tossed a knife
and a club and a hatchet to him and he caught them casually and began
to weave theminto a lofty playful cascade to which he added three nore
thi ngs that Val entine sent his way. There was perhaps a shade of
strain visible on Sleet's face that would not have been there a decade
ago except when he was doing his famous routine of juggling

bl i ndf ol ded, naybe but in no other way did he betray any | essening of
his great skill. "Hoy!" he cried, sending the club and the hatchet
back toward Val enti ne, and renorsel essly sendi ng ot her things

Val entine's way before the Coronal had caught the first. Then he and
Val entine and Carabella went at it with very great seriousness indeed,
as though they were wandering jugglers once nore, and were rehearsing
for a perfornmance before the royal court.

Sleet's display of virtuosity inspired Carabella to sonme intricate
feats of her own, which led Sleet to call for sone even nore difficult
maneuvers, and before long Valentine was totally out of his depth. All
the sane he attenpted to keep up with themas |ong as he could, and did
a creditable job at it, only dropping an occasional thing until he
found hi nmsel f bonbarded. from both sides at once by a | aughi ng
Carabell a and a cool, intense Sleet: and he found hinsel f suddenly al

el bows and no fingers, and all owed everything to go tunbling fromhis

grasp.

"Ah, my lord, that's no way to do it!" boonmed a harsh and wonderful |y
fam liar voice.

"Zal zan Kavol ?" Valentine cried in amazement and gl ee.

The huge Skandar canme bounding toward him quickly maki ng the starburst
salute and then scooping up all the things that Val entine had dropped,;
and with a manic delight he began to toss themat Sleet and Carabella
inthat wild four-armed way of his that could push any human juggl er

no matter how skilled, to the Iimts of his ability.

Val entine | ooked deeper into the jungle and saw the others running

t hrough the rain: Lisanon Hultin, with the Vroon perched on her

shoul der, Tunigorn, Tisana, Ermanar, Shanamir, and still nore, erupting
one after another froma battered and nud-splattered fl oater parked not
far amay. Al of thermhad cone, Valentine realized everyone whom he
had left behind ,n G homa, the entire party reunited at last. "Get out
the wine!" he cried. "This calls for celebration!™ He rushed anong



them enbracing this one and that, straining upward to throw his arms
about the giantess, pumeling Shanamir joyfully, clasping hands
solemmly with the dignified Ermanar, seizing Tunigomin a hug that

m ght have throttled a weaker nman.

"My lord," shouted Lisanon, "'you will never go off by yourself again,
so long as | livel Wth all respects, ny lord. Never again!

Never!"

"I'f I had known, ny lord," said Zal zan Kavol, "that when you said you

woul d travel a day's journey ahead of us to the Steiche, that there was
going to be a stormof such force, and that we would not see you again
for this many weeks ah, ny lord, what kind of guardi ans do you think we
are, to let you escape fromus this way? Wen Tuni gom said you had
survived the stone, but had gone chasing off into Piurifayne w thout
waiting for us ah, ny lord, my lord, if you were not nmy lord | would
have wanted to commt treason upon you when | caught up with you again,
believe ne, ny lord!"

"And will you forgive me this escapades"” Val entine asked.

"My lord, ny lord!"

"You know it was never ny intention to separate myself fromyou this
long. That was why i sent Tunigorn back, to find you and have you cone
after me. And each night | sent nessages to you | put the circlet on

| strived with all ny nind's strength to reach out and touch you you,
Del i anber, and you, Tisana "

"Those nessages reached us, ny lord," said Deliarnber
""They did?"

"Ni ght after night. It gave us much joy, knowi ng that you were
alive.

"And you made no reply?" Val entine asked.

"Ah, my lord, we replied every tine," the Vroon said. "But we knew we
were not getting through, that my power was not strong enough over such
a distance. W longed to tell you to stay where you were, and |let us
cone to you; but every day you were farther into the jungle, and there
was no hol ding you back, and we were unable to overtake you, and

could not reach your mnd, my lord. | could not reach your mnd."

"But finally you did get through."

"Wth the hel p of your nother the Lady," said Delianber. "Tisana went
to her in sleep, and won from her a sending, and the Lady understood;
and she made of her own mind the courier for nmine, carrying me where
could not go myself. And that was how we spoke to you at last. M
lord, there is so much to tell you, now"

"Indeed,"” said Tunigorn. "You'll be astonished, Valentine. | pledge
you that."

"Astoni sh nme, then," Val entine said.

Del i anber said, "Tunigomhas told you, | think, that we discovered the
agricultural expert Y-Uulisaan to be a Shapeshifter spy?"



"So he has told nme, yes. But how was this discovered?"

"The day you set out for the Steiche, nmy lord, we cane upon Y-Uulisaun
deep in the comunion of mnds with sonme far-off person. | felt his
m nd reaching forth; |I felt the force of the comunion. And

i medi ately | asked Zal zan | Cavol and Lisanon to apprehend him"

Val entine blinked. "How could Y-Uulisaan possibly have had such a
power ?"

"Because he was a Shapeshifter, my lord," said Tisana, "and the
Shapeshifters have a way of linking mnd to mnd using the great
sea-dragon kings as their joi mg-place."

Li ke a man who has been attacked fromtwo sides at once, Val entine

gl anced from Ti sana to Delianber, and back at the ol d dream speaker
again. He struggled to absorb the nmeaning of the things they had said,
but there was so nmuch in themthat was strange, that was entirely
bewi | dering, that he could at first grasp very little. "It baffles
me," he said, "to hear of Metanorphs speaking to one another through
sea dragons. Who could have supposed the dragons had any such power of
m nd?"

"Water-kings, nmy lord, is what they call them" Tisana said. "And it
appears that the water-kings have very powerful nminds indeed. Which
enabl ed the spy to file his reports with great ease."

"Reports on what?" said Valentine uneasily. "And to whon®"

"When we found Y-1Julisaan in this communion," said Delianber, "Lisanon
and Zal zan (avol seized him and he at once began to change his shape.
W woul d have brought himto you for interrogation, but you had gone
ahead to the river, and then the storm began and we could not follow
So we interrogated himourselves. He adnmitted that he was a spy, ny
lord, who would help you to formulate the governnent's response to the
pl agues and blights7 and then i medi ately send word of what that
response would be. \Which was of great aid to the Metanorphs as they
went about the business of causing and spreadi ng those pl agues. ™

Val enti ne gasped. "The Metanorphs causing the plaguer spreading the
pl agues ?"
"Yes, nmy lord. Y-Uulisaan told us all. W were ah not gentle with

him In secret |aboratories here in Piurifayne the Metanorphs have for
years devel oped cultures of every eneny of our crops that has ever
afflicted them And when they were ready, they went forth in a

t housand di sqgui se~ sonme of them ny lord, actually went to farmers
masquer adi ng as provincial agricultural agents, pretending to offer new
ways of increasing farmyield, and secretly scattered their poisons
over the fields while inspecting them And also certain creatures were
let loose by air, carried by birds that the Metanorphs released. O

t hi ngs were sprayed, and became drifting clouds "

Stunned, Val entine | ooked toward Sl eet and said, "Then we have been at
war, and did not know it!"

"We know it now, ny lord," said Tunigorn

"And | have been traveling through the ki ngdom of ny enemy, thinking in



nmy foolishness that all | needed to do was speak soft words, and open
my arns in |lover and the Danipiur would smle and the Divine would

bl ess us once again. But in truth the Danipiur and her people have
been waging a terrible war against us all the while, and "

"No, my lord," Delianmher said. "Not the Danipiur. Not so far as we
know. "

"What do you say?"

"The one whom Y-Uul i saan served is naned Faraataa, a being consuned
with hate, a wild man, who could not get the Danipiur to give her
backing to his program and therefore went off with his followers to
launch it hinmself. There are two factions anong the Metanor phs,

do you see, ny lord? This Faraataa |eads the radical ones, the

war hung~y ones. It is their plan to starve us into chaos and conpel us
to | eave Majipoor. \Whereas the Danipiur appears to be nore noderate,
or at least less fierce."

"Then | must continue toward Ilirivoyne and speak with her."
"You will never find Ilirivoyne, ny lord," said Delianber.
"And why is that?"

"They have taken the City apart, and they carry it on their backs
through the jungle. | feel its presence when |I cast ny spells but it
is a presence that noves. The Danipiur flees you, ny lord. She does
not want to nmeet with you. Perhaps it is too dangerous politically

per haps she is unable to control her own people any |longer, and fears
they will all go over to the faction of Faraataa if she shows any favor
toward you. | amonly guessing, ny lord. }3ut | tell you, you wll
never find her, even if you search in this jungle a thousand years."

Val enti ne nodded. "Probably you are right, Delianber. Certainly you

are right." He closed his eyes and sought desperately to quell the
turmoil in his mnd. How badly he had nisjudged things; howlittle he
had understood! "This communicati on between Metanorphs through the

m nds of sea dragons how | ong has that been going on?"

"Perhaps quite sone time, ny lord. The sea dragons appear to be nore
intelligent than we have thought and there seenms to be sone kind of

al liance between them and the Metanorphs, or at |east with sone

Met amorphs. It is very unclear.™

"And Y-Uulisaan? Where is he? W should question himfurther on these
t hi ngs."

"Dead, ny lord," said Lisanon Hultin.

"How i s that?"

"When the stormstruck, all was confusion, and he attenpted to escape.
W recaptured himfor a nmoment, but then the wind tore himfromny
grasp and it was inpossible to find himagain. W discovered his body

t he next day."

"A small loss, ny lord," Delianber said. "W could have extracted
little else fromhim'



"I would have liked the chance to speak with him all the sane,"”

Valentine replied. "Well, it will not happen. Nor will | speak with
the Dani piur either, | suppose. But it is hard for ne to abandon that
idea. |Is there utterly no hope of finding Ilirivoyne, Delianber?"

"None, | think, ny lord."

"I see her as an ally: does that sound strange to you? The Metanorph
gueen and the Coronal, joined in | eague agai nst those who wage

bi ol ogi cal warfare against us. Folly, eh, Tunigorn? Cone, speak
openly: you think it's folly."

Tuni gom shrugged. "On that score | can say very little, Valentine. |
know only that | believe Delianber is right: the Danipiur wants no
meeting with you, and will not allow herself to be found. And | think

that to spend further time in quest of her now"

"Wwul d be foolish. Yes Folly indeed, while there's so nuch for nme to
do el sewhere."

Valentine fell silent. Absentm ndedly he took a couple of the juggling
i mpl enents from Zal zan Kavol and began to toss themfrom hand to hand.
Pl agues, fam nes, fal se Coronals, he thought. Madness. Chaos.

Bi ol ogi cal warfare. The anger of the Divine made manifest. And the
Coronal trekking endl essly through the Metanorph jungle on a fool's

m ssion? No. No.

To Deliamber he said, "Do you have any idea where we are now?"

"As best | can cal cul ate' sone nineteen hundred m | es sout hwest of
Piliplok, my lord."

"How | ong, then, do you think it would take us to get there?"
Tunigomsaid, "I wouldn't go to Piliplok at all just now, Valentine."
Frowni ng, Val entine said, "Wy so?"

"The danger."

"Danger? For a Coronal? | was there just a month or two ago, Tuni gom
and | saw no danger!"

"Thi ngs have changed. Piliplok has proclained itself a free republic,
so the word reaches us. The citizens of Piliplok, still having anple
food supplies in storage, were fearful of having those supplies

requi sitioned for use in Khyntor and Nil noya; and so Piliplok has
seceded fromthe comonweal th."

Val entine stared as though into an infinite abyss. "Seceded? A free
republic? These words have no meani ng!"

"Neverthel ess, they seemto have neaning for the citizens of Piliplok
W have no idea what sort of reception they would give you these days.
| think it mght be wise to go el sewhere until the situation becones
cl earer?" Tuni gom sai d.

Angrily Val entine responded, "How can | permt myself to fear entering
one of ny own cities? Piliplok would return to its allegiance the



monent | arrived!"

Carabel | a said, "Can you be certain of that? Here is Piliplok, puffed
up with pride and selfishness: and here cones the Coronal, arriving in
a worn-out floater, wearing mldewed rags. And will they hail you, do
you think? They have conmitted treason, and they know it. They m ght
conpound that treason rather than risk yielding thenselves mldly up to
your authority. Best not to enter Piliplok except at the head of an

arnmy, | say!"
"And |," Tuni gon~ added.

Val entine | ooked in dismay toward Delianber, toward Sleet, toward
Ermanar. They net his gaze silently, solemly, sadly, bleakly.

"Then am | overthrown agai n?" Val entine asked, of no one in
particular. "A ragged wanderer once nore, am1? | dare not enter
Piliplok? | dare not? And false Coronals in Khyntor and N -noya: they
have arm es, | suppose, and | have hornones so | dare not go there
either. Wat shall | do, become a juggler a second tinme?" He |aughed.
"NO, | think not. Coronal is what | am Coronal is what | shal
remain. | thought | was done with this business of making repairs to
my place in the world, but evidently not. Get me out of this jungle,
Delianber. Find ne ny way to the coast, to some port city that stil
gives me homage. And then we'll go forth in search of allies, and set
things to rights all over again, eh?"

"And where shall we find those allies, ny lord?" Sleet asked.
"\Wherever we can," said Valentine with a shrug.
8.

Thr oughout the journey down from Castle Munt through the valley of the
@ ayge to the Labyrinth, H ssune had seen signs, wherever he |ooked, of
the turmoil that lay upon the land. Although in this gentle and
fertile region of Al hanroel the situation had not yet grown as troubled
as it was farther west, or in Zinroel, there was nevertheless a visible
and virtually tangi bl e tension everywhere: |ocked gates, frightened
eyes, clenched faces. But in the Labyrinth itself, he thought, nothing
seened greatly to have changed, perhaps because the Labyrinth had

al ways been a place O |ocked gates, frightened eyes, clenched faces.

Though the Labyrinth m ght not have changed, H ssune had; and the
change was evident to himfromthe nonent he entered the Muth of
Waters, that grand and opul ent cerenonial gateway traditionally used by
t he Powers of Mjipoor when coming into the city of the

Pontifex. Behind himlay the warm hazy afternoon of the d ayge Vall ey,
fragrant breezes, green hills, the joyous throbbing glow of rich
sunlight. Ahead lay the eternal night of the Labyrinth's secretive
hermetic coils, the hard glitter of artificial lighting, the strange
lifelessness of air that has never known the touch of wind or rain. And
as he passed fromthe one realmto the other, H ssune inmagined for just
a flickering instant that a massive gate was cl angi ng shut behind him
that some horrific barrier now separated himfromall that was
beautiful in the world; and he felt a chill of fear

It surprised himthat a nere year or two on Castle Munt coul d have
wor ked such a transformation in himthat the Labyrinth, which he



doubt ed he had ever |oved, but where he had certainly felt at ease,
shoul d have becone so repellent to him And it seemed to himthat he
had not really understood, until this nmonent, the dread that Lord
Valentine felt for the place but H ssune had had a taste of it now, the
nmerest tincture of it, enough to let himsee for the first tine what
kind of terror it was that invaded the Coronal's soul when he undertook
thi s downward j ourney.

H ssune had changed i n another way. Wen he had taken his | eave of the
Labyrinth he had been nobody in particular a knight-initiate, to be
sure, but. that was no very inportant thing, especially to Labyrinth
dwel l ers, not easily inmpressed by such matters of worldly ponp. Now he
was returning just a few years later as Prince H ssune of the Counci

of Regency. Labyrinth dwellers m ght not be inpressed by ponp, but
they were by power, especially when it was one of their own that had
attained it. Thousands of themlined the road that |led fromthe Muth
of Blades to the Labyrinth's outer ring, and they jostled and shoved to
get a better ook at himas he canme riding through the great gateway
aboard a royal floater that bore the Coronal's own colors, and with a
retinue of his own as if he were Coronal hinmself. They did not cheer
or screamor call out his nane. Labyrinth people were not known to do
such things. But they stared. Silent, plainly awe-smitten, very
likely envious, they watched himw th a sullen fascination as he passed
by. He imagined that he saw his old playnmate Vani noon in the crowd,
and Vani moon's pretty sister, and Ghisnet and Heul an and half a dozen
others of the old Guadel oom Court bunch. Perhaps not: perhaps it was
only a trick of his mnd that put themthere. He realized that he
wanted themto be there, wanted themto see himin his princely robes
and his grand floater scrappy little Hi ssune of Guadel oom Court
transformed now into the Regent Prince Hissune, with the aura of the

Castle crackling about himlike the light of another sun. It's Al

right to indulge in such petty pride once in a while, isn't it? he
asked hinmself. And he replied, Yes, yes, why not? You can allow
yourself a little bit of small-m ndedness once in a while. Even saints
sometines nmust feel snmug, and you' ve never been accused of saintliness.
But allowit, and be done with it, and nove along to your tasks. A
steady diet of self congratulation bloats the soul

Pontifical officials in formal masks were waiting for himat the edge
of the outer ring. Wth great solicitousness they greeted Hi ssune and
took himat once to the Iift shaft reserved for Powers and their

em ssaries, which carried himswiftly down to the deep inperial |evels
of the Labyrinth.

In short order he was installed in a suite nearly as ostentatious as
the one perpetually set aside for the Coronal ~s own use. Alsimr and
Stimon and H ssune's other aides were given el egant roonms of their own
adjoining his. Wen the Pontifical l|iaison officials were done
bustling about seeing to H ssune's confort, their chief announced to
him "The hi gh spokesnan Hornkast will be deeply pleased to dine with
you this evening, my lord."

Despite hinmsel f, Hissune felt a little shiver of wonder. Deeply

pl eased He still had enough of the Labyrinth in himto regard Hornkast
wi th veneration bordering on fear: the real master of the Labyrinth,

t he puppeteer who pulled the Pontifex's strings. Deeply pleased to
dine win you this evening, ny lord. Really? Honkast? It was hard to
i magi ne ol d Hornkast deeply pl eased about anything, H ssune thought. M
lord, no less. Well, well, well.



But he could not allow hinself to be awed by Hornkast, not a vestige,
not a trace. He contrived to be unready when the high spokesnman's
envoys cane calling for him and was ten mnutes late setting out. Wen
he entered the high spokesman's private di ning chanber ~ hall of such
glittering magnificence that even a Pontifex m ght have found its
grandeur excessive Hissune restrained hinmself fromoffering any sort of
sal ute or obeisance, though the inpulse fluttered quickly through him
This is Hornkast he thought, and wanted to drop to his knees. But you
are Hi ssune! he told hinmself angrily, and renai ned standi ng,
dignified, faintly aloof. Hornkast was, Hi ssune conpelled hinmself to
keep in mnd, nmerely a civil servant; whereas he hinself was a person
of rank, a prince of the Munt, and a nmenber of the Council of Regency
as well.

It was difficult, though, not to be swayed by Hornkast's form dabl e
presence and power. He was old ancient, even yet he | ooked robust and
energetic and alert, as though a witchery had stripped thirty or forty
of his years fromhire. H s eyes were shrewd and inplacable, his snile
was unsettlingly intricate, his voice deep and strong. Wth the
greatest of courtesy he conducted Hissune to the table and of fered him
some rare glistening wine, a deep scarlet in hue, of which Hi ssune
prudently took only the nobst shall ow and wi dely spaced of sips. The
conversation, am able and general at first, then nore serious, remained
totally in Hornkast's control, and Hi ssune did not resist that. They
spoke at first of the disturbances in Zinroel and western Al hanroe

H ssune had the inpression that Hornkast, for all his sober when as he
tal ked of these things, was no nore deeply troubl ed by anything that
took place outside the Labyrinth than he woul d be by events on sone
other world and then the high spokesman cane round to the matter of
Elidath's death, for which he hoped H ssune woul d convey ful

condol ences when he returned to the Munt; and Hornkast stared keenly
at Hi ssune as though to say, | know that the passing of Elidath has

wor ked great changes in the succession, and that you hal ve energed into
a nost powerful position, and therefore, Ochild of this Labyrinth, |
am wat chi ng you very carefully. Hi ssune expected that Hornkast, having
heard enough of the news from overseas to be aware that Elidath was
dead, would go on nowto inquire after the safety of Lord Val entine;

but to his amazenent the hi gh spokesman chose to speak next of other
matters entirely, having to do with certain shortages now nmanifesting

t hensel ves in the granaries of the Labyrinth. No doubt that problem
was much on Hornkast's mnd, Hi ssune thought; but it was not primarily
to discuss such things that he had undertaken this journey. Wen the
hi gh spokesman paused for a noment Hissune, seizing the initiative at

| ast, said, "But perhaps it is time for us to consider what | think is
the nost critical event of all, which is the di sappearance of Lord

Val entine. "

For once Hornkast's invincible serenity seened shaken: his eyes
flashed, his nostrils flared, his lips quirked quickly in surprise.

"Di sappear ance?, "

"While Lord Valentine was traveling in Piurifayne we | ost contact with
him and we have not been able to reestablish it."

"May | ask what the Coronal was doing in Piurifayne?"

H ssune offered a light shrug. "A mssion of great delicacy, | am
given to understand. He was separated fromhis party in the sane storm



that took Elidath's Iife. W have heard nothing since."
"And is the Coronal dead, do you think?"

"I have no idea, and guesses are wi thout value. You can be sure we are
maki ng every effort to resune contact with him But | think we nust at
| east allow for the possibility that Lord Valentine is dead, yes. W
have had di scussions to that effect at the Castle. A plan of
succession is energing."

"Ah. "

""And of course the health of the Pontifox is sonething that nust
figure promnently in our planning,"” said H ssune.

"Ah. Yes. | quite understand."

"The Pontifex, | take it, remains as he has been?"

Hor nkast made no i medi ate reply, but stared at Hi ssune with nysterious
and disconforting intensity a long while, as if engaged in the nost

intricate of political calcul ations.

Then at length he said, "Wuld you like to pay a call on his
maj esty?"

If not the |ast thing H ssune woul d have expected the hi gh spokesnman to
say, it was close to it. A visit to the Pontifex? He had never

dreaned of such a thing! 1t took hima nmonent to naster his
ast oni shment and regain his poise. Then he said, as coolly as he could
manage it, "It would be a great privilege."

"Let us go, then."
" Now?"
"Now, " sai d Hornkast.

The hi gh spokesman signal ed; servitors appeared and began cl eari ng away
the remmants of the neal; noments |ater Hissune found hinself aboard a
smal | snub-nosed floater, wth Hornkast beside him traveling down a
narrow tunnel until they came to a place where they could go only on
foot, and where one bronze door after another seal ed the passageway at
fifty-pace intervals. Hornkast opened each of these by sliding his
hand into a hidden panel, and eventually one final door, inscribed with
a gol d-chased | abyrinth synbol and the inperial nonogram over it,
yi el ded to the high spokesman's touch and admitted themto the inperial
t hr one- chanber.

H ssune's heart pounded with terrifying force. The Pontifox! dd nmad
Tyeveras! Throughout all his life he had scarcely believed that any
such person truly existed. Child of the Labyrinth that he was, he had
regarded the Pontifex always as sone sort of supernatural being, hidden
away here in the depths, the reclusive master of the world; and even
now, for all Hi ssune's recent fanmliarity with princes and dukes and

t he househol d of the Coronal and the Coronal hinself, he regarded the
Pontifex as a being apart. dwelling in a realmof his own, invisible,
unknowabl e, unreal, inconceivably renote fromthe world of ordinary

bei ngs.



But there he was.

It was exactly as the legend had it. The sphere of blue glass, the

pi pes and tubes and wires and cl anps, the colored fluids bubbling in
and out of that |ife-support chamber, and the old, old man within,
sitting weirdly upright on the high-backed throne atop its three
shal | ow steps. The eyes of the Pontifex were open. But did they see?
Was he alive at all?

"He no | onger speaks," Hornkast said. "It is the latest of the
changes. But the physician Sepulthrove says that his mind is stil
active, that his body retains its vitality. Go forward another step or
two. You may |look closely at him See? See? He breathes. He
blinks. He is alive. He is nost definitely alive."

H ssune felt as though he had stunbled into the presence of sonething
of a former epoch, sone prehistoric creature niracul ously preserved.
Tyeveras! Coronal to the Pontifex Ossier, how many generations ago?
Survivor out of history. This nman had seen Lord Kinni ken with his own
eyes. He had been old already when Lord Malibor came to the Castle.
And here he still was: alive, yes, if this was in fact life.

Hor nkast said, "You may greet him"

H ssune knew t he convention: one pretended not to speak directly to the
Ponti fox, but addressed one's words to the hi gh spokesnman, pretending
that the high spokesman would relay themto the nonarch; but that was
not actually done.

He said, "I pray you offer his majesty the greeting of his subject
Prince Hi ssune son of Elsinore, who nost hunbly expresses his reverence
and obedi ence. "

The Pontifex made no reply. The Pontifex showed no sign of having
heard anyt hi ng.

"Once," said Hornkast, "he would make sounds that | reaned to
interpret, in response to what was said to him No longer. He has not
spoken in months. But we speak to himstill, even so."

H ssune said, "Tell the Pontifox, then, that he is beloved by all the
worl d, and his nane is constantly in our prayers.”

Silence. The Pontifex was notionl ess.
"Tell the Pontifex also," H ssune said, "that the world turns on its
course, that troubles come and go, that the greatness of Majipoor wll
be preserved. "

Sil ence. No response whatever
"Are you done?" Homkast asked.

H ssune stared across the roomat the enigmatic figure within the gl ass
cage. He longed to see Tyeveras stretch forth his hand in bl essing,

| onged to hear himspeak words of prophesy. But that woul d not happen
Hi ssune knew.

"Yes," he said. "l'mdone."



"Cone, then."

The hi gh spokesman | ed Hi ssune fromthe throne chamber. Qutside,

Hi ssune realized that his fine robes were soaked with sweat, that his
knees were quivering. Tyeveras! |If I live to be as old as he is,

H ssune thought, | will never forget that face, those eyes, that blue
sphere of gl ass.

Hor nkast said, "It is a new phase, this silence. Sepulthrove nmaintains
that he is still strong, and perhaps so. But possibly this is the

begi nning of the end. There nust be sonme linmt, even with all this
machi nery. "

"Do you think it will be soon?"

"I pray it is, but I have no way of knowing. W do nothing to hasten
the end. That decision is in Lord Valentine's hands or in the hands of
his successor, if Valentine no |longer lives."

"If Lord Valentine is dead," said Hi ssune, "then the new Coronal m ght
i medi ately ascend to Pontifex. Unless he too chooses to sustain the
life of Tyeveras."

"Indeed. And if Lord Valentine is dead, who then, do you think, wll
be that new Coronal ?"

Hor nkast's stare was overwhel ming and nerciless. Hissune felt hinself
sizzling in the fire of that stare, and all his hard-won shrewdness,

all his sense of who he was and what he neant to achieve nelted from
him | eaving himvul nerable and nuddl ed. He had a sudden wild dizzying
i mage of hinself catapulted upward through the Powers, becom ng Corona
one norning, giving the orders to disconnect this tubing and machi nery

at noon, becoming Pontifex by nightfall. But of course that was
absurd, he told hinmself in panic. Pontifox? Me? Next nmonth? It was
a joke. It was altogether preposterous. He struggled for bal ance and

succeeded after a nmonent in drawing hinself back to the strategy that
had seened so obvious to himat the Castle: if Lord Valentine is dead,
D wi s nmust becone Coronal, and then Tyeveras at |ast nust die, and
Divvis goes to the Labyrinth. It nust be that way. It nust.

H ssune said, "The succession cannot, of course, be voted upon until we
are certain of the Coronal's death, and daily we offer our prayers for
his safety. But if in fact some tragic fate has befallen Lord
Valentine, | think it will be the pleasure of the Castle princes to
invite the son of Lord Voriax to ascend the throne."

"Ah. "

"And if that should come to pass, there are those of us who think it
woul d be desirable then to allow the Pontifex Tyeveras at last to
return to the Source."

"Ah," said Homkast. "Ah, yes. You nake your meaning quite clear, do
you not?" His eyes met Hi ssune's one final tine: cold, penetrating,
all-seeing. Then they grew mlder, as though a veil had been drawn
over them and suddenly the high spokesman seemed to be nothing nore
than a weary old nan at the end of a long and fatiguing day. Honkast
turned away and wal ked slowy toward the waiting floater. "Come," he
said. "It grows late, Prince Hissune."



Late it was indeed, but Hi ssune found it all but inmpossible to sleep. |
have seen the Pontifex, he thought again and again. | have seen the
Pontifex. He lay awake and tossing half the night, with the innage of

t he ancient Tyeveras blazing in his mnd; nor did that image relent
when sl eep did conme, but burned even brighter, Pontifex on throne

wi thin sphere of glass. And was the Pontifex weeping, H ssune
wondered? And if he wept, for whomdid he weep?

At nmidday the next day Hi ssune, acconpani ed by an official escort, made
the journey up level to the outer ring of the Labyrinth, to Guadel oom
Court, to the drab little flat where he had lived so | ong.

El sinore had insisted that it was wong for himto come, that it was a
grave breach of protocol for a Prince of the Castle to visit so shabby
a place as Guadel oom Court even for the sake of seeing his own nother
But Hi ssune had brushed her objections aside. "I will cone to you," he
said. "You nmust not cone to me, nother."

She seened not greatly altered by the years since they last had nmet. If
anyt hi ng, she | ooked stronger, taller, nore vigorous. But there was an
unfam |iar wariness about her, he thought. He held out his awns to her
and she hel d back, uneasy, alnpbst as if she did not recognize him as
her son.

"Mt her?" he said. "You know ne, don't you, nother?"
"I want to think | do."
"I amno different, nother."

"The way you hold yourself, now the |ook in your eye the robes you wear

"I amstill Hi ssune."
"Prince Regent Hi ssune. And you say you are no different?"

"Everything is different now, nother. But sone things remain the
same." She appeared to soften a little at that, to relax, to accept
him He went to her and enbraced her

Then she stepped back. "Wat will happen to the world, Hi ssune? W
hear such terrible things! They say whol e provinces have starved. New
Coronal s have procl ai mred thensel ves. And Lord Val enti ne where is Lord
Val entine? W know so little down here of what goes on outside. Wat
wi Il happen to the world, H ssune?"

H ssune shook his head. " it is all in the hands of the D vine,
mother. But | tell you this: if there is a way to save the world from
this disaster, we wll save it."

"I feel myself beginning to shiver, when | hear you say we. Sonetines
in dreans | see you on Castle Munt, anong the great |ords and princes
| see them!looking to you, | see them asking your advice. But can it
be true? | amconming to understand certain things the Lady visits ne
often when | sleep, do you know that? but even so, there is so much to
understand so much that | nust absorb "

"The Lady visits you often, you say?"



"Sometines two or three tines a week. | amgreatly privileged by that.
Al though it troubles ne, also: to see her so tired, to feel the weight
that presses on her soul. She cones to nme to help me, you know, but
yet | feel sonetimes that | should help her, that | should | end ny
strength to her and let her lean on ne "

"You will, nother."
"Do | understand you rightly, H ssune?"

For a |l ong nonment he did not reply. He glanced about the ugly little
roomat all the old famliar things of his childhood, the tattered
curtains, the weary furniture, and he thought of the suite where he had
passed the night, and of the apartnents that were his on Castle

Mount .

He said, "You will not remain in this place nmuch | onger, nother."
"Where am| to go, then?"
Agai n he hesitated.

Quietly he said, "I think they will nmake me Coronal, mother. And when
they do, you nmust go to the Isle, and take up a new and difficult task.
Do you conprehend what | say?"

"l ndeed. "
"And are you prepared, nother?"

"I will do what | nust," she told him and she sm | ed, and shook her
head as though ID disbelief. And shook the disbelief away, and reached
forth to take himinto her arns.

"Now | et the word go forth," Faraataa said.

It was the Hour of the Flame, the midday hour, and the sun stood high
over Piurifayne. There would be no rain today: rain was inpermssible
today, for this was the day of the going forth of the word, and that
was a thing that must be acconplished under a rainless sky.

He stood atop a towering w cker scaffold, |ooking out over the vast
clearing in the jungle that his followers had made. Thousands of trees
killed, a great slash upon the breast of the land; and in that huge
open space his people stood, shoulder to shoul der, as far as he could
see. To each side of himrose the steep pyrami dal forns of the new
temples, nearly as lofty as his scaffold. They were built of crossed

| ogs, interwoven in the ancient patterns, and fromtheir sunmits flew
the two banners of redenption, the red and the yellow. This was New
Velalisier, here in the jungle. Next year at this time, Faraataa was
resolved, these rites would he celebrated at the true Velalisier across
the sea, reconsecrated at |ast.

He performed now t he Five Changes, easily and serenely journeying from
formto form the Red Wrman, the Blind G ant, the Flayed Man, the Fina
Ki ng, each Change punctuated by a hissing outcry fromthose who | ooked
on, and when he underwent the fifth of the Changes, and stood forth in
the formof the Prince To Cone, the sound was overwhel ming. They were
crying out his nanme now in nounting crescendos: "Faraataa! Faruataal



FARAATAA! "

"I amthe Prince To Come and the King That Is,
often cried in his dreans.

he cried, as he had so

And they replied: "All hail the Prince To Conme, who is the King That
st

And he said, "Join your hands together, and your spirits, and |let us
call the water-kings."

And they joined hands and spirits, and he felt the strength of them
surging into him and he sent out his call

Brothers in the sea

He heard their nmusic. He felt their great bodies stirring in the
depths. Al the kings responded: Maaznoorn, G rouz, Sheitoon, this,
Narai n, and nore. And joined, and gave of their strength, and nmade
fromthensel ves a trunpet for his words.

And his words went forth, to every land, to all who had the capacity to
hear .

You who are our eneny, listen! Know that the war is proclaimed agai nst
you, and you are already defeated The tinme of reckoning has cone. You
cannot withstand us. You cannot withstand us. You have begun to
perish, and there is no saving you now.

And the voices of his people rose about him "Faraataa! Faraataa!
Far aat aa! "

H s skin began to glean. His eyes emtted a radi ance. He had becone
the Prince To Come; he had becone the King That Is.

For fourteen thousand years this world has been yours, and now we have
regained it. Co fromit, all you strangers! Get into your ships and

t ake yourselves to the stars fromwhich you cane, for this world now is
ours. Co!

" Far aat aal Faraat aa!"

o, or feel our heavy wath! Go, or be driven into the seal o, or we
wi Il spare none of you

"Far aat aa! "

He spread wide his arms. He opened hinself to the surging energies of
all those whose souls were |linked before him and of the water-Kkings
who were his sustenance and his confort. The tinme of exile and sorrow,
he knew, was ending. The holy war was nearly won. Those who had
stolen the world and spread thensel ves across it |ike a swarm of

mar audi ng i nsects now woul d be crushed.

Hear me, Oenenies. | amthe King That Is!

And the silent voices cried in deafening tones:

Hear him O enemies. He is the King That Is!



Your tine has cone! four day is done! Your crimes will be punished,
and none will survive! Go from our world!

Go from our world!
"Faraataa!" they cried aloud. "Faraataa! Faraataa!"
"I amthe Prince To Come. | amthe King That Is!"

And they answered him "All hail the Prince To Cone, who is the King
That Is!"

Four :
THE BOOK OF THE
PONTI FEX

"A strange day, ny lord, when the Coronal nust come as a beggar to the
King of Dreams,"” Sleet said, holding his hand outspread before his face
to shield hinmself against the torrid wind that blew unrelentingly
toward them out of Suvrael. Just a few hours nore and they woul d nake
| andfall at Tol aghai, |argest of the southern continent's ports.

"Not as a beggar, Sleet," said Valentine quietly. "As a brother-in
arnms seeking aid agai nst a conmon eneny."

Carabella turned to himin surprise. "A brother-in-arnms, Valentine?
Never before have | heard you speak of yourself in such a warlike
way. "

"W are at war, are we not?"

"And will you fight, then? And will you take lives with your own
hand?"

Val entine peered closely at her, wondering if she were sonehow trying

to goad him but no, her face was gentle as ever, her eye were | oving.
He said, "You know | will never shed blood. But there are other ways

of waging war. | have fought one war already, with you beside ne: did
| take life then?"

"But who were the enemies then?" Sleet denanded inpatiently. "Your
own dearest friends, msled by Shapeshifter deception! Elidath

Tuni gorn Stasilaine~Mrigant all of themtook the field against you. O
course you were gentle with them You had no wish to slay such as
Elidath and Mrigant: only to win themto your side."

"Dominin Barjazid was no dear friend of mne. | spared himalso: and
think we will be glad of that now "

"An act of great mercy, yes. But we have a different sort of eneny now
shape-shifter filth, cruel vermn "

"Sleet !"

"That is what they are, my lord! Creatures that have vowed to destroy
all that we have built on our world."



"On their world, Sleet," said Valentine. "Renenber that: this is their
world."

" Was, ny lord. They lost it to us by default. A mere few mllion of
them on a planet |arge enough for "

"And shall we have this tired dispute one nore time, then?" Carabella
burst out, making no effort to disguise her irritation. "Why? Is it
not hard enough to breathe the blowtorch stuff that comes out of
Suvrael, without straining our lungs in such futile talk as this?"

"I only mean to say, ny lady, that the war of restoration was such a
war as could be won by peaceful nmeans, by open arns and a | oving
enbrace. W have a different kind of eneny now. This Faraetaa is
consumed with hatred. He will not rest until we are all dead: and wll
he be won by |ove, do you think? Do you, ny |ord?"

Val entine | ooked away. "We will use whatever nmeans are appropriate,”
he said, "to nake Malipoor whol e again."

"If you are sincere in what you say, then you rmust be prepared to
destroy the eneny," replied Sleet darkly. "Not merely pen themup in
the jungle as Lord Stianmpt did, but to exterminate them to eradicate
them to end forever the threat to our civilisation that they "

"Exterm nate? FEradicate?" Valentine |laughed. "You sound prehistoric,
Sleet!”

"He does not nean it literally, my lord," Carabella said.
"Ah, he does, he does! Don't you, Sleet?"
Wth a shrug Sleet said, "You know that mny |oathing of Meta norph sis

not entirely of ny own making, but was laid upon me in a sending a
sendi ng out of that very land that |lies ahead of us. But apart from

that: | think their lives are forfeit, yes, for the damage they have
al ready done. | make no apol ogy for believing that."
"And you woul d nassacre millions of people for the crimes of our

| eaders7 Sleet, Sleet, you are nore than a threat to our civilisation
than ten thousand Metanorphs!”

Color surged to Sleet's pale fleshless cheeks7 but he said nothing.

"You are offended by that," Valentine said. "I nmeant no offecse."

In a low voice Sleet said, "The Coronal need not ask the pardon of the
bl oodt hi rsty barbarian who serves him my lord."

"I had no desire to nock you. Only to disagree with you."

"Then let us disagree," said Sleet. "If | were Coronal, | would kil
themall."

"But | am Coronal at least in some parts of this world. And so long as
I am | win search for ways of winning this war that fall short of
exterm nations and eradications. |s that acceptable to you, Sleet?"

"\What ever the Coronal wi shes is acceptable to me, and you knowit, ny
lord. | tell you only what | would do if | were Coronal."



"May the Divine spare you fromthat fate," said Valentine, with a faint
smile.

"And you, ny lord, fromthe need to neet violence with viol ence, for
know it is not in your nature," responded Sleet, smling even nore
faintly. He offered a formal salute. "W will be arriving shortly in
Tol aghai ," he said, "and | rmust nmake a great many arrangenents for our
accomodations. My | have |leave to withdraw, mnmy |ord?"

As Sl eet noved off down the deck, Valentine stared after hima nonent;
t hen, shadi ng his eyes agai nst the harsh bl aze of the sun, he shred
into the wind at the southern continent, now a dark massi ve shape
sprawl i ng on the horizon

Suvrael! The nane al one evoked a shiverl

He had never expected to cone here: the stepchild anong Miipoor's
continents, forgotten, neglected, a sparsely popul ated pl ace of barren
and forbi ddi ng wastel ands, alnost entirely bleak and arid, so little
like the rest of Majipoor as to seemalnost like a slice of some other
pl anet. Though nillions of people dwelled here, clustered in half a
dozen cities scattered through the |east uninhabitable regions of the
pl ace, Suvrael for centuries had maintained only the nost perfunctory
of ties with the two main continents. Wen officials of the centra
government were sent off for a tour of duty there, they regarded it
virtually as a penal sentence. Few Coronals had ever visited it.

Val entine had heard that Lord Tyeveras had been there, on one of his
several grand processionals, and he thought that Lord Kinni ken once had
done the same. And of course there was the fanous exploit of Dekkeret,
roam ng the Desert of Stolen Dreans in the conpany of the founder of
the Bariazid dynasty' but that had happened | ong before he had becone
Cor onal

Qut of Suvrael canme only three things that inmpinged on the life of
Maj i poor in any inportant way. One was wi nd: out of Suvrael at al
nmont hs of the year poured a torrent of searing air that fell brutally
upon the southern shores of Al hauroel and Zinroel and rendered them
nearly as disagreeable as Suvrael itself. Another was neat: on the
western side of the desert continent, mists rising fromthe sea drifted
inland to sustain a vast grassland where cattle were raised for
shipnent to the other continents. And the third great export of

Suvrael was dreams. For a thousand years now the Bariazids had held
sway as Powers of the realmfromtheir great domain inland of Tol aghai
with the aid of thought-anplifying devices, whose secret they jealously
guarded, they filled the world with their seedings, stern and

troubl esone infiltrations of the soul that sought and found anyone who
had done injury to a fellow citizen, or even was mnerely contenpl ati ng
it. In their harsh and austere way the Barjazids were the consci ences
of the world, and they | ong had been the rod and the scourge by which
the Coronal and the Pontifex and the Lady of the Isle were able to
sustain their nore benign and gentle node of government.

The Met anor phs, when they made their first abortive try at insurrection
early in Valentine's reign, had understood the power of the King of
Dreanms, and when the head of the Barjazids, old Sinonan, had fallen
ill, they had cunningly substituted one of their own in the place of
the dying man. \Which had led then to the usurpation of Lord

Val entine's throne by Sinmonan's youngest son Doninin, though he had
never suspected that the one who had urged himinto that rash adventure



was not his true father but a Metanorph counterfeit.

And yes, Valentine thought, Sleet was right: how strange indeed that
t he Coronal now should be turning to the Barjazids al nost as a
suppliant, when his throne was once nore in jeopardy.

He had come al nost accidentally to Suvrael. |In making their retreat
fromPiurifayne, Valentine and his party had taken a sharp

sout heasterly route toward the sea, for it would clearly have been
unwi se to go northeast to rebellious Piliplok, and the central part of
the G homa coast was without cities or harbors. They energed finally
close by the southern tip of eastern Zinroel, in the isolated province
known as Bellatule, a hunid tropical land of tall saw edged grasses,
spi ce- nuck swanps, and feathered serpents.

The people of Bellatule were E ljorts, mainly: sober; glumfaced folk
wi th bul ging eyes and vast nouths filled with rows of rubbery chew ng
cartilage Mdst of themearned their livelihoods in the shipping trade,
recei vi ng manufactured goods fromall over Mjipoor and forwardi ng them
to Suvrael in return for cattle. Since the recent worl dw de upheaval s
had caused a sharp drop in manufacturing output and a nearly total
breakdown in the traffic between provinces, the nerchants of Bellatule
were finding their trade greatly di m nished; but at |east there had
been no fam nes, because the province was generally self sufficient in
its food supply, depending largely on its bountiful fisheries, and such
little agriculture as was practiced there had been untouched by the
blights afflicting other regions. Bellatule seened cal mand had

remai ned loyal to the central government.

Val entine had hoped to take ship there for the Isle, in order to confer
on matters of strategy with his another. But the shiprmasters of

Bel  atul e warned sternly hi magai nst maki ng the voyage to the Isle just
now. "No ship's gone north fromhere in nonths," they told him "It's
the dragons: they're running crazy out there, smashing anything that
sails up the coast or across toward the Archipelago. A voyage north or
east while that's going on would be suicide and nothing else.” It

m ght be six or eight nmonths nore, they believed, before the |ast of
the dragon swarnms that |ately had rounded the southeastern corner of
Zinroel had conpleted their journey into northern waters and the
maritime | anes were open again.

The prospect of being trapped in renote and obscure Bell atul e appall ed
Val entine. Going back into Piurifayne seemed pointless, and maeki ng any
sort of overland trek around the Metanorph province into the vast

m ddl e of the continent would be risky and slow. But there was one
other option. "W can take you to Suvrael, ny lord," the shipnmasters
said. "The dragons have not entered the southern waters at all and the
route remains untroubled.”™ Surrael? At first consideration the idea
was bizarre. But then Valentine thought, Wiy not? The aid of the

Barj azi ds m ght be valuable, certainly it ought not be scorned out of
hand. And perhaps there was sonme sea route out of the southern
continent to the Isle, or to Al hauroel, that woul d take hi m beyond the
zone infested by the unruly sea dragons. Yes. Yes.

So, then: Suvrael. The voyage was a swift one. And now the fleet of
Bel  atul e merchantmen, gliding steadily southward agai nst the scorching
wi nd, began its entry into Tol aghai harbor.

The city baked in the late afternoon heat. It was a dismal place, a
featurel ess clutter of mud-c~lored buildings a story or two high,



stretching on and on along the shore and interm nably back toward the
ridge of low hills that marked the boundary between the coastal plain
and the brutal interior desert. As the royal party was escorted
ashore, Carabella glanced at Valentine in consternation. He offered
her an encouragi ng smile, but wthout much conviction. Castle Munt
seened just then to be not ten thousand miles away, but ten mllion

But five magnificent floaters ornamented with bold stripes of purple
and yellow, the colors of the King of Dreans, waited in the courtyard
of the custons house. Guards in livery of the same colors stood before
them and, as Valentine and Carabel |l a approached, a tall, powerful

| ooking man with a thick black beard lightly flecked with grey energed
fromone of the floaters and began to walk slowy toward them |inping
slightly.

Val entine renenbered that linp well, for it once had been his. As had
t he body that the bl ack-bearded man once wore: for this was Dom nin
Barjazid, the former usurper, by whose orders Lord Val entine had been
cast into the body of some unknown gol den-haired man so that the
Barjazid, taking Valentine's own body for his own, mght rule in

Val entine's guise on ('castle Mount. And the |linmp was the doing of the
young Val enti ne of |ong ago, when he had smashed his leg in a foolish
accident while riding with Elidath in the pygnmy forest by Anbl enbrn on
t he Mount.

"My lord, welcone," said Dominin Barjazid with great warnth. "You do
us a high honor by this visit, for which we have hoped so many
years."

Most subm ssively he offered Valentine the starburst gestur~with
trenbling hands' the Coronal observed. Valentine was far from unnmoved
hinself. For it vitas a strange and di sturbing experience once again
to see his first body, now in the possession of another. He had not
cared to undergo the risk of having that body back, after the defeat of
Domi nin, but all the sanme it stirred a mighty confusion in himto see
anot her's soul |ooking outward through his eyes. And also it stirred
himto see the onetime usurper now so wholly redeened and cl eansed of
his treasons and so genuine in his hospitality.

There had been sone who had wanted Dominin put to death for his crinmne.
But Val entine had never been willing to countenance such tal k. Perhaps
some barbarian king on sone renote prehistoric world mght have had his
enem es executed, but no crine not even an attenpt on a Coronal's life
had ever drawn so severe a penalty on Majipoor. Besides, the fallen
Domi mm had col | apsed i nto madness, his nmind wholly shattered by the
revel ation that his father, the supposed King of Dreans, was in truth a
Met anor ph i npost or .

It woul d have been sensel ess to inpose any sort of punishnment on such a
ruined creature. Valentine, upon resuning his throne, had pardoned
Dom ni n and had had hi m handed over to emissaries of his famly, so

that he mght he returned to Suvrael. There he slowy nended. Sone
years afterward he had begged | eave to cone to the Castle to ask the
Coronal 's forgiveness. "You have ny pardon al ready," Val entine had

replied; but Dom nin came anyway, and knelt nost hunbly and sincerely
bef ore hi mon audi ence day in the Confal ume throne-room and cl eared
the burden of treason from his soul

Now, thought Valentine, the circunstances are greatly altered once
again: for this is Domnin's own domain, and I amlittle nore than a



fugitive init.

Dom nin said, "My royal brother Mnax has sent me, ny lord, to convey
you to Pal ace Barjazid, where you are to be our guest. WIIl you ride
with ne in the |lead floater?"

The pal ace lay well outside Tolaghai, in a cruel and dol eful valley.
Val entine had seen it now and then in dreanms: an om nous, nenacing
structure of dark stone, topped with a fantastic array of sharp-tipped
towers and angul ar parapets. Cearly it had been designed to
intimdate the eye and inspire dread.

"How hi deous!" Carabella whi spered, as they neared it.
"Wait," said Valentine. "(ny wait!"

They passed within the great gloony portcullis and entered a pl ace that
on the inside displayed no kinship to its forbidding and repell ent
exterior. Airy courtyards resounded to the gentle nusic of splashing
fountains, and cool, fragrant breezes replaced the bitter heat of the
outer world. As Valentine disnmounted fromthe floater with Carabella
on his arm he saw servitors waiting with iced wi nes and sherbets, and
heard mnusicians strumm ng on delicate instruments. |In the nmidst of al
waited two figures clad in | oose white robes, one soft-faced and pal e
and round-bellied, the other |ean, hawk-faced, tanned al nost bl ack by
the desert sun. About the forehead of the hawk-faced one rested the
dazzl i ng gol den di adem that marked himas a Power of Maji poor

Val entine scarcely needed to be told that this was M nax Bariazid, now
King of Dreams in his late father's place. The other and softer nman
was his brother Cristoph, in all likelihood. Both made the starburst
gesture, and M nax cane forward to offer Valentine a bow of chided

bl ue wine with his own hands.

"My lord,"” he said, "these are stark tines in which you cone cani ng on
us. But we greet you in all joy, no matter how sonber the nonent

seens. W are mightily in your debt, nmy lord. Al that is ours is
yours. And all that we command is at your service." It was obviously
a speech he had prepared with care, and the resonance and snoot hness of
his delivery showed careful rehearsal. But then the King of Dreans

| eaned forward until his hard and glittering eyes were only inches from
the Coronal's own, and in a different voice, deeper, nore private, he
said, "You may have refuge here as long as you wi sh."

Quietly Valentine replied, "You msunderstand, your highness. | have
not come here to take refuge, but to seek your aid in the struggle that
i es ahead."

The King of Dreans seened startled by that. "Such aid as | can give is
yours, of course. But do you truly see any hope that we can fight our
way free of the turnoil that assails us? For |I must tell you, ny lord,
that | have | ooked at the world very closely through this" he touched
hi s di adem of power "and | see no hope nyself, ny |lord, none, none at
all.”

2.
An hour before twilight the chanting started again down in N -noya:

t housands or perhaps hundreds of thousands of voices crying out with
tremendous force, "Thallinon! Thallinmon! Lord Thallinmon! Thallinon!



Thal linon!" The sound of that fierce jubilant outcry came rolling up
the sl opes of the outlying G nbeluc district and swept over the quiet
precincts of the Park of Fabul ous Beasts |ike a great unstoppable
vave.

It was the third day since the denobnstrations in honor of the newest of
t he new Coronal s had begun, and tonight's uproar was the nost frenzied
so far. Very likely it was acconpanied by rioting, |ooting, w despread
destruction. But Yarmuz Khitain scarcely cared. This had already been
one of the nost terrifying days he had experienced in all his |ong
tenure as curator of the park, an assault on everything that he

consi dered proper and rational and sane why shoul d he now be perturbed
over a little noise that some fools were making in the city?

At dawn that day Yarmuz Khitain had been awakened by a very young
assistant curator who told himtimdly, "Vingole Nayila has conme back
sir. He is waiting at the east gate."

"Has he brought nmuch back with hin®"

"Ch, yes, sir! Three transport floaters full, sirl"

"I"l1l be right down," said Yarruz Khitain.

Vingol e Nayila, the park's chief field zool ogi st, had been expl oring
for the past five nmonths in the disturbed areas of north centra

Zinmroel. He was not a man of whom Yarmuz Khitain was greatly fond, for
he tended to be cocky and overly self-satisfied, and whenever he
exposed hinself to deadly peril in the pursuit of sone el usive beast he

made sure that everyone knew just how deadly the peril had been. But
prof essionally he was superb, an extraordinary collector of wld

ani mal s, indefatigable, fearless. Wen news had first begun to arrive
that unfamiliar and grotesque creatures were causing havoc in the
regi on between Khyntor and Dul orn, Nayila had | ost no tine nounting an
expedi tion.

And a successful one, evidently. When Yarmuz Khitain reached the east
gate he saw Nayila strutting busily about on the far side of the energy
field that kept intruders out and the rare animals in. Beyond that
zone of pink haze Nayila was supervising the unloading of a vast nunber
of wooden containers, fromwhich canme all nmanner of hisses and grow s
and buzzes and drones and yel ps. At the sight of Khitain, Nayila

| ooked across and yell ed:

"Khitain! You won't believe what |I've brought back!"
"WIl | want to?" asked Yarmuz Khitain.

The accessioning process, it seemed, had al ready begun: the entire
staff, such as still remained, had turned out to transport Nayila's
animals in their boxes through the gate and off toward the receiving
bui | di ng, where they could be installed in holding cages until enough
was understood about themto allow their release into one of the open
habitat ranges. "Careful!"™ Nayila bellowed, as two men struggling
with a massive container nearly let it fall on its side. "If that
animal gets loose, we're all going to be sorry but you first of ah!"
Turning to Yarnuz Khitain, he said, "lIt's a real horror show Predators
all predators teeth like knives, claws |like razors I'mdamed if | know
how | got back here alive. Half a dozen tines | thought | was done
for, and ne not having even recorded any of this for the Register of



Souls. Wiat a waste that woul d have been, what a waste!
But here | am Conme you' ve got to see these things !"

A horror show, yes. Al norning |long, and on deep into the afternoon,
Yarrmuz Khitain found hinself witness to a procession of the inpossible
and the hideous and the wholly unacceptabl e: freaks, nonsters, ghastly
anonal i es.

"These were running around on the outskirts of Mazadone," said Nayil a,
indicating a pair of small furious snarling animals with fiery red eyes
and three savagely sharp horns ten inches long rising fromtheir
foreheads. Yarmuz Khitain recognized themby their thick reddish fur
as hai guses but never had he seen a haigus with horns, nor any so
determ nedly vicious. "Nasty little killers,"” Nayila said. "I watched
them run down a poor brave that had gone wild, and kill it in five

m nutes by | eaping up and goring it in the belly. | bagged them while
they were feeding, and then this thing cane down to finish off the
carcass." He pointed to a dark-w nged canavong with a sinister black
beak and a single glowering eye in the center of its distended
forehead: an innocent scavenger nysteriously transformed into a thing
out of nightmare. "Have you ever seen anything so ugly?"

"I would never want to see anything uglier,"” said Yarnuz Khitain.

"But you will. You will. Uglier, meaner, nastier just watch what
cones out of these crates.”

Yarmuz Khitain was not sure he wanted to. He had spent all his life
with aninmals studying them |earning their ways, caring for them
Loving them in a real sense of the word. But these these

"And then look at this,"” Nayila went on. "A niniature dbunkar, maybe a

tenth the size of the standard nodel, and fifty tinmes as quick. It
isn'"t content to sit there in the sand and poke around with its snout
in search of its dinner. No, it's an evil little fast-noving thing

that comes right after you, and woul d sooner chew your foot off at the
ankl e than breathe. O this: a manculain, wouldn't you say?"

"OF course. But there are no manculains in Zinroel."

"That's what | thought, too, until | saw this fellow back of Vel at hys,
al ong the mountain roads. Very sinilar to the nmancul ai ns of Stoienzar
isit not? But with at |east one difference.” He knelt beside the

cage that held the rotund many-|egged creature and made a deep runbling
sound at it. The mancul ain at once runbl ed back and began nenaci ngly
to stir the long stiletto-1ike needles that sprouted all over its body,
as though it intended to hurl themthrough the wire mesh at him Nayila
said, "It isn't content with being covered with spines. The spines are
poi sonous. One scratch with them and your arm puffs up for 256

a week. | know. | don't know what woul d have happened if the spine
got in any deeper, and | don't want to find out. Do you?"

Yarnmuz Khitain shivered. it sickened himto think of these horrendous
creatures taking up residence in the Park of Fabul ous Beasts, which had
been founded | ong ago as a refuge for those animals, nost of them
gentl e and inoffensive, that had been driven close to extinction by the
spread of civilisation on Majipoor. O course the park had a good many
predators in its collection, and Yarnmuz Khitain had never felt |ike



of fering apol ogies for them they were the work of the Divine, after
all, and if they found it necessary to kill for their nmeals it was not
out of any innate mal evol ence that they did so. But these these

77:ese animals are evil, he thought. Tiny ought to be destroyed

The t hought astounded him Nothing like it had ever crossed his mnd
before. Animals evil? How could animals be evil? He could say, |
think this animal is very ugly, or, |I think this animal is very
dangerous, but evil? No. No. Aninmals are not capable of being evil,
not even these. The evil has to reside elsewhere: in their creators.
No, not even in them They too have their reasons for setting these
beasts | oose upon the world, and the reason is not sheer nal evol ence
for its own sake, unless | amgreatly m staken. Were then is the
evil? The evil, Khitain told hinself, is everywhere, a pervasive thing
that slips and slides between the atons of the air we breathe. It is a
uni versal corruption in which we all participate. Except the

ani nal s.

Except the ani mals.
"How is it possible,” Yarmuz Khitain asked, "that the Metanorphs have
the skill to breed such things?"

"The Met anorphs have many skills we've never bothered to learn a thing
about, it would appear. They've been sitting out there in Piurifayne
concocting these animals quietly for years, building up their stock of
them Can you inmagi ne what the place where they kept themall nust
have been |ike a horror zoo, nonsters only? And now they've been kind
enough to share themw th us."

"But can we be certain the animals cone from Piurifayne?"

"I traced the distribution vectors very carefully. The lines radiate
outward fromthe regi on southwest of Ilirivoyne. This is Metanorph
wor k, no doubt about that. It sinply can't happen that two or three
dozen | oat hsonme new ki nds of aninmals would burst onto the scene in
Zinmroel all at the same time by spontaneous nutation. W know that
we're at war these are weapons, Khitain."

The ol der man nodded. "1 think you're right."
"l"ve saved the worst for last. Cone: |ook at these."

In cage of closely woven netal nmesh so fine that he was able to see
through its walls, Khitain observed an agitated horde of small w nged
creatures fluttering angrily about, battering thensel ves agai nst the
sides of the cage, striking it furiously with their |eathery bl ack

wi ngs, falling back, rising again for another try. They were furry
little things about eight inches long, with disproportionately |arge
nmout hs and beady, glittering red eyes.

"Dhiims," said Nayila. "I captured themin a dw kka forest over by
Bor gax. "

"Dhiinms?" Khitain said hoarsely.
"Dhiims, yes. Found them feeding on a couple of little forest-brethren

that | suppose they'd killed so busy eating they didn't see ne com ng
| knocked themout with ny collecting spray and gathered themup. A



few of them woke up before |I got themall in the box. |'mlucky still
to have ny fingers, Yarnuz."

"I know dhiins," said Khitain. "They're two inches long, half an inch
wi de. These are the size of rats.”

"Yes. Rats that fly. Rats that eat flesh. Carnivorous giant dhiins,
eh? Dhiinms that don't just nibble and nip, dhiinms that can strip a
forest brother down to its bones in ten mnutes. Aren't they |lovely?
I magi ne a swarmof themflying into N-noya. A mllion, two mllion
thick as nosquitos in the air. Swooping down. Eating everything in
their way. A new plague of |ocusts--flesh-eating |ocusts "

Khitain felt hinself growing very calm He had seen too nuch today.
Hi s mind was overl oaded with horror.

"They would make life very difficult,” he said mldly.

"Yes. Very very difficult, eh? W'd need to dress in suits of arnor."
Nayi |l a | aughed. "The dhiinms are their masterpiece, Khitain. You don't
need bonbs when you can launch deadly little flying rodents agai nst
your eneny. Eh? Eh?"

Yarrmuz Khitain nade no reply He stared at the cage of frenzied angry
dhiins as though he were looking into a pit that reached down to the
core of the world.

From far away he heard the shouting begin: "Thallinmon! Thabi non Lord
Thal I'i mon! "

Nayi |l a frowned, cocked an ear, strained to nake out the words.
"Thal linon? |s that what they're yelling?"

"Lord Thallinon," said Khitain. "The new Coronal. The new new
Coronal. He surfaced three days ago, and every night they have a big

2s8
rally for himoutside N ssinorn Prospect."

"There was a Thalli nbn who used to work here. Is this sonme relative of
hi s?"

"The sane man,"? Khitair said
Vi ngol e Nayil a | ooked stunned.

"What ? Six nonths ago he was sweepi ng dung out of zoo cages, and now
he's Coronal? |Is it possible?"

"Anybody can be Coronal -low, " Yarnmuz Khitain said placidly. "But only
for a week or two, so it seens. Perhaps it will be your turn soon
Vingole." He chuckled. "O nine."

"How did this happen, Yarnuz?"

Khitain shrugged. Wth a wi de sweep of his hand he indicated Nayila's
newly collected animals, the snarling three-horned hai gus, the dwarf

dbunkar, the single-eyed canavong, the dhiins: everything bizarre and
frightful, everything taut with dark hunger and rage. "How did any of



this happen?" he asked. "If such strangenesses as these are | oosed
upon the world, why not nake dung sweepers into Coronal s? First

juggl ers, then dung sweepers, then zool ogists, maybe. Well, why not?
How does it sound to you? "Vingole! Lord Vingole! Al hail Lord
Vingolel™ "

"Stop it, Yarmuz.'

"You' ve been off in the forest with your dhiins and your mancul ai ns.

I'"ve had to watch what's been happening here. | feel very tired,
Vingole. 1've seen too nuch.”
"Lord Thal limon! | nmagine!"

"Lord this, Lord that, Lord whoever a plague of Coronals all nonth, and
a couple of Pontifexes too. They don't last long. But let's hope
Thal I i non does. At least he's likely to protect the park," said
Khi t ai n.

" Agai nst what ?"

"Mob attack. There are hungry people down there, and up here we
continue to feed the animals. They tell me that agitators in the city
are stirring people up to break into the park and butcher everything
for meat."

"Are you serious?"

"Apparently they are."

"But these aninmals are priceless irreplaceable !"

"Tell that to a starving man, Vingole," said Khitain quietly.

Nayila stared at him "And do you really think this Lord Thallinon is
going to hold back the nob, if they decide to attack the park?"

"He worked here once. He knows the inportance of what we have here. He
must have had sone | ove for the aninmals, don't you think?"

"He swept out the cages, Yarnuz."

"Even so
"He may be hungry hinsel f, Yarnuz."

"The situation is bad, but not that desperate. Not yet. And in any
case what can be gained by eating a few scrawny siginmins and dinilions
and zanpi doons? One neal, for a few hundred people, at such a cost to
sci ence?"

"Mobs aren't rational," Nayila said. "And you overestinmate your
dung- sweeper Coronal, | suspect. He may have hated this place hated
his job, hated you, hated the aninmals. Also he nay decide that there
are political points to be made by | eading his supporters up the hil
for dinner. He knows how to get through the gates, doesn't he?"

"Why | suppose

"The whol e staff does. Were the key-boxes are, how to neutralize the



field so that you can pass through
"He wouldn't!"

"He may, Yarnuz. Take neasures. Armyour people.”

"Ann then? Wth what? Do you think | keep weapons here?"

"This place is unique. Once the animals perish, they'll never be
restored. You have a responsibility, Yarnuz."

From the di stance but not, Khitain thought, so distant as before cane
the cry "Thallinon! Lord Thallinon!"

Nayila said, "Are they com ng, do you think?"
"He wouldn't. He wouldn't"

"Thal i ron! Lord Thallinon!"

"I't sounds closer,"” Nayila said.

There was a conmotion down at the far end of the room One of the
ground keepers had cone running in, breathless, wld-eyed, calling
Khitain's name. "Hundreds of people!" he cried. "Thousands! Heading
toward G nbel uc!"

Khitain felt panic rising. He |ooked about at the nenbers of his
staff. "Check the gates. WMake absolutely sure everything' s shut
tight. Then start closing the inner gates whatever aninals are out in
the field should be pushed as far to the northern end of the park as
possi ble. They'Il have a better chance to hide in the woods back
there. And "

"This is not the way," Vingole Nayila said.

"What el se can we do? | have no weapons, Vingole. | have no
weapons! "

"1 do."
"What do you nean?"

"I risked nmy life a thousand tines to collect the animals in this park

Especially the ones | brought in today. | intend to defend them" He
turned away from Yarnuz Khitain. "Here! Here, give me a hand with
this cage!"

"What are you doi ng, Vingole?"

"Never mind. GCo see after your gates." Wthout waiting for help,
Nayi | a began to shove the cage of dhiins onto the little floater-dolly
on which it had been rolled into the building. Khitain suddenly

conpr ehended what weapon it was that Nayila meant to use. He rushed
forward, tugging at the younger man's arm Nayila easily pushed him
asi de, and, ignoring Khitain's hoarse protests, guided the dolly out of
t he buil di ng.

The invaders fromthe city, still roaring their |eader's nanme, sounded
closer and closer. The park will be destroyed, Khitain thought,



aghast. And yet if Nayila truly intends

No. No. He rushed fromthe building, peered through the dusk, caught
sight of Vingole Nayila far away, down by the east gate. The chanting
was nmuch | ouder now. “"Thallinmon! Thallinon!"

Khitain saw the nob, spilling into the broad plaza on the far side of
the gate, where each norning the public waited until the hour of
opening arrived. That fantastic figure in weird red robes with white
trimthat was Thallinon, was it not? Standing atop sone sort of

pal anqui n, waving his arns madly, urging the crowd on. The energy
field surrounding the park would hold back a few people, or an animal

or two, but it was not designed to withstand the thrust of a vast
frenzied nob. One did not ordinarily have to worry about vast frenzied
nobs here. But now

"Go back!" Nayila cried. "Stay away! | warn you!"
"Than inon! Than inon!"
"I warn you, keep out of here!™

They paid no attention. They thundered forward |like a herd of maddened
bi dl aks, chargi ng wi thout heedi ng anything before them As Khitain

wat ched in di smay, Nayila signaled to one of the gate nen who briefly
deactivated the energy barrier, I ong enough for Nayila to shove the
cage of dhiins forward into the plaza, yank open the bolt that fastened
its door, and dart back behind the safety of the hazy pink gl ow

"No," Khitain muttered. "Not even for the sake of defending the park
no no "

The dhiims streamed fromtheir cage with such swiftness that one little
animal blurred into the next, and they becanme an airborne river of
gol den fur and frantic black w ngs.

They sped upward, thirty, forty feet, and then turned and swooped down
with terrible force and inplacable voracity, plunging into the vanguard
of the npbb as though they had not eaten in nonths. Those under attack
did not seemat first to realize what was happening to then they tried
to sweep the dhiins away with irritated backhand sw pes, as one mi ght
try to sweep away annoying insects. But the dhiins would not be swept
away so easily. They dived and struck and tore away strips of flesh,
and flew upward to devour their meat in md-air, and cane swoopi ng down
again. The new Lord Thallinmon, spurting blood froma dozen wounds,
tunmbl ed from his pal anquin and went sprawing to the ground. The
dhiins closed in, returning to those in the front Iine who had al ready
been wounded, and slicing at them again and again, [burrow ng deep

twi sting and tugging at strands of exposed muscle and the tenderer

ti ssues beneath them "No," said Khitain over and over, fromhis

vant age point behind the gate. "No. No. No." The furious little
creatures were nerciless. The nob was in flight, people screamn ng
rwmng in all directions, a chaos of colliding bodies as they sought to
find the road back down to N -noya, and those who had fallen lay in
scarl et pools as the dhiins dived and dived and dived again. Some had
been laid bare to the bone nere rags and scraps of flesh remaining, and
that too being stripped away. Khitain heard sobbing; and only after a
nonment realized that it was his own.

Then it was all over. A strange silence settled over the plaza. The



mob had fled; the victims on the pavenent no | onger noaned; the dhlins,
sated, hovered briefly over the scene, wings whirring, and then rose
one by one into the night and flew off, the Divine only knew where.

Yarrmuz Khitain, trenbling, shaken, wal ked slowly away fromthe gate.
The park was saved. The park was saved. Turning, he | ooked toward
Vi ngol e Nayila, who stood |ike an avengi ng angel with his arns

out spread and his eyes bl azi ng.
"You shoul d not have done that," Khitain said in a voice so choked with
shock and | oathing that he could barely get the words out.

"They woul d have destroyed the park."

"Yes, the park is saved. But | ook |ook

Nayi |l a shrugged. "I warned them How could | let themdestroy all we
have built here, just to have a little fresh neat?"

"You shoul d not have done it, all the sane."

"You think so? | have no regrets, Yarrmuz. Not one." He considered
that a monent. "Ah: there is one. | wish |l had had tine to put a few
of the dhiins aside, for our collection. But there was no tine, and
they are all far away by now, and | have no wi sh to go back to Borgax
and | ook for others. | regret nothing else, Yarmuz. And | had no
choice but to turn them | oose. They have saved the park. How could we
have | et those madnen destroy it? How, Yarnuz? How?"

Though it was barely past dawn, brilliant sunlight illum nated the wi de
and gentle curves of the C ayge Valley when Hi ssune, rising early,
stepped out on the deck of the riverboat that was carrying himback
toward Castle Munt.

Of to the west, where the river made a fat bend into a district of
terraced canyons, all was m sty and hidden, as though this were tine's
first no ming But when he | ooked toward the east H ssune saw the
serene red-tiled roofs of the great city of Pendiwane glowing in the
early light, and far upriver the sinuous | ow shadow of the Makroposopos
waterfront was just conming into view Beyond |ay Apocrune, Stangard
Falls, Nimvan, and the rest of the valley cities, home to fifty
mllion people or nore. Happy places where life was easy; but now the
menaci ng aura of imm nent disruption hung over these cities, and

H ssune knew that all up and down the d ayge people were waiting
wonderi ng, fearing.

He wanted to stretch forth his arns to them fromthe prow of the
riverboat, to enfold theman in a warm enbrace, to cry out, "Fear
nothing! The Divine is with us! Al will be well!"

But was it true?

No one knows the will of the Divine, Hi ssune thought. But, |acking

t hat know edge, we must shape our destinies according to our sense of
what is fitting. Like sculptors we carve our lives out of the raw
stone of the future, hour by hour by hour, follow ng whatever design it
is that we hold in our minds; and if the design is sound and our
carving is done well, the result will seem pl easi ng when the | ast
chisel -stroke is made. But if our design is slapdash and our carving
is hasty, why, the proportions will be inelegant and the bal ance



untrue. And if the work thus 263

be faulty, can we say it was the will of the Divine that it is so? O,
rather, only that our plan was poorly conceived?

My plan, he told hinself, nmust not be poorly conceived. And then al
will be well; and then it will be said that the Divine was with us.

Thr oughout the swift river-journey northward he shaped and reshaped it,
as he travel ed past Jerrik and Ghi sel dom and Satti nor where the upper
@ ayge flowed fromthe foothills of Castle Mouunt. By the tinme he
reached Anmbl enom south westernnmost of the Fifty Cities of the Munt,

t he design of what had to be done was clear and strong in his mnd.

Here it was inpossible to continue farther by the river, for Anbl enmom
was where the C;|layge was born out of the host of tributaries that cane
tumbl i ng down out of the Munt, and none of those | esser rivers was
navi gable. By floater, then, he proceeded up the flank of the Mount,
through the ring of Slope Cities and that of Free Cities and that of
Guardian Cities, past Mrvole, where Elidath was born, and Nornork of
the great wall and the great gate, past Huyn, where the | eaves of al
the trees were scarlet or crimson or ruby or vermlion, past Geel of
the crystal palisade and Sigla Higher of the five vertical |akes, and
onward still, to the Inner Cties, Bangl ecode and Bonbifal e and
Peritole and the rest, and on, on, the party of floaters racing up the
enor nobus nount ai n.

"It is nore than | can believe," said Elsinore, who was making this
journey at her son's side. Never had she ventured r'fromthe Labyrinth
at all, and to begin her travels in the world by the ascent of Castle
Mount was no small assignment. Her eyes were as wide as a small
child's, Hi ssune observed with pleasure, and there were days when she
seened so surfeited with mracles that she could scarcely speak

"Wait," he said. "You have seen nothing."

Through Peritole Pass to Bonbifale Plain, where the decisive battle of
the war of restoration had been fought, and past the wondrous spires of
Bombi fale itself, and up another level to the zone of the High Cities
the nmountain road of gleam ng red flagstone | ed from Bonbifale to High
Morpi n, then through fields of dazzling flowers along the G and
Cal i nt ane Hi ghway, and up and up until Lord Valentine's Castle | ooned
overwhel mngly at the summit of all, sending its tentacles of brick and
masonry wandering in a thousand directions over the crags and peaks.

As his floater entered the D zi maul e Pl aza outsi de the southern wing,
H ssune was startled to see a del egation of welconers waiting for him
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Stasilaine was there, and Mrigant, and El zandir, and a retinue of
aides. But not Diws.

"Have they come to hail you as Coronal ?" Elsinore asked, and Hi ssune
sm | ed and shook his head.

"I doubt that very much," he said.
As he strode toward them across the green porcel ai n cobbl estones toward

t hem he wondered what changes had occurred here during his absence. Had
Diwi s proclainmed hinself Coronal? Were his friends here to warn himto



flee while he had the chance? No, no, they were sniling; they
clustered round, they enbraced himjubilantly.

"What news?" Hi ssune asked.
"Lord Valentine lives!" cried Stasil ai ne.

"The Divine be praised! Were is he now?"
"Suvrael," said Mrigant. "He is a guest at Pal ace Barjazid. So says
the King of Dreans hinself, and we have this very day had confirm ng
word fromthe Coronal."

"Suvrael!" Hi ssune repeated in wonder, as though he had been told that
Val entine had taken hinself off to some unknown continent in the mdst
of the Great Sea. or to some other world entirely. "Wy Suvrael? How
did he get there?"

"He came forth fromPiurifayne in the land of Bellatule," Stasilaine
replied, "and the unruliness of the dragons kept himfromsailing
north; and also Piliplok, as |I think you know, is in rebellion. So the
Bel latule folk took himto the southland, and there he has forged an
alliance with the Bariazids, who will use their powers to bring the
worl d back to sanity."

"A bol d nove."
"Indeed. He sails shortly for the Isle to neet again with the Lady."
"And then?" Hissune asked.

"That is not yet determined.” Stasilaine peered closely at Hissune.
"The shape of the nonths ahead is not clear. to us."

"I think it is to me," said H ssune. "Wiere is Diws?"

"He has gone hunting today," Elzandir said. "In the forest by
Frangi or."

"Why, that is an unlucky place for his famly!" Hissune said. "Is

that not where his father Lord Voriax was sl ain?"

"So it is," said Stasil aine.
"I hope he is nore careful," H ssune said. "There are great tasks
ahead for him And it surprises me that he is not here, if he knew
that this was the day of ny return fromthe Labyrinth." To Alsimr he
sai d,

"Go, sunmon ny lord Divvis: tell himthere nmust be a session of the
Council of Regency at once, and | await him" Then he turned to the
others and said, "I have commtted a grave discourtesy, ny lords, in
the first excitement of speaking here with you. For | have left this
good wonan to stand un introduced and that is not proper. This is the
| ady El sinore, ny nother, who for the first time in her |life behol ds
the world that |ies beyond the Labyrinth."

"My lords," she said, with color coming to her cheeks, but her face
ot herwi se betrayi ng no confusion, no enmbarrassmnent.



"The lord Stasilaine Prince Mrigant Duke El zandir of Chorg "

Each in turn saluted her with the highest respect, alnost as though she
were the Lady herself. And she received those salutes with a poise and
presence that sent shivers of the nost extreme delight through

Hi ssune.

"Let my nother be taken'" he said, "to the Pavilion of Lady Thiin, and
given a suite worthy of sone great hierarch of the Isle. 1 wll join
the rest of you in the council-chanber in an hour."

"An hour is not sufficient tine for the lord DDwis to return fromhis
hunt," said Mrigant mldly.

H ssune nodded. "So | conmprehend. But it is not ny fault that the
Lord Diwi s has chosen this day to go to the forest; and there is so
much that needs to be said and done that | think we nust begin before

he arrives. M lord Stasilaine, will you concur with nme in that?"
"Most surely."
"Then two of the three Regents are in agreenment. It is sufficient to

convene. M lords, the council-chanber in an hour?"

They were all there when H ssune, cleansed and in fresh robes, entered
the hall fifty mnutes later. Taking his seat at the high table beside
Stasil ai ne, he glanced about at the assenbled princes and said, "I have
spoken with Honkast, and | have beheld the Pontifex Tyeveras with ny
own eyes."

There was a stirring in the room a gathering of tension

H ssune said, "The Pontifex still lives. But it is not life as you or
| understand it. He no |onger speaks, even in such how s and shrieks
as have been his recent |anguage. He lives in another realm far away,
and | think it is the realmthat lies just on this side of the Bridge
of Farewells."

"And how soon, then is he likely to die?" asked Niman of Dundilmr.

"Ch, not soon, even now," replied H ssune. "They have their wtch
cries that can keep himfor some years yet, | think, from naking his
crossing. But | believe that that crossing cannot now be nuch | onger
allowed to wait."

"It is Lord Valentine's decision to nmake," said the Duke of Hal anx.

Hi ssune nodded. "Indeed. | will conme to that inalittle while." He
rose and wal ked to the world-map, and laid his hand over the heart of
Zinmroel. "While traveling to and fromthe Labyrinth | received the
regul ar di spatches. | know of the declaration of war agai nst us made
by the Piurivar Faraatoa, whoever he may be; and | know that the

Met amor phs now have begun to |l aunch not only agricultural plagues into
Zinmroel but also a horde of ghastly new animals that create terrible
havoc and fear. | amaware of the fam ne in the Khyntor district, the
secession of Piliplok, the rioting in Ni-nbya. | amnot aware of what
is taking place west of Dulr~rn, and I think no one is, this side of
the Rift. | know also that western Al hanroel is rapidly approaching
the chaotic condition of the other continent, and that the disruptions
are heading swiftly eastward, even to the foothills of the Muwunt. In



the face of all this we have done very little of a concrete nature so
far. The central government appears to have vani shed entirely, the
provi nci al dukes are behaving as though they are altogether independent
of one another, and we remain gathered on Castle Munt hi gh above the
cl ouds. "

"And what do you propose?" Mrigant asked.

"Several things. First, the raising of an arny to occupy the borders
of Piurifayne, to seal the province off, and to penetrate the jungle in
search of Faroataa and his followers, which |I grant you will be no easy
quest."

"And who will command this arny?" said the Duke of Hal anx.

"Permit me to return to that in a nonent," Hi ssune said. "To continue:
we nust have a second arny, also to be organized in Zinroel, to occupy
Piliplok peacefully, if possible, otherwise by force and restore it to
its allegiance to the central government. Third, we nust call a
general conclave of all provincial rulers to discuss a rationa

al l ocation of food supplies, with the provinces not yet afflicted
shari ng what they have with those suffering fromfamne making it
clear, of course, that we are calling for sacrifice but not an
intolerable sacrifice. Those provinces unwilling to share, if there
are any, will face mlitary occupation."

"A great many armies," said Manganot, "for a society that has so little
inthe way of a mlitary tradition."

"When arm es have been needed," Hi ssune replied, "we have been able to
rai se them sonehow. This was true in Lord Stianmot's time, and again
during Lord Valentine's war of restoration, and it will be the case
agai n now, since we have no choice | point out, though, that severa

i nformal arm es already exist, under the |eadership of the various

sel f procl ai med new Coronals. W can make use of those armes, and of
t he new Coronal s thensel ves."

"Mbke use of traitors?" the Duke of Hal anx cri ed.

"OfF anyone who can be of use," said H ssune. "W will invite themto
join us; we will give them high rank, though not, | trust, the rank to
whi ch they have appointed thenselves; and we will make it clear to them
that if they do not cooperate, we will destroy them?"

"Destroy?" Stasilaine said.
"It was the word | neant to use."

"Even Domi nin Barjazid was pardoned and sent to his brothers. To take
life, even the life of a traitor "

"I's notrifling matter," said Hissune. "I mean to use these nen, not
to kill them But |I think we will have to kill themif they will not
| et thensel ves be used. | beg you, though, let us consider this point
anot her tinme."

"You nmean to use these nen?" Prince Nimian of Dundilmr said. "You

speak nuch like a Coronal!"

"No," Hissune said. "I speak |like one of the two fromwhomthe choi ce,



by your own earlier agreenment, is to be nmade. And in the unfortunate
absence of ny lord Diwis | speak perhaps too forcefully. But | tel
you this, that | have given |Iong thought to these plans, and | see no
alternative to adopting them no matter who is to rule."

"Lord Valentine rules,"” said the Duke of Hal anx.
"As Coronal," said Hissune. "But | think we are agreed that in the

present crisis we nust have a true Pontifox to guide us, as well as a
Pontifex. Lord Valentine, so you tell nme, is sailing to the Isle to

nmeet with the Lady. | propose to nake the sane journey, and speak with
the Coronal, and attenpt to convince himof the inportance of ascending
to the Pontificate. |If he sees the wi sdomof nmy arguments, he will

then convey his wishes in the matter of a successor. The new Coronal
| think, must take up the task of pacifying Piliplok and Ni -noya, and
of wi nning over the allegiance of the false Coronals. The other of us,

| suggest, should have conmmand of the arnmy that will invade the
Met amor ph 1 ands.  For ny part it makes no difference to ne which it is
to wear the crown, Diwis or I, but it is essential that we take the

field at once and begin the restoration of order, which is already |ong
over due. "

"And shall we toss a royal-piece for it?" canme a voice suddenly from
t he doorway.

D wi s, sweaty-looking and unshaven and still in his hunting clothes,
stood faci ng Hi ssune.

H ssune smiled. "I amcheered to see you once again, ny lord
Divvis."

"I regret that | have m ssed so much of this nmeeting. Are we formng
arm es and choosi ng Coronal s today, Prince H ssune?"

"Lord Val entine nmust choose the Coronal," Hi ssune replied calmy. "Y' o
you and ne, after that, will fall the task of fornming the arm es and
leading them And it will be a while, | think, before either of us
again has the leisure for such pastines as hunting, ny lord." He

i ndi cated the vacant chair beside himat the high table. "WII you
sit, my lord Diwis? | have nade some proposals before this neeting,
which I will repeat to you, if you will grant ne a few monents for it.
And then we must cone to sone decisions. So will you sit and listen to
me, nmy lord Divvis? WIIl you sits"

Once nmore, then, to sea: through heat-haze and swelter, with the fiery
wi nd out of Suvrael at his back and a swift unceasing current fromthe
sout hwest pushing the ships swiftly toward northern | ands. Valentine

felt other currents, turbul ent ones, sweeping through his soul. The
words of the high spokesnman Honl cast at the banquet in the Labyrinth
still resounded in him as though he had heard them only yesterday, and

not what seened |ike ten thousand years ago.

The Coronal is the enbodi nent of Mjipoor. The Coronal is Mlipoor
personified He is the world; the world is the CoronalL

Yes. Yes.
And as he noved back and forth upon the face of the world, from Castle

Mount to the Labyrinth, fromthe Labyrinth to the Isle, fromthe Isle
to Piliplok to Piurifayne to Bellatule, fromBellatule to Suvrael now



from Suvrael again to the Isle Valentine's spirit opened ever nore

wi dely to the anguish of Mjipoor, his mnd grew ever nore receptive to
t he pain, the confusion, the madness, the horror, that now was ri pping
apart what had been the happi est and nost peaceful of worlds. N ght
and day was he flooded with the outpourings of twenty billion tormented
souls. And gladly did he receive it all; and eagerly did he accept and
absorb all that Majipoor must pour into hiny and willingly did he
search for ways of easing that pain. But the strain was wearying him
Too much conme flooding in, he could not process and integrate it all,
and often it baffled and overwhel med him and there was no escapi ng
fromit, for he was a Power of the realm and this was his task, which
coul d not be refused.

Al this afternoon he had stood by hinmself on the deck, staring

strai ght ahead, and no one dared approach him not even Carabella, so
conpl ete was the sphere of isolation in which he had encl osed hinsel f.
When after a tinme she did go to him hesitantly, timdly, it was in
silence. He smled and drew her close, her hip against his thigh, her
shoul der against He pit of his arm but still he did not speak, for he
had passed for the nmonent into a real mbeyond words, where he was calm
where the eroded places of his spirit might begin to heal somewhat. He
knew he could trust her not to intrude on that.

After a long while she glanced off to the west, and caught her breath
sharply in surprise. But still she did not speak

He said, as though fromfar away, "Wat is it you see, |ove?"

"A shape out there. A dragon shape, | think."

He nmade no reply.

She said, "Can it be possible, Valentine? They told us there wouldn't
be any dragons in these waters at this tinme of year. But what is it |
see, then?"

"You see a dragon."

"They said there wouldn't be any. But I'msure of it. Sonething dark
Sonething large. Swinming in the same direction we're going.

Val entine, how can there be a dragon here?"

"Dragons are everywhere, Carabella.”

"Am | imagining it? Perhaps it's only a shadow on the water a drifting
mass of seaweed, maybe "

He shook his head. "You see a dragon. A king-dragon, one of the great
ones."

"You say that w thout even | ooking, Valentine."
"Yes. But the dragon is there."
"You sense it?"

"I sense it, yes. That "Teat heavy dragon-presence. The strength of
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its mind. That powerful intelligence. | sensed it before you said



anyt hi ng. "

"You sense so many things, now," she said

"Too many," said Val enti ne.

He continued to | ook northward. The vast soul of the dragon lay like a
wei ght upon his. His sensitivity had grown during these nonths of
stress; he was able now to send his nind forth with scarcely an effort

i ndeed coul d scarcely keep hinself from doing so. Awake or asleep, he
roved deep into the soul of the world. Distance no |onger seened to be
a barrier. He sensed everything, even the harsh bitter thoughts of the
Shapeshifters, even the slow throbbing emanati ons of the sea dragons.

Car abel | a said, "What does the dragon want? 1Is it going to attack us,
Val enti ne?"

"l doubt it."

"Can you be sure of that?"

"I"mnot sure of anything, Carabella.”

He reached toward the great beast in the sea. He strived to touch its
mnd with his. For an instant there was sonething |ike contact a sense
of opening, a sense of joining. Then he was brushed aside as though by
a mghty hand, but not disdainfully, not contenptuously. It was as

t hough the dragon were saying, Not now, not here, not yet

"You | ook so strange," she said. "WII the dragon attack?"

"No. No."

"You seem frightened."

"Not frightened, no. I'msinply trying to understand. But | feel no
danger. Only watchful ness surveillance that powerful mnd, keeping

wat ch over us "

"Sendi ng reports on us to the Shapeshifters, perhaps?"

"That may be, | suppose.”

"If the dragons and the Shapeshifters are in alliance against us " "So
Del i anber suspects, on the evidence of soneone who is no | onger

avail abl e for questioning. | think it nay be nore conplex than that. |
think we will be a long time understanding what it is that links the
Shapeshifters and the sea dragons. But | tell you, | feel no

danger. "

She was silent a nmoment, staring at him

"You can actually read the dragon's m nd?"

"No. No. | feel the dragon s mind. The presence of it. | can read
nothing. The dragon is a nystery to ne, Carabella. The harder

strive to reach it, the nore easily it deflects ne."

"It's turning. It's beginning to swimaway fromus."



"Yes. | can feel it closing its mind to Pulling back, shutting ne
out."

"What did it want, ~ alentine? Wat did it |earn?"
"I wish | knew, " he said.

He clung tightly to the rail, drained, shaking. Carabella put her hand
over his a noment, and squeezed it; and then she noved away and they
were silent again.

He did not understand. He understood so very little. And he knew it
was essential that he understand. He was the one through which this
turmoil in the world might be resolved, and reuni on acconplished: of
that he was sure. He, only he, could bring the warring forces together
i nto harnony. But how? How?

When, years ago, his hr other death had unexpectedly made hima king,
he had taken on that burden wi thout a murmur, giving hinmself over fully
to it though often the kingship felt to himlike a chariot that was
pulling himmercilessly along behind it. But at |east he had had the
training a king nmust have. Now, so it was beginning to seem Mji poor
was demandi ng of himthat he beconme a god; and he had had no training
at all for that.

He sensed the dragon still there, somewhere not far away. But he could
make no real contact; and after a time he abandoned the attenpt. He
stood until dusk, peering to the north as though he expected to see the
Isle of the Lady shining Iike a beacon in the darkness.

But the Isle was still sone days' journey away. They were only now
passing the latitude of the great peninsula known as the Stoienzar. The
sea-road from Tol aghai to the Isle cut sharply across the Inner Sea

al nrost to Al hanroel to the Stoienzar's tip, practically~ nd then angl ed
up the back face of the Rodamaunt Archi pel ago to Numi nor port. Such a
route took fullest advantage of the prevailing wind fromthe south, and
of the strong Rodamaunt Current: it was far quicker to sail from
Suvrael to the Isle than fromthe Isle to Suvrael.

That evening there was nmuch di scussion of the dragon. In winter these
waters normal |y abounded with them for the dragons that had survived

t he autum hunting season customarily proceeded past the Stoienzar
coast on their eastward journey back to the G eat Sea. But this was
not winter; and, as Valentine and the others had al ready had the
opportunity to observe, the dragons had taken a strange route this
year, veering northward past the western coast of the Isle toward sone
nmyst eri ous rendezvous in the polar seas. But these days, though, there
were dragons everywhere in the sea, or so it seened, and who knew why?
Not |, Valentine thought. Certainly not I

He sat quietly anong his friends, saying little, gathering his
strength, replenishing hinself

In the night, lying awake with Carabella at his side, he listened to
the voices of Mjipoor file heard themcrying with hunger in Khyntor
and whinpering with fear In Pidruid; he heard the angry shouts of
vigilante forces running through the cobbled streets of Vel athys, and
t he barking outbursts of street-corner orators in Alaisor. He heard
his name called out, fifty mllion tines. He heard the Metanorphs in
their humd jungle savoring the triunph that was sure to conme, and he



heard the dragons calling to one another in great solem tones on the
floor of the sea.

And al so he felt the cool touch of his nmother's hand across his brow,
and the Lady saying, "You will be with ne soon, Valentine, and | will
give you ease." And then the King of Dreans was with himto decl are,
"This night will | traverse the world seeking your enemies, friend
Coronal, and if | can bring themto their knees, why, that | nean to
do." \Which gave himsone repose, until the cries of dismay and pain
began again, and then the singing of the sea-dragons, and then the
whi spering of the Shapeshifters; and so the night becane norning, and
he rose fromhis bed nore weary than when he had entered it.

But once the ships had passed the tip of the Stoienzar and entered into
the waters between Al hanroel and the Isle, Valentine' s mal ai se began to
l[ift. The bonbardnent of anguish fromevery part of the wodd did not
cease; but here the power of the Lady was paranount and grew daily
stronger, and Valentine felt her beside himin his mnd, aiding,

gui ding, conforting. |In Suvrael, confronted with the pessinmsmof the
Ki ng of Dreams, he had spoken el oquently of his conviction that the
worl d could be restored. "There is no hope," said Mnax Bariazid, to
whi ch Valentine replied, '"There is, if only we reach out to seize it.

| see the way." And the Barjazid said, "There is no way, and all is
lost,"” to which Valentine replied, "Only follow ne, and | will show the
way." And eventually he had pulled Mnax from his bl eakness and won

his grudgi ng support. That shard of hope that Valentine had found in
Suvrael had sonehow slipped fromhis grasp during this voyage north;
but again it seened to be returning.

Now the Isle was very close. Now each day it stood hi gher above the
hori zon, and every norning, as the rising sun struck its eastern face,
its chalky ranparts offered a brilliant display, pale pink in the first
light,

then a stunning scarlet that gave way inperceptibly to gold, and then
at last, when the sun was fully aloft, the splendor of total whiteness,
a whiteness that rang out across the waters |ike the clashing of giant
cynbal s and the upsurge of a vast sustained nel ody.

In Num nor port the Lady was waiting for himat the house known as the
Seven Walls. Once nore the hierarch Talinot Esul de conducted Val enti ne
to her in the Emerald Roony once nore he found her standi ng between the
potted tanigale trees, smling, her arnms outstretched to him

But startling and di smayi ng changes had occurred in her, he saw, since
that other time, not a year ago, when they had net in this room Her
dark hair was shot through, now, with strands of white; the warm gl eam
of her eyes had turned dull and alnost chilly; and tinme was maki ng

i nroads now even on her regal bearing, rounding her shoulders, pulling
her head down closer to themand thrusting it forward. She had seened
to him a goddess once; now she seemed a goddess bei ng transforned
gradually into an old woman, very nuch nortal

They enbraced. She seened to have grown so |ight that the nerest
vagrant gust would carry her away. They drank a cool gol den w ne
together, and he told her of his wanderings in Piurifayne, of his
voyage to Suvrael, of his meeting with Domi nin Bariazid, and of the
pl easure it had given himto see his old eneny restored to his right
m nd and proper allegi ance.



"And the King of Dreans?" she asked. "Was he cordial ?"

"To the utnost. There was great warnth between us, which surprised
ne."

"The Bariazids are rarely lovable. The nature of their life in that

| and, and of their dread responsibilities, prevents it, | suppose. But
they are not the nonsters that they are popularly thought to be. This

Mnax is a fierce man | feel it in his soul, when our minds neet, which
is not often but a strong and virtuous one."

"He views the future bleakly, but he has pledged his fullest support to
all that we nmust do. At this nmonent he | ashes the world with his nost
potent seedings, in the hope of bringing the nmadness into check."

"So | amaware," said the Lady. "These weeks past | have felt the
power of him flooding out of Suvrael, as it has never cone before. He
has | aunched a mghty effort. As have |, in ny quieter way. But it
wi Il not be enough. The world has gone nad, Valentine. Qur enem es'
star ascends, and ours wanes, and hunger and fear rule the world now,
not Pontifex and Coronal. You know that. You feel the madness

pressing upon you, engul fing you, threatening to sweep everything
away. "

"Then we will fail, nother? 1s that what you're saying? You, the
fountain of hope, the bringer of confort?"

Sone of the old steely nettle returned to ha eyes. "l said nothing of
failure. | said only that the King of Dreans and Lady of the Isle are
not of thenselves able to stemthe torrent of insanity."

"There is a third Power, mother. O do you think I amincapabl e of
wagi ng this war?"

"You are capable of anything you wish to achieve, Valentine. But even
three Powers are not enough. A |ame governnment cannot neet a crisis
such as afflicts us now. "

"Lanme?"

"It stands on three legs. There should be four. It is tine for old
Tyeveras to sleep.”

" Mot her "
"How | ong can you evade your responsibility?"

"I evade nothing, nmother! But if | bottle nyself up in the Labyrinth,
what purpose will that achieve?"

"Do you think a Pontifex is useless? How strange a view of our
commonweal th you rmust have, if you think that."

"l understand the value of the Pontifex."
"Yet you have rul ed without one throughout your whole reign."
"I't was not ny fault that Tyeveras was senile when | cane to the

throne. What was | to do, go on to the Labyrinth i mediately upon
becom ng Coronal? | had no Pontifex because | was not given one. And



the tine was not right for ne to take Tyeveras's place. | had work of
a nore visible kind to do. | still have."

"You owe Majipoor a Pontifex, Valentine."
"Not yet. Not yet."
"How I ong will you say that?"

"I must remain in sight. | nean to make contact with the Dani piur
somehow, nother' and bring her into a | eague with nme against this
Far aat aa, our eneny, who will weck all the world in the name of
regaining it for his people. |If |I amin the Labyrinth, how can

"Do you mean you will go to Piurifayne a second tine?"

"That would only fail a second time. Al the same, | see it as
essential that | negotiate with the Metanorphs. The Dani pi ur mnust
conprehend that | amnot |ike the kings of the past, that | recognize
new truths. That | believe we can no | onger repress the Metanorph in
t he

27s soul of Malipoor, but nust recognize it, and admit it to our mdst,
and incorporate it inus all."

"And this can only be done while you are Coronal ?"
"So | am convinced, nother."
"Exam ne your convictions again, then," said the Lady, in an inexorable

voice. "If indeed they are convictions' and not nerely a |oathing for
t he Labyrinth."

"I detest the Labyrinth, and nmake no secret of it. But |I will go to
it, obediently if not gladly, when the time cones. | say the tine is
not yet at hand. It may be close, but it is not yet here."

"May it not be long in coming, then. Let Tyeveras sleep at |ast,
Valentine. And let it be soon."

It was a small triunph, Faraataa thought, but one well worth savoring,
this sumons to nmeet with the Danipiur. So nany years an outcast,
flitting m serably through the jungle, so many years of being nocked
when he was not being ignored; and now the Danipiur had with the
greatest of diplomatic courtesy invited himto attend her at the House
of Offices in llirivoyne.

He had been tenpted at first to reverse the invitation, and tell her
loftily to cone to himin New Velalisier. After all, she was a nere
tribal functionary whose title had no pre-Exile pedigree, and he, by

t he accl amation of nmultitudes, was the Prince To Come and the King That
I's, who spoke daily with water-kings and commanded | oyalties far nore

i ntense than any the Dani piur could claim But then he reconsi dered:
how much nore effective it would be, he told hinmself, to march at the
head of his thousands into Ilirivoyne, and | et the Danipiur and all her
flunkeys see what power he held! So be it, he thought. He agreed to
go to Ilirivoyne

The capital in its newest site still had a raw, inconplete |ook. They
had as usual chosen an open place in the forest for it, with an anple



stream nearby. But the streets were nere hazy paths, the w cker houses
had little ornanentation and their roofs |ooked hastily woven, and the
plaza in front of the House of Offices was only partially cleared, with

vines still snaking and tangling everywhere. Only the House of Ofices
itself afforded any connection with the fornmer Ilirivoyne. As was the
276

custom they had carried the building with themfromthe old site, and
reerected it at the centeroftown, where it dom nated everything: three
stories high, fashioned of gleanm ng poles of bannikop with polished

pl anks of swanp mahogany for its facade, it stood out above the crude
huts of the Piurivars of Ilirivoyne like a palace. But when we cross
the sea and restore Vel alisier, Faraatea thought, we will build a true
pal ace out of marble and slate that will be the new wonder of the
world, and we will decorate it with the fine things that we will take
as booty fromLord Valentine's Castle. And then let the Danipiur
hunbl e hersel f before ne!

But for now he neant to observe the protocols. He presented hinself
before the House of Oflices and shifted hinmself through the five
Changes of (beisance: the Wnd, the Sands, the Blade, the Flow, the
Flane. He held hinself in the Fifth of the Changes until the Dani piur
appeared. She seened startled, for the barest brief nonent, by the
size of the force that had acconpanied himto the capital: it filled
the plaza and spread out beyond the borders of the city. But she
recovered her poise swiftly and wel coned himw th the three Changes of
Acceptance: the Star, the Mon, the Conet. On that |ast, Faraatoa
reverted to his owmn form and foll owed her into the building. Never
before had he entered the House of Olices.

The Dani pi ur was cool, renote, proper. Farastaa felt the nerest
flicker of awe she had held her office during the entire span of his
life, after all but quickly he mastered it. Her lofty style, her
supreme sel f-possession, were, he knew, mere weapons of defence.

She offered hima neal of calinbots and ghunba, and to drink gave hima
pal e | avender w ne, which he eyed with displeasure, wine not being a
beverage that had been used anong the Piurivars in the ancient tines.
He would not drink it or even raise it in a salute, which did not pass
unnot i ced.

When the formalities were done the Danipiur said brusquely to him "I
| ove the Unchangi ng Ones no nore than you do, Faraatea. But what you
seek is unattainable."”

"And what is it that | seek, then?"

"To rid the world of them"

"You think this is unattai nabl e?" he said, a tone of delicate
curiosity in his voice. "Wy is that?"

"There are twenty billion of them \Were are they to go?"

"Are there no other worlds in the universe? They cane fromthem |et
themreturn.'

She touched her fingertips to her chin: a negative gesture carrying
with it amusenment and disdain for his words. Faraataa refused to |et
it irritate him



"When they came,"” said the Danipiur'’ they were very few. Now they
are many, and there is little travel in these tines between Mji poor
and other worlds. Do you understand how long it would take to
transport twenty billion people fromthis planet? |If a ship departed
every hour carrying ten thousand! of them | think we would never be
rid of themall, for they nust breed faster than the ships could be

| oaded. "

"Then let themstay here, and we will continue to wage war agai nst
them And they will kill one another for food, and after a time there
will be no food and the ones who remain will starve to death, and their
cities will become ghost places. And we will be done with them
forever."

Again the fingertips to the chin. "Twenty billion dead bodi es?

Far aat aa, Faraataa, be sensible! Can you conprehend what that mneans?
There are many nore people in N -noya alone than in all of Piurifayne
and how many other cities are there? Think of the stench of all those
bodi es! Think of the diseases of corruption let |oose by so nuch
rotting flesh!"

"It will be very sparse flesh, if they all have starved to death. There
will not be so much to rot."

"You speak too frivol ously, Faraataa."

"Do 1? Well, then, | speak frivolously. In ny frivolous way | have
shattered an oppressor under whose heel we have withed for fourteen

t housand years. Frivolously | have hurled theminto chaos. Frivolously
1

"Faraat aa!"

"I have achieved much in ny frivolous way, Danipiur. Not only without
any aid fromyou, but in fact with your direct opposition nuch of the
tinme. And now "

"Attend me, Faraataa! You have set |oose nighty forces, yes, and you
have shaken the Unchanging Ones in a way that | did not think possible.
But the time has cone now for you to pause and gi ve sone thought to the
ulti mat e consequences of what you have done."

"I have," he replied. "We will regain our world."

"Perhaps. But at what ~ cost! You have sent blights out into their

| ands can those blights be so easily called back, do you think? You
have devi sed nonstrous and frightful new animals and turned them | oose.
And now you propose to let the world be choked by the decaying corpses
of billions of people. Are you saving our world, Faraataa, or
destroying it?"

"The blights will disappear when the crops they feed on, which are
mai nl y not anything of any use to US, have perished. The new ani mals
are few and the world is large, and the scientists assure ne that they
are unable to reproduce thenselves, so we will be rid of them once
their work is done. And | amless fearful of those decaying corpses
than you. The scavenger birds will feed as they have never fed before,
and we will build tenples out of the nmounds of bones that remain.
Victory is ours, Danipiur. The world has been regai ned."



"You are too confident. They have not yet begun to strike back at Abut
what if they do, Faraataa, what if they do? | ask you to remenber,
Far aat aa, what Lord Stianmot acconplished against us."

"Lord Stianpt needed thirty years to conplete his conquest."
"Yes," said the Danipiur, "but his arnmies were small. Now the
Unchangi ng Ones out nunber us greatly."

"And now we have the art of sending plagues and nonsters agai nst them
which we did not have in Lord Stianot's tinme. Their very nunbers wll
work in their disfavor, once their food supplies run out. How can they
fight us for thirty days, let alone thirty years, with fam ne pulling
their civilisation apart?"

"Hungry warriors may fight much nore fiercely than plunp ones."

Faraataa | aughed. "Warriors? Wat warriors? You speak absurdities,
Dani pi ur. These people are soft.”

"I'n Lord Stianot~s days"

"Lord Stiampt's day was ei ght thousand years ago. Life has been very
easy for them ever since, and they have becone a race of sinpletons and
cowards. And the biggest sinpleton of all is this Lord Val entine of
theirs, this holy fool, with his pious abhorrence of violence. What do
we have to fear fromsuch a king as that, who has no stomach for

sl aught er ?"

"Agreed: we have nothing to fear fromhim But we can use him
Fareataa. And that is what | sneak to do."

"I'n what way?"
"You know that it is his dreamto cone to terns with us."

"I know," said F' araataa, "thatheenteredPiurifaynefoolishlyhopingto
negotiate with you in sone way, and that you wi sely avoi ded seeing
him"

"He came seeking friendship, yes. And yes, | avoided him | needed to
| earn nmore about your intentions before | could enter into any dealings
with him"

"You know ny intentions now. "

"I do. And | ask you to cease spreading these plagues, and to give ne
your support when | nmeet with the Coronal. Your actions threaten ny
pur poses. "

"Whi ch are?"

"Lord Valentine is different fromthe other Coronals |I have known. As
you say, he is a holy fool: a gentle man, with no stomach for
slaughter. His loathing of warfare nakes him pliant and mani pul abl e.
mean to win from himsuch concessi ons as no previous Coronal would
grant us. The right to settle once again in Al hanroel possession once
nore of the sacred city Velalisier a voice in the governnent conplete
political equality, in short, within the framework of Maii poori



life."

"Better to destroy the framework entirely, and settle where we choose
wi t hout aski ng | eave of anyone!"

"But you nust see that that is inpossible. You can neither evict
twenty billion people fromthis planet nor exterm nate them \What we
can do is to make peace with them And in Valentine |lies our
opportunity for peace, Faraataa."

"Peace! What a foul lying word that is! Peace! OCh, no, Danipiur, |

want no peace. | aminterested not in peace but in victory. And
victory will be ours.™

"The victory you crave will be the doomof us all," the Dani piur
retorted.

"I think not. And | think your negotiations with the Coronal will |ead
you nowhere. |If he grants such concessions as you nean to ask, his own
princes and dukes will overthrow himand replace himwith a nore

ruthl ess man, and then where will we be? No, Danipiur, | nmust continue

my war until the Unchangi ng Ones have vani shed entirely from our world.
Anyt hi ng short of that means our continued ensl avenent."

"I forbidit."
" For bi d?"
"I amthe Danipiur!"

"So you are. But what is that? | amthe King That |Is, of whomthe
propheci es spoke. How can you forbid me anything? The Unchangi ng Ones

t hensel ves trenble before me. | will destroy them Danipiur. And if
you oppose ne, | will destroy you as well." He rose, and with a sweep
of his hand he knocked aside his untouched wi ne-bowl, spilling its

contents across the table. At the door he paused and | ooked back

and briefly allowed his shape to flicker into the formknown as the
River, a gesture of defiance and contenpt. Then he resuned his own
form "The war will continue," he said. "For the time being | permt
you to retain your office, but I warn you to make no treasonous
approaches to the enemy. As for the holy Lord Valentine, his life is

forfeit to me. H's blood will serve to cleanse the Tables of the Gods
on the day of the rededication of Velalisier. Be wary, Danipiur. O |
will use yours for the sane purpose.”

6.

"The Coronal Lord Valentine is with his nother the Lady at |nner
Tenmple," said the hierarch Talinot Esulde. "He asks you to rest here
this night at the royal |odging-place in Numnor, Prince Hi ssune, and
to begin your journey toward himin the norning."

"As the Coronal w shes," said Hi ssune.

He stared past the hierarch at the vast white wall of First Ciff

ri sing above Numinor. It was dazzling in its brightness, al nost
painfully so, nearly as brilliant as the sun itself. Wen the Isle
first had come into view sonme days before on the voyage from Al hanr oel
he had found hinsel f shading his eyes against that powerful white glare



and wanting to | ook away altogether, and El sinore, standing beside him
had turned in terror fromit, crying, "I have never seen anything so
bright! WIIl it blind us to look at it?" But now, at close range, the
white stone was less frightening: its |ight seemed pure, soothing, the
light of a noon rather than of a sun

A cool sweet breeze blew fromthe sea, the sane breeze that had carried
himso swiftly but not nearly swiftly enough to still the inpatience
that day after day mounted and surged in himfrom Al aisor to the Isle.
That inpatience still rode himnow that he had arrived in the Lady's
domain. But yet he knew he nust be patient, and adapt hinself to the
unhurried rhythns of the Isle and its serene m stress, or he m ght
never be able to acconplish the things he had cone here to

acconpl i sh.

And i ndeed he felt those gentle rhythms settling over himas he was
conducted by the hierarchs through the small quiet harbor town to the
royal |odging known as the Seven Walls. The spell of the Isle, he

t hought, was irresistible: it was such a tranquil place, serene,
peaceful , testifying in every aspect of itself to the presence of the
Lady. The turmoil now w acki ng Majipoor seemed unreal to him here.

That night, though, Hissune found it far fromeasy to get to sleep. He
lay in a magnificent chanber hung with splendid dark-hued fabrics of an
antique weave, where, for all he knew, the great Lord Confal une had

sl ept before him or Prestimon or Stianmpot hinmself; and it seened to

hi mthat those ancient kings still hovered nearby, speaking to one
another in | ow whispers, and what they were saying was in nockery of
him upstart, popinjay, peacock. It is only the sound of the surf
agai nst the ranpart below, he told hinmself angrily. But still sleep

woul d not come, and the harder he sought it the wi der awake he becane.
He rose and wal ked fromroomto room and out into the courtyard,
thinking to rouse sone servit or who mght give himw ne; but he found
no one about, and after a tine he returned to his roomand cl osed his
eyes once again. This tinme he thought he felt the Lady lightly touch
his soul, alnost at once: not a sending, nothing like that, nmerely a
contact delicate as a breath across his soul, a soft H ssune, Hissune,
H s~une, which calmed himinto a light sleep and then into a deeper one
beyond the reach of dreans.

In the norning the slender and stately hierarch Talinot Esul de cane for
himand for Elsinore, and led themto a place at the foot of the great
white cliff, where floater sleds were waiting to carry themto the high
terraces of the Isle.

The ascent of the vertical face of First diff was awesome: up and up
and up, as though in a dream Hi ssune did not dare open his eyes unti
the sled had come to rest in its landing pad. Then he | ooked back, and
saw t he sun-streaked expanse of the sea stretching off to distant

Al hanroel, and the twin curving arnms of the Num nor breakwater jutting
out into it directly browhim A floater-wagon took them across the
heavi | y wooded tabl el and atop the cliff to the base of Second diff,

whi ch sprang upward so steeply it seemed to fill all the sky; and there
they rested for the night in a lodge at a place called the Terrace of
Mrrors, where massive slabs of polished black stone rose |ike

nmysteri ous ancient idols fromthe ground.

Thence it was upward once nmore by sled to the highest and innernost
cliff, thousands of feet above sea level, that was the sanctuary of the
Lady. Atop Third diff the air was startlingly clear, so that objects



many mles away stood out as though magnified in a glass. Geat birds
of a kind unknown to Hi ssune, with plunp red bodi es and enornous bl ack
wings, circled in lazy spirals far overhead. Again Hi ssune and

El sinore traveled inward over the Isle's flat summt, past terrace
after terrace, until at last they halted at a place where sinple
bui | di ngs of whitewashed stone were scattered in seemnm ng randommess

am dst gardens of a surpassing serenity.

"This is the Terrace of Adoration," said Talinot Esulde. "The gateway
to Inner Tenple."

They slept that night in a quiet secluded | odge, pleasant and
unpretentious, with its own shimering pool and a quiet, intimte
garden bordered by vines whose thick ancient trunks were woven into an
i npenetrable wall. At dawn, servitors brought themchilled fruits and
grilled fish; and soon after they had eaten, Talinot Esul de appeared.
Wth her was a second hierarch, a form dable, keen-eyed, white-haired
worman. She greeted themeach in a very different way: offering Hi ssune
the salute befitting a prince of the Munt, but doing it in a strangely
casual, al nost perfunctory manner, and then turning to El sinore and

cl aspi ng both of her hands in her own, and hol ding them a | ong nonent,
staring warmy and intently into her eyes. Wen at |ast she rel eased
El sinore she said, "I bid you both welcome to Third Aiff. 1 am
Lorivade. The Lady and her son await you."

The norning was cool and misty, with a hint of sunlight about to break
through the low clouds. In single file, with Lorivade |eading and
Talinot Esulde to the rear, no one uttering a word, they passed through
a garden where every | eaf was shimering with dew sparkles, and crossed
a bridge of white stone, so delicately arched that it seemed it m ght
shatter at the nost gentle of footfalls, into a broad grassy field, at
the O end of which lay Inner Tenple.

H ssune had never seen a building nore lovely. It was constructed of
the sane translucent white stone as the bridge. At its heart was a | ow
flat-roof ed rotunda, from which eight |ong, slender, equidistant w ngs
radi ated |ike star beanms There was no ornanentation: everything was

cl ean, chaste, sinple, flaw ess.

Wthin the rotunda, an airy eight-sided roomw th an octagonal pool at
its center, Lord Valentine and a woman who was surely his nother the
Lady were waiting for them

H ssune halted at the threshold, frozen, overcome by bew | dernment. He
| ooked fromone to the other in confusion, not knowi ng to which of

t hese Powers he should offer the first obeisance. The Lady, he

deci ded, nust take precedence. But in what form should he pay his
homage? He knew the sign of the Lady, of course, but did one nake that
sign to the Lady hersel f, as one nade the starburst sign to the
Coronal, or was that hopel essly gauche? Hissune had no idea. Nothing
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in his training had prepared himfor neeting the Lady of the Isle.

He turned to her, nevertheless. She was nuch ol da than he had expected
her to be, face deeply furrowed, hair streaked with whim eyes
encircled by an intricate network of fine lines. But her snile

i ntense and warm and radi ant as the m dday sun, spoke el oquently of the
vigor and force that still were hers: in that astonishing gl ow H ssune
felt his doubts and fears swiftly nelting away.



He woul d have knelt to her, but she seemed to sense what he intended
before he could make the gesture, and halted himwith a quick little
shake of her head. Instead the Lady held forth her hand to him

H ssune, sonehow conprehendi ng what was expected of him lightly
touched the tips of his fingers to hers for an instant, and took from
her a startling, tingling inrush of energy that m ght have caused him
to |l eap back if he had not been hol ding hinmsel f under such taut
control. But fromthat unexpected current he found hinsel f gaining a
surge of renewed assurance, strength, poise.

Then he turned to the Coronal
"My lord," he whispered.

H ssune was astoni shed and di smayed by the alteration in Lord

Val enti ne' s appearance since he |last had seen the Coronal, so very |ong
ago in the Labyrinth, at the beginning of his ill-starred grand
processional. Then Lord Valentine had been in the grip of terrible
fatigue, but even so his features had displayed an inner light, a
certain irrepressible joyousness, that no weariness coul d al toget her
dispel. Not now The cruel sun of Suvrael had darkened his skin and
bl eached his hair, giving hima strangely fierce, alnost barbaric | ook
H s eyes were deep and hooded, his face was gaunt and |ined, there was
no trace whatever of that ami able sunniness of spirit that was his nobst
visible trait of character. He seened altogether unfamliar: sonber,
tense, renote.

H ssune began to offer the starburst sign. But Lord Val entine brushed
it away inpatiently and, reaching forward, seized Hi ssune's hand,
gripping it tightly a nmoment. That too was unsettling. One did not
shake hands with Coronals. And at the contact of their hands Hi ssune
again felt a current flowing into him but this energy, unlike that

whi ch had come fromthe Lady, left himdisturbed, jangled, ill at

ease.

When the Coronal rel eased himH ssune stepped back and beckoned to

El si nore, who was standing i mmobile by the threshold as though she had
been turned to stone by the sight of two Powas of Mjipoor in the sane
room In a thick, hoarse voice he said, "My lord 284

good Lady | pray you welcone nmy nmother, the lady Elsinore " "A worthy
nmot her for so worthy a son," said the Lady: the first words she had
spoken, and her voice seened to Hi ssune to be the finest he had ever
heard: rich, calm nusical. "Cone to ne, Elsinore.”

Breaki ng from her trancelike state, Elsinore advanced across the snooth
marbl e floor, and the Lady advanced al so toward her, so that they met
by the eight-sided pool at the rooms center. There the Lady took

El sinore in her arms, and enbraced her closely and with great warnth
and when finally the two women parted, H ssune saw that his nother
seened |i ke one who has for a |long while been in darkness, and who now
has energed into the full brightness of the sun. Her eyes were

shi ning, her face was flushed, there was no sign of timdity or awe
about her.

She | ooked now toward Lord Val enti ne and began to nake the starburst
sign, only to have the Coronal reject it as he had from Hi ssune,
hol di ng out the palmof his hand to her and saying, "That is not
necessary, good |ady Elsinore."



"My lord, it is my duty!™ she replied in a firmvoice.

"No. No longer." The Coronal smiled for the first time that norning.
"Al'l that gesturing and bowing is stuff designed for public show
There's no need of such ponp in here.™

To Hi ssune then he said, "I would not have recognized you, | think, had
I not known it was you who was coning here today. W have been apart
such a long tine that we have becone strangers, or so it feels to

ne. "

"Several years, ny lord, and not easy years," Hissune replied. "Tine
al ways wor ks changes, and years |like these work great changes."

"So they do." Leaning forward, Lord Valentine studied H ssune with an
intensity that he found di sconcerting. At length the Coronal said,
"Once | thought that | knew you well. But the H ssune | knew was a boy

who hid shyness behind slyness. The one who stands here today has
become a man a prince, even and there is a little shyness left in him
but not nmuch, and the slyness, | think, has turned into somnething
deeper craftiness, perhaps. O even statesmanship, if the reports |
have of you are true, and | would believe that they are. | think
still can see the boy I once knew, somewhere within you. But

recogni zing himis far fromeasy."

"And it is hard for ne, my lord, to see in you the man who hired ne
once to be his guide through the Labyrinth."

"Am | changed that much, then, Hi ssune?"

"You are, ny lord. | fear for you."

"Fear for Mjipoor, if you nust fear. WAste none on ne."

"I do fear for Mjipoor, and greatly. But how can you ask me not to
fear for you? You are ny benefactor, nmy lord. Al |I aml| owe to you.
And when | see you grown so bleak, so wintry "

"These are wintry tines, Hi ssune. The weather of the world is

refl ected on ny face. But perhaps there is a springtinme ahead for us
all. Tell ne: what is the news fromCastle Munt? | know the |ords
and princes have been hatching great plans there."

"I ndeed, ny lord."

" Speak, then!"

"You understand, ny lord, that these schenes are put forth subject to
your ratification, that the Council of Regency would not presune to
undert ake "

"So | assune. Tell ne what the Council proposes.”

H ssune drew his breath in deeply. "First," he said, "we would situate
an army encircling all borders of Piurifayne, so that we may prevent

t he Met anorphs from exporting any further plagues and other horrors.”

"To encircle Piurifayne, did you say, or to invade it?" asked Lord
Val enti ne.



"Primarily to encircle it, ny lord."
"Primrily?"

"Once we have established control of the borders, the plan is to enter
the province in search of the rebel Faraataa and his followers."

"Ah. To capture Faraataa and his followers! And what will be done to
themif they are captured, which |I very rmuch doubt they will be,
consi deri ng ny own experiences when | wandered in that jungle?"

"They will be confined."
"Not hi ng nore? No execution of ringleaders?"
"My lord, we are not savages!"

"OfF course. O course. And the aimof this invasion will be strictly
to take Faraataa?"

"No nore than that, my lord."

"No attenpt to overthrow the Danipiur? No canpai gn of genera
exterm nation of the Metanorphs?”

"Those i deas were never suggested."

"I see." His voice was curiously controlled, al st nocking: much
unli ke any tone Hissune had ever heard himuse before. "And what ot her
pl ans does the Council propose?"

"An arnmy of pacification to occupy Piliplok wthout bloodshed, if

bl oodshed can be avoided -and to take control of any other cities or
provi nces that may have seceded fromthe government. Al so,
neutralization of the various private arnies established by the fal se
Coronal s now i nfesting nany areas, and, if possible, the turning of
those armes toward the service of the government Finally, mlitary
occupation of any provinces that refuse to take part in a newy
instituted program for sharing food supplies with the afflicted
zones. "

"Quite a conprehensive schene," Lord Valentine said, in that sane odd
detached tone. "And who will lead all these arm es?"

"The Council has suggested dividing the conmand between my lord Divvis,
nmy | ord Tunigorn, and myself," replied Hi ssune.

n And 1?"

"You will of course have supreme command over all our forces, ny
lord."

"OfF course. O course." Ford Valentine's gaze turned within, and for

a long span of silence he appeared to be contenplating all that H ssune
had said. Hi ssune watched himclosely. There was sonething deeply
troubl esone about the Coronal's austere, restrained nmanner of
guestioning him it seened clear that Lord Val enti ne knew as well as

H ssune hinsel f where the conversation was headi ng, and Hi ssune found
hi nsel f dreading the noment when it nust get there. But that nonent,



H ssune realized, was already at hand. The Coronal's eyes brightened
strangely as his attention turned once again toward H ssune, and he
said, "Was anything el se proposed by the Council of Regency, Prince
Hi ssune?"

"One thing nmore, ny lord."
"Wich is?"

"That the commander of the army that will occupy Piliplok and ot her
rebellious cities should be one who bears the title of Coronal."

"The Coronal, you have just told me, will be the supreme commander."
"No, my lord. The Pontifex nust be the suprene conmander."

The silence that foll owed seemed to endure for a thousand years. Lord
Val entine stood al nost notionl ess: he m ght have been a statue but for
the slight flickering of his eyelids and the occasi onal quiver of a
nmuscle in his cheek. Hi ssune waited tensely, not daring to speak. Now
that he had done it, he felt amazed at his own tenerity in delivering
such an ultimatumto the Coronal. But it was done. It could not be
withdrawn. |If Lord Valentine in his wath were to strip himof his
rank and send himback to beg in the streets of the Labyrinth, so be
it: it was done, it could not he wthdrawn.

The Coronal began to | augh.

It was a | aughter that began somewhere deep within himand rose |like a
geyser through his chest to his lips: a great bellow ng boomn ng | augh
nore the sort of sound that some giant |ike Lisanbn Hultin or Zal zan
Kavol night make than anything one woul d expect the gentle Lord
Valentine to let loose. It went on and on, until H ssune began to fear
that the Coronal had taken | eave of his senses; but just then it
ceased, swiftly and suddenly, and nothing remai ned of Lord Valentine's
bi zarre mirth but a strange glittering smle.

"Well done!"™ he cried. "Ah, well done, Hi ssune, well done!"
"My | ord?"
"And tell nme, who is the new Coronal to be?"

"My lord, you rust understand that these are only proposals for the
sake of the greater efficiency of the governnent in this time of crisis

"Yes, of course. And who, | ask you again, is to be brought forward in
the nane of greater efficiency?"

"My lord, the choice of a successor renains always with the forner
Coronal .’

"So it does. But the candidates are they not proposed by the high
counsel lors and princes? Elidath was the heir presunptive but
Elidath,as | think you nmust know, is dead. So, then who is it to be,
Hi ssune?"

"Several names were discussed," said Hi ssune softly. He could scarcely
bear to ook directly at Lord Valentine now "If this is offensive to



you, ny lord
"Several names, yes. \Wose?"

"My lord Stasilaine, for one. But he at once declared that he had no

wi sh to be Coronal. M lord Divvis, for another "

"Divvis must never be Coronal!" said Lord Valentine sharply, with a
gl ance toward the Lady. "He has all the faults of mny brother Voriax,
and none of his merits. Except valor, | suppose, and a certain

forceful ness. Wich are insufficient.
"There was one ot her name, ny lord."
"Yours, Hi ssune?"

"Yes, ny lord," said H ssune, but he could get the words out only in a
choki ng whisper. "Mne."

Lord Valentine smled. "And would you serve?"

"I'f I were asked, ny lord, yes. Yes.

The Coronal's eyes bore down intensely on H ssune's, who wi thstood that
fierce inquiry without flinching.

"Well, then, there is no problem eh? M nother would have ne ascend.
The Council of Regency woul d have me ascend. O d Tyeveras surely would
have ne ascend.”

"Val enti ne sai d the Lady, frowning.

"No, all is well, nother. | understand what nust be done. | can
hesitate no longer, can 1? Therefore | accept ny destiny. W will
send word to Homkast that Tyeveras is to be pernmitted at |ast to cross
the Bridge of Fare weDs You, nother, you finally may put down your
burden, as | know you wish to do, and retire to the ease of the life of
a former Lady. You, Elsinore: your task is only beginning. And yours,
H ssune. See, the thing is done. It is as | intended, only sooner

per haps, than | had expected." Hi ssune, watching the Coronal in

ast oni shment and perplexity, saw the expression on his face shift: the
har shness, the uncharacteristic ferocity, left his features, and into
his eyes came the ease and warnth and gentl eness of the Val entine he
had once been, and that eerie rigid glittering smle, so close al npst
to a madman's, was replaced by the old Valentine-smle, kind, tender
loving. "It is done," said Valentine quietly. He raised his hands and
held themforth in the starburst sign, and cried, "Long life to the
Coronal! Long life to Lord

H ssune!"

Three of the five great ministers of the Pontificate were already in

t he council - chanber when Honkast entered. |In the center, as usual, sat
t he Ghayrog Shinaam minister of external affairs, his forked tongue
flickering nervously' as though he believed that a death sentence was
about to be passed not on the ancient creature he had served so |ong,
but on hinself. Beside himwas the enpty seat of the physician

Sepul throve, and to the right of that was Dilifon, that shriveled and
palsied little man, sitting huddled in his throndi ke chair, gripping
its arnrests for support; but his eyes were alive with a fire Honkast



had not seen in themfor years. On the other side of the roomwas the
dream speaker Narraneer, radiating dark nmorbidity and terror from
behi nd the absurdly vol uptuous sorcery-induced beauty w th which she

cl oaked her century-old body. How |long, Hornkast wondered, had each of
these three been awaiting this day? And what provision had they made
intheir souls for the tinme of its com ng?

"Where is Sepul throve?" Hornkast demanded.

"Wth the Pontifex," said Dilifon. "He was sumopned to the throne-room
an hour ago. The Pontifex has begun to speak once nmore, so we have
been tol d."

"Strange that | was not notified," said Honkast.

"We knew that you were receiving a nessage fromthe Coronal," Shinaam

said. "W thought it best you not be disturbed."

"This is the day, is it not?" Narraneer asked, |eaning tensely
forward, running her fingers again and again through her thick
[ ustrous bl ack hair.

Hor nkast nodded. "This is the day."

"One can hardly believe it," said Dilifon. "The farce has gone on so
long it seened it mght never end!"

"It ends today," said H',rnkast. "Here is the decree. Qite elegantly
phrased, in truth."”

Shinaam with a thin rasping |augh, said, "I would like to know what
sort of phrases one uses in condeming a reigning Pontifex to death. It
is a docunment that will be much studied by future generations,

t hi nk."

"The decree condemms no one to death," said Hornkast. "It issues no
instructions. It is nerely a proclamation of the Coronal Lord

Val entine's grief upon the death of his father and the father of us
all, the great Pontifex Tyeveras."

"Ah, he is shrewder than |I thought!" Dilifon said. "H s hands renmain
cl ean)”

"They al ways do," said Narr anmeer "Tell me, Hornkast: who is the new
Coronal to be?"

"Hi ssune son of Elsinore has been chosen.”

"The young prince out of the Labyrinth?"

"The sane."

"Amazing. And there is to be a new Lady, then?"

"El sinorne," said Hornkast.

"This is a revolution!" cried Shinaam "Val entine has overturned

Castle Mount with a single push! Wo can believe it? Wo can believe

it? Lord Hi ssune! Can it be? How do the princes of the Munt accept
it?"



"I think they had little choice,"” Honnkast replied. "But |let us not
concern ourselves with the princes of the Mount. W have our own tasks
to carry out, on this our final day of power."

"And thanks be to the Divine that it is,"” said Dilifon
The Ghayrog glared at him '~You speak for yourself alone!"
"Perhaps | do. But | speak also for the Pontifex Tyeveras."

"Who seenms to be speaking for himself this day, eh?" said Hornkast. He
peered at the docunent in his hand. "where are several curious
problems that | nust call to your attention. For exanple, ny staff has
so far been unable to | ocate any description of the proper procedure
for proclaimng the death of a Pontifex and the ascension of a new one
it having been so | ong since such an event has occurred.”

"Very likely no one now alive has any experience of such things," said
Dilifon. "Except the Pontifex Tyeveras hinself."

"l doubt that he will aid us in this matter,"” Honnkast said. "W are
searching the archives now for details of the proclamation of the death
of Ossier and the ascension of Tyeveras, but if we can find nothing we
will have to invent our own cerenony."

Narraneer, eyes closed, said in a |low, faraway voice, "You forget.
There is one person who was present on the day of the ascension of

yever as.

Honnkast | ooked at her in amazenment. Ancient she was, that everyone
knew, but no one knew how anci ent, except that she had been the

i nperial dream speaker as far back as anyone recalled. But if she had
i ndeed survived out of the reign of Tyeveras as Coronal, she was ol der
even than he imagi ned; and he felt a shiver go down his back, he who
had t hought he was hinself far beyond the age when anything could cause
surprise

"You renmenber it, then?" he asked.

"I see it through the mists. It is announced first in the Court of
Colums. Then in the Court of d obes, and then in the Place of Masks;
and after that, it is declared in the Hall of Wnds and the Court of
Pyram ds. After which, it is announced one final tinme at the Muth of
Bl ades. And when the new Pontifex arrives at the Labyrinth, he nust
enter at the Mouth of Bl ades and journey down through the | evels on
foot. That | remenber: Tyeveras striding with i mense vigor through
huge crowds that called his name, and he wal ked so fast that no one
could keep pace with him and he would not halt until he had traversed

the whol e Labyrinth to its lowest level. WII the Pontifex Val entine
di spl ay such energy, | wonder?" "That is the second curious matter,"
sai d Hornkast. "The Pontifex Valentine has no i mediate plans for

taking up residence in the Labyrinth
"What?" Dilifon blurted.

"He is now at the Isle' with the former Lady and the new Coronal and



the new Lady. The Pontifex inforns ne that it is his intention to go

next to Zinroel, in order to bring the rebellious provinces under his

control. He expects this process to be a I engthy one, and he urges ne
to postpone any cel ebration of his ascension.”

"For how |l ong?" Shi naam asked.

"Indefinitely," said Honkast. "Wo knows how long this crisis wll
lasts And while it does he will remain in the upper world."

"In that case," said Narraneer, "we may expect the crisis to last as
long as Valentine lives."

Hor nkast gl anced toward her and snmiled. '~You understand himwell. He
detests the Labyrint't", and | thinl; will find every pretext to avoid
dwelling init."

Dilifon shook his head slowy. "But how can that be? The Pontifex
must dwell in the Labyrinth! It is the tradition! Never in ten
t housand years has a Pontifex lived in the upper world!"

"Never has Val entine been Pontifex, either," Hornkast said. "I think
there will be many changes forthcoming in his reign, if the world
survives this war the Shapeshifters wage against it. But | tell you it
matters little to ne whether he live in the Labyrinth or in Suvrael or
on Castle Mount. M tine is over; as is yours, good Dilifon, and
yours, Shinaam and perhaps even yours, ny |ady Narranmeer. Such
transformations as may cone hold little interest for ne."

"He nust dwell here!"™ said Dilifon again. "How can the new Corona
assert his power, if the Pontifex is also apparent to the citizens of
t he upper worl d?"

"Perhaps that is Valentine's plan," Shinaam suggested. "He makes
hi nsel f Pontifex, because he can no longer avoid it, but by remaining
above he continues to play the active role of a Coronal, reducing this
Lord Hi ssune of his to a subordinate position. By the Lady, | neva

t hought himso crafty!"

"Nor |," said Dlifon

Hor nkast said, shrugging, 'iW have no idea what his intent may be,

except that so long as the war continues, he will not come to this

pl ace.

And his court will follow himabout: for we are all relieved of our
posts, in the nmonent when the succession occurs.” He |ooked slowy

about the room "And | renmind you that we have been speaking of
Val entine as Pontifex, when in fact the succession has not yet
occurred. That is our final responsibility."

"Qurs?" said Shinaam

"Wl d you shirk it?" Hornkast asked. "Then go: go, take to your bed,
old man, and we will do our work w thout you. For we rmust nove on to
t he throne-room now and di scharge our duty. Dilifon? Narraneer?"

"I will acconpany you," Shinaam said dourly.

Honkast | ed the way: a slow procession, a parade of antiquities.



Several tinmes it was necessary to wait while Dilifon, |eaning on the
arms of two burly aides, paused for breath. But at |last they stood
out side the great door of the inperial chanber; and once nore Homkast
slipped his hand into the recognition glove and touched the
door - openi ng device, a task that he knew he woul d never perform

agai n.

Sepul t hrove stood beside the intricate |ife-support gl obe that housed
the Pontifex.

"It is very strange," the physician said. "After this long silence, he
speaks again. Listen: he stirs now'

And fromw thin the sphere of blue glass cane the whistling and
gurgling sounds of the voice of Tyeveras; and then, plainly, as he had
once before done, he could be heard to say, "Cone. Rise. Walk."

"The sane words," said Sepulthrove.

"Lifer Pain! Dead21"
"1 think he knows," Honkast said "I think he nust."
Sepul t hrove frowned. "Knows what ?"

Hor nkast indicated the decree. "This is Lord Valentine's procl amation
of grief upon the |oss of Mjipoor's great enperor."

"I see," said the physician, and his hawk-featured face turned dark
wi th congested blood. "So ii finally nust cone."

"l ndeed. "

"Now?" Sepulthrove asked. Hi s hands trenbled. He held them poised
above a bank of controls.

From the Pontifex canme one | ast burst of words:

"Life. Majesty. Death. Valentine Pontifex of Malipoor!"
There was a terrible silence.

"Now, " Homkast sai d.

8.

Endl essly back and forth across the sea, now sailing once nore fromthe
Isle to Zinroel: it was beginning to seemto Valentine that in one of
his former lives he nmust have been that |egendary ancient captain

Si nnabor Lavon, who had set out to make the first crossing of the G eat
Sea and given up the voyage after five years' and who perhaps for that
had been condemmed to be reborn and sail fromland to | and w thout ever
halting for rest. But Valentine felt no weariness now, and no yearning
to give up this life of wandering that he had undertaken. In a way a
strange and unexpected way he was still making his grand

pr ocessi onal

The fleet, sped westward by favorable wi nds was nearing Piliplok. There
had been no dragons in the sea this tinme to nenace or delay the
journey, and the crossing had been sw ft.



From the masts the banners stood out straight toward Zinroel ahead: no
| onger the green-and-gold colors of the Coronal, for now Lord Hi ssune
sai |l ed under those as he nade his separate voyage to Zinroel

Val entine's ships bore the red-and-black of the Pontifex, with the
Labyrinth synmbol bl azoned upon them

He had not yet grown accustomed to those colors, nor to that symnbol,

nor to that other alterations that had come. They did not nake the
starburst sign to himany | onger when they approached him Wll, so be
it; he had always thought that such salutes were foolishness, anyway.
They did not address himas "my |ord" now when they spoke with him for
a Pontifox rmust be called "your mpjesty.” Wich made little difference
to Valentine except that his ear had | ong since grown accustoned to
that oft-repeated "ny lord" as a kind of punctuation, a way of marking
the rhythm of a sentence, and it was odd not to hear it. It was with
difficulty that he got people to speak to himat all, now for everyone
knew t hat the custom since ancient tines had been to address ones words
to the high spokesman of the Pontifex, never to the Pontifex hinself,

t hough the Pontifex was right there and perfectly capabl e of hearing.
And when the Pontifex replied, why, he nmust do it by indirect discourse
al so, through his spokesman. That was the first of the Pontifica
custonms that Val entine had discarded; but it was not easy to get others
to abide by the change. He had named Sleet his high spokesman it
seened a natural enough appoi ntnment but Sl eet was forbidden to indul ge
in any of that antique mummery of pretending to be the Pontifex's

ears.

For that matter no one could conprehend the presence of a Pontifex
aboard a ship, exposed to the brisk winds and the bright warm sunlight.
The Pontifex was an enperor shrouded in nystery. The Pontifex bel onged
out of sight. The Pontifex, as everyone knew, should be in the
Labyri nt h.

I will not go, Valentine thought.

| have passed along my crown, and soneone el se now has the privil ege of
putting "Lord" before his name, and the Castle now will be Lord

Hi ssune's Castle, if ever he has the chance to return to it. But |
will not bury nyself in the ground.

Car abel | a, energing on deck, said, "Asenhart asks ne to tell you, ny
lord, that we will be within range of Piliplok in twelve hours, if the
wi nd hol ds true."

"Not '"ny lord,"" Val entine said.

She grinned. "I find that so hard to remenber, your mgjesty. "

"As do |I. But the change has been nade."

"May | not cat] you 'nmy lord even so, when we are in private? For
that is what you are to nme, ny lord."

"Am 1? Do | order you about, and have you pour ny wine for me, and
bring me ny slippers like a servant?"

"You know | nean ot herw se, Val entine."

"Then call me Valentine, and not 'ny lord." | was your king, and | am



your enperor now, but | am not your master. That has al ways been
under st ood between us, so | thought."

"I think perhaps it has your nmjesty.”

She | aughed, and he | aughed with her, and drew her close and hel d her
against him After a nmonment he said, "I have often told you | feel a
certain regret, or even guilt, for having taken you away from a
juggler's free life, and given you in its place all the heavy
responsibilities of Castle Mount. And often you have told ne, No, no,
nonsense, there is nothing to regret, | cane of ny owmn will to live by
your side."

"As in all truth | did, ny ford."

"But now | am Pontifox by the Lady, | say those words, and they sound
i ke anot her |anguage in nmy nmouth! | am Pontifex, | amindeed
Pontifex, and now | feel once nore that | nust rob you of the joys of

life."

"Why, Valentine? Mist a Pontikx give up his wife, then? |[|'ve heard
not hi ng of that custom™

"A Pontifex nust live in the Labyrinth, Carabella.”
"You cone back to that again!"

"It never leaves ne. And if | amto live in the Labyrinth, why, then
you must live there also, and how can |I ask that of you?"

"Do you ask it of me?"
"You know | have no wish to part fromyou."

"Nor | fromyou, ny lord. But we are not in the Labyrinth now, and it
was mmy belief you had no plan for going there."

"What if | nust, Carabella?"
"Who says nust to a Pontifex?"

He shook his head. "But what if |I must? You know as well as | how
little love | have for that place. But if | nust if for reasons of
state | rmust if the absolute necessity of it is forced upon ne, which
pray the Divine will not happen, but if indeed there comes a tinme when
| am conpel l ed by the [ogic of government to go down into that nmaze "

"Way, then | will go with you, nmy lord."

"And give up all fair wi nds, and bright sunny days, and the sea and the
forest and the nountains?"

"Surely you would find a pretext for comng forth now and then, even if
you found it necessary to take up residence down there."

"And if | can't?"
"You pursue problens too far beyond the horizon, nmy lord. The world is

in peril; mghty tasks await you, and no one will shove you into the
Labyrinth while those tasks are undone; there is tine later to worry



about where we will live and howwe will like it. |Is that not so, ny
[ ord?"

Val enti ne nodded. "Indeed. | foolishly multiply nmy woes."

"But | tell you this, and then let us talk no further of it: if you
find some honorable way of escaping the Labyrinth forever, | wll
rejoice, but if you must go down into it | will go with you and never
give it a second thought. Wen as Coronal you took ne as consort, do
you imagine | failed to see that Lord Val enti ne nust one day becone
Val entine Pontifex? Wen | accepted you, | accepted the Labyrinth:
just as you, ny lord, accepted the Labyrinth when you accepted the
crown your brother had worn. So let us say no nore on these matters,
my lord."

"Your majesty,” said Valentine. He slipped his arm again about her
shoul ders, and touched his lips lightly to hers. "I will pronmise to do
no nmore broodi ng about the Labyrinth," he said. "And you nust prom se
to call me by ny proper title."

"Yes, your mejesty. Yes, your nmjesty. Yes, your mgjesty!"”

And she nade a wondrous sweepi ng sal utation, sw nging her arnms round
and round in a flanboyantly exaggerated nockery of the Labyrinth
synbol .

After a tinme Carabella went below. Val entine remai ned on deck
studying the horizon through a seeing-tube.

What kind of reception, he wondered, would he have in the free republic
of Piliplok?

There was hardly anyone who had not opposed his decision to go there.
Sl eet, Tunigorn, Carabella, H ssune they all spoke of the risk, the
uncertainty. Piliplok, in its madness, m ght do anything seize him
even, and hold himhostage to guarantee its independence. "Whoever
enters Piliplok," Carabella said, as she had said nonths before in
Piurifayne, "nmust do so at the head of an army, and you have no arny,
nmy lord!"

From Hi ssune had cone the same argunent. "It was agreed on Castle

Mount ," he said, "that when the new arnies are organised, it is the
Coronal who shoul d | ead troops against Piliplok while the Pontifex

directs the strategy at a safer renove."

"I't will not be necessary k, lead troops against Piliplok," said
Val enti ne.

"Your mmjesty?"

Val entine said, "I had much experience during the war of restoration in
paci fying rebellious subjects w thout bloodshed. If you were to go to
Piliplok a new Coronal, untried, unknown, with soldiers at his back it
woul d be sure to stir arnmed resistance in them But if the Pontifex

hi nsel f appears who can renenber a tine when a Pontifex was seen in
Piliplok.? they will be awed, they will be cowed, they will not dare
to raise a hand against himeven if he enter the city alone.”

Though Hi ssune had continued to voice strong doubts, in the end
Val entine overruled him There could have been no ot her outcong,



Val entine knew. this early in his Pontificate, having only just handed
over the tenporal power of the Coronal to the younger man, he could not
yet relegate hinself wholly to the kind of figurehead position that a
Pontifex m ght be expected to assunme. Power, Valentine was

di scovering, was not easily relinqui shed, not even by those who once

t hought they had little love for it.

But it was not wholly a matter of contending for power, Valentine
realized. It was a matter of preventing bl oodshed where bl oodshed was
needl ess. Hissune plainly did not believe that Piliplok could be
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peaceful ly; Valentine intended to denonstrate that it could be. Cal

it part of the new Coronal's education in the arts of government,

Val entine thought. And if | fail7 he Nought well, themcall it part of
m ne.

In the norning, as Piliplok burst into view high above the dark mouth
of the great river Zinr, Valentine ordered his fleet to formtwo w ngs,
with his flagship, the Lady Thiin, at their apex. And he placed
hinself, clad in the richly hued Pontifical robes of scarlet and bl ack
that he had had made for hinself before departing fromthe Isle, at the
prow of his vessel, so that all of Piliplok mght see himclearly as
the royal fleet approached.

"Again they send the dragon-ships to us," Sleet said.

Yes. As had been done the last tinme, when Val entine as Coronal had
cone to Piliplok on what was to have been the beginning of his grand
processi onal through Zim-~el, the fleet of dragon-hunters was sailing
forth to neet him But that other time they had had bright

Cor onal ensi gns of green and gold fluttering in their riggings, and they
had greeted himw th the joyous sounds of trunpets and drums. Now,
Val entine saw, the dragon-ships flew a different flag, a yell ow one
with a great crinson slash across it, as sonber and sinister as the
spi ke-tail ed vessels thenselves. It was surely the flag of the free
republic that Piliplok now deemed itself to be; nor was this fleet
coming to hail himin any friendly way.

Grand Admiral Asenhart | ooked uneasily toward Val entine. He indicated
t he speaki ng-tube he held, and said, "Shall | order themto yield and
escort us into port, mmjesty?" But the Pontifex only smled, and
signaled to himto be calm

Now the m ghtiest of the Piliplok vessels, a nonstrous thing with a
horrifying fanged fi gurehead and bi zarrely el aborate three-pronged
masts, noved forward fromthe line and took up a position close by the
Lady Thiin. Valentine recognized it as the ship of old Guidrag, the
seni or anong the dragon-captains: and yes, there she was, the fierce
ol d Skandar worman herself on the deck, calling out through a speaking
tube, "In the name of the free republic of Piliplok, stand forth and
identify yoursel ves!"

"Gve me the tube," Valentine said to Asenhart. Putting it to his
lips, he cried, "This is the Lady Thiin, and I am Val entine. Cone
aboard and speak with me, CGuidrag."

"I may not do that, my lord."

"I did not say Lord Valentine, but Valentine," he responded. "Do you



take my meaning? And if you will not conme to ne, why, then | 298

will go to you! Prepare to take ne on board."

"Mpj esty!" said Sleet in horror.

Val entine turned to Asenhart. "Make ready a fl oater-basket for us.
Sl eet, you are the high spokesman: you will acconpany me. And you,
Del i anber . "

Carabel |l a said urgently, "My lord, | beg you
"If they nean to seize us," he said, "they will seize us whether | am
aboard their ship or mne. They have twenty ships for each of ours,
and wel | -arned ones at that. Cone, Sleet Delianber "

"Mpj esty," said Lisanon Elultin sternly, "you may not go unless |
acconpany you!"

Wth a smle Valentine said, "Ah, well done! You give commands to the
Pontifex! | admire your spirit: but no, I will take no bodyguards this
time, no weapons, no protection of any sort except these robes. |Is the
fl oater ready, Asenhart?"

The basket was rigged and suspended fromthe foremast. Valentine

cl anbered in, and beckoned to Sleet, grimfaced and bl eak, and to the
Vroon. He |ooked back at the others gathered on the deck of the
flagship, Carabella, Tunigorn, Asenhart, Zalzan Kavol, Lisanon,
Shanamr, all staring at himas though he had at |ast taken conplete
| eave of his wits. "You should know ne better by this time," he said
softly, and ordered the basket lifted over the side.

Qut over the water it drifted, skinmng lightly above the waves, and
clinmbing the side of the dragon-ship until snared by the hook that
Quidrag lowered for it. A noment |ater Valentine stepped out onto the
deck of the other vessel, the tinbers of which were dark with the

i neradi cabl e stains of sea-dragon blood. A dozen towering Skandars,
the | east of whomwas half again Valentine's size, confronted him and
at their head was old Guidrag, then nore gap-toothed than before, her
thick matted fur even nore faded. Her yell ow eyes gleaned with force
and authority, but Valentine detected some uncertainty in her features
as well.

He said, "What is this, Guidrag, that you offer me so unkind a wel cone
on this visit?"

"My lord, | had no idea it was you resumng to us."

"Yet it seenms | have returned once again. And am| not to be greeted
with more joy than this?"

"My lord things have changed here," she said, faltering a little.

"Changed? The free republic?" He glanced about the deck, and at the
ot her dragon-ships arrayed on all sides. "Wat is a free republic,

Quidrag? | think I have not heard the termbefore. | ask you: what
does it nean?"

"I amonly a dragon-captain, my lord. These political things they are



not for ne to speak of

"Forgive ne, then. But tell me this, at |east why were you sent forth
to neet ny fleet, if not to welcone us and guide us to port?"

Quidrag said, "I was sent not to wel come you but to turn away. Though
I tell you again that we had no idea it was you, nmy lord that we knew
only it was a fleet of inperial ships "

"And inperial ships are no | onger welconme in Piliplok?"
There was a | ong pause

"No, nmy lord," said the Skandar woman |amely. "They are not, ny |ord.
W have how do | say this? we have withdrawn fromthe enpire, ny lord.
That is what a free republic is. It is aterritory that rules itself,
and is not governed fromw thout."

Valentine lifted his eyebrows delicately. "Ah, and why is that? 1Is
the rule of the inperial government so burdensonme, do you think?"

"You play with ne, ny lord. These matters are beyond ny under st andi ng.
I know only that these are difficult tinmes, that changes have been
made, that Piliplok now chooses to decide its own destinies."

"Because Piliplok still has food, and other cities have none, and the
burden of feeding the hungry is too heavy for Piliplok? 1Is that it,
Qui drag?”

"My lord "

"And you nust stop calling me 'ny |ord, said Valentine. "You mnust

call me 'your mmjesty' now "

The dragon-captain, |ooking nore troubled than ever, replied, "But are
you no | onger Coronal, my lord your nmjesty ?"

"The changes in Piliplok are not the only changes that have occurred,"
he said. "I will show you, Guidrag. And then | will return to ny
ship, and you will lead me to the harbor, and I win speak with the
masters of this free republic of yours, so that they can explain it to
me nmore thoroughly. Eh7 Guidrag? Let nme show you who I am™

And he took Sleet's hand in one of his, and a tentacle of Delianber's
in the other, and noved easily and snoothly into the waking sl eep, the
trance-state that allowed himto speak nmind to nmnd as though he were

i ssuing seedings. And fromhis soul to Guidrag's there flowed a
current of vitality and power so great that it caused the air between
themto glow, for he drew now not only on the strength that had been
growing in hinmself throughout this tinme of trial and turnoil, but on
that which too was |lent himby Sleet and the Vroon, and by his conrades
aboard the Lady Thiin, and by Lord H ssune and Hi ssune's nother the
Lady, and by his own nother the forner Lady, and by all others who

| oved Malipoor as it had been and as they wished it would be again.

And he reached forth to Guidrag and then beyond her to the Skandar
dragon hunters at her side, and then to the crews of the other ships,
and then to the citizens of the free republic of Piliplok across the
waters; and the nessage that he sent themwas a sinple one, that he had
cone to themto forgive themfor their errors and to receive fromthem
their renewed loyalty to the great commonweal th that was Mjipoor. And



he told them al so that Majipoor was indivisible and that the strong
must aid the weak or all would perish together, for the world stood at
the brink of doom and nothing but a single mghty effort would save it.
And lastly he told themthat the beginning of the end of the time of
chaos was at hand, for Pontifex and Coronal and Lady and King of Dreans
were striding forth together to set things to rights, and all would be
made whol e again, if only they had faith in the justice of the Divine,

i n whose nane he reigned now as suprenme nonarch

He opened his eyes. He saw Quidrag dazed and swayi ng and si nki ng
slowy to her knees on the deck, and the other Skandars besi de her
doi ng the sane. Then she threw up her hands before her eyes as though
to shield themfroma terrible light, and murrmured in a stunned,
awestruck way, "My lord--your majesty your mgjesty "

"Val entine!" sonmeone cried, farther back on the deck. "Valentine
Pontifex!™ And the cry was taken up by one sailor after another
"Val entine Pontifox! Valentine Pontifex!" until it went echoing from

ship to ship, all across the waters and even to the ranparts of distant
Pi li pl ok:

"Valentine! Valentine |'ontifex! Valentine Pontifex!"
Fi ve:

THE BOOK OF THE

REUNI ON

When the royal expeditionary force was sone hours yet downriver from

Ni - noya, Lord Hissune called Alsinmr to himand said, "Find out whether
the great house known as Ni ssinorn Prospect still exists. |If it does,
| mean to requisition it as my headquarters while I'min N noya."

H ssune renmenbered the,: house remenbered all of Ni-mpoya, its white
towers and glittering arcades as vividly as though he had dwelled there
half his life. But he had never set foot on the continent of Zinroe
at all before this voyage. It was through the eyes of another that he
had seen N -noya. Now he cast his nmind back to that time in his
boyhood when he had covertly peered at the nmenory-readings on file in
the Register of Souls in the depths of the Labyrinth. Wat was her
nane, the little shopkeeper from Vel athys who had married the duke's
brother, and cane to inherit N ssinom Prospect? |nyanna, he thought.

I nyanna Forlana. Who had been a thief in the Grand Bazaar, until the
course of her life so amazingly changed.

Al'l that had happened at the end of Lord Malibor's reign only sone

twenty or twenty-five years ago. Very likely she was still alive,

H ssune thought. Still living in her wondrous mansi on overl ooki ng the
river. And then | will go by her and I will say, "I know you, |nyanna
Forlana. | understand you as well as | understand nyself. W are of

the sane kind, you and 1: fortune's favorites. And we know that the
true favorites of fortune are those who know how to nake the best use
of their own good | uck."

Ni ssi mom Prospect still stood, rising splendidly on its rocky headl and
above the harbor, its . anti |evered bal conies and porticos floating
dreamiike in the shimrering air. But |Inyanna Forlana no |onger |ived
there. The great house was occupi ed now by a braw i ng horde of

squatters, packed five and six to a room who had scrawl ed their nanes



on the glass wall of the Hall of Wndows and built snoky canpfires on
t he verandas facing the garden and left sneary fingerprints on the
shining white walls. Mst of themfled like norning msts the nonent
the Coronal's forces came through the gates; but a few renai ned,
sullenly staring at Hi ssune as if he were an invader from sone other
wor | d.

"Shall | clear the last of this rabble out, ny lord?" Stinion asked.

H ssune nodded. "But give them sonme food and something to drink first,
and tell themthat the Coronal regrets that he nust have their place
for his lodging. And ask themif they know of the Lady |nyanna, whose
house this once was."

Gimy he went fromroomto room conparing what he beheld to the

radi ant vision of this place he had had fromthe menory-readi ng of

I nyanna Forl ana. The transfornmati on was a saddeni ng one. There was no
part of the house that was not in sonme way soil ed, spoiled, stained,

bl em shed, ravaged. It would take an arny of craftsmen years to
restore it to what it had been, H ssune thought.

As with N ssinmom Prospect, so too with all of N -nbya. Hissune,

di sconsol atel y wandering the Hall of Wndows with its sweeping views of
every part of the city, |ooked out upon a scene of horrifying
ruination. This had been the weal thiest and nost resplendent city of
Zinmroel, equal to any of the cities of Castle Mount. The white towers

that had housed thirty mllion people now were bl ackened with the snoke
of scores of great fires. The Ducal Pal ace was a shattered stunp atop
its magnificent pedestal. The CGossanmer Galleria, a mle-long span of

suspended fabric where the finest shops of the city had been, had been
cut loose fromits noorings at one side and spraw ed |i ke a discarded
cl oak across the avenue below it. The glass dones of the Miseum of

Worl ds were broken, and Hi ssune did not want to think of what nust have
become of its treasures. The revolving reflectors of the Crystal

Boul evard were dark. He |ooked toward the harbor and saw what nust
have been the floating restaurants, where once it had been possible to
dine elegantly on the rarest delicacies of Narabal and Stee and Pidruid
and other distant cities, capsized and turned bottomside up in the

wat er .

He felt cheated. To have dreaned so | ong of seeing N -noya, and now at
last to be here and find it like this, perhaps beyond repair.... How
had thi s happened, he wondered? Wy had the people of N -noya, in

t heir hunger and pani ¢ and madness, turned against their own city? And
was it like this all across the heartland of Zinroel, all the beauty
that it had taken thousands of years to create tossed away in a single
par oxysm of m ndl ess destruction? W have paid a heavy price, Hissune
told himself, for all those centuries of snug self-satisfaction

Stimon cane to himto report the news of the Lady I nyam a that he had
| earned fromone of the squatters: she had fled N -noya nore than a
year ago, he said, when one of the fal se Coronals had demanded her
mansi on fromher to serve as his palace. Were she had gone, whether
she was still alive at all no one knew that. The Duke of Ni-nmpbya and
all his fanmly had fled, too, even earlier, and nost of the other
nobility.

"And the fal se Coronal ?" Hi ssune asked.

"CGone also, ny lord. Al of them for there was nore than one, and



toward the end there were ten or twelve, squabbling among thensel ves.
But they ran like frightened bil antoons when the Pontifex Val entine
reached the city last nmonth. There is only one Coronal in Ni-npya
today, nmy lord, and his nane is Hi ssune."

H ssune smled faintly. "And is this ny grand processional, then?
Where are the nusicians, where are the parades? Wy all this filth and
destruction? This is not what | thought nmy first visit to N -noya
woul d be like, Stimon."

"You will return in a happier time, ny lord, and all will be as it was
formerly."

"Do you think so? Do you truly think so? Ah, |I pray you are right, ny
friend!"

Alsimr appeared. "M/ lord the mayor of this place sends his respects
and asks leave to call upon you this afternoon.”

"Tell himto cone this evening. W have nore urgent things to do just
now than nmeet with | ocal mayors."

"I will tell him ny lord. | think the mayor feels sone alarm ny
lord, over the size of the arny that you intend to quarter here. He
sai d somet hi ng about the difficulty of supplying provisions, and sone
prow | em of sanitation that he--"

"He will supply provisions as required, Alsimr, or we will supply
ourselves with a nore capable mayor," said H ssune. "Tell himthat
also. You might tell him also, that nmy lord Diwis will shortly be
here with an arny nearly as great as this, or perhaps greater, and ny
lord Tunigorn will be follow ng, and therefore he can consider his
present efforts as nerely a rehearsal for the real burdens that will be
pl aced upon himsoon. But |et himknow, also, that the overall food
requi rements of Ni-nmoya will be sonewhat | essened when | |eave here,
because | will be taking several mllion of his citizens with nme as
part of the army of occupation going to Piurifayne, and ask hi m what

nmet hod he proposes for choosing the volunteers. And if he bal ks at
anything, Alsimr, point out to himthat we have come here not to annoy
himbut to rescue his province fromchaos, though we would nuch prefer
to be jousting atop Castle Munt just now If you think his attitude
is inappropriate after you have said all that, put himin chains and
see if there is a deputy nmayor who is willing to be nore cooperative,
and if there is not, find soneone who is." Hissune grinned. "So nuch
for the mayor of N -npbya. Has there been any news of ny lord Diw s?"

"A great deal, ny lord. He has left Piliplok and is follow ng us up
the Zinr as swiftly as he can, gathering his arny as he goes. W have
nmessages from himfrom Port Sai kforge, Stenwanp, O geliuse, |npenonde,
and Qbliorn Vale, and the last word we have is that he is approaching
Lar ni mi scul us. "

"Which as | recall is still some thousands of mles east of here, is it
not?" said Hissune. "So we have no little while yet to wait for him
Vll, he will get here when he gets here, and there can be no hurrying
it, nor dol think it wise to set out for Piurifayne until | have net
with him" He smled ruefully. "Qur task would be three tinmes as
simple, | think, if this world were half as big. Alsimr, send

messages of our highest regard to Diwis at Larni m scul us, and perhaps
to Bel ka and O arischanz and a few other cities along his route,



telling himhow eager | amto see himonce again."
"And are you, ny lord?" A simr asked

H ssune | ooked closely at him "That | am" he said. "Mst genuinely
| am Alsimr!"

He chose for his headquarters the grand study on the third floor of the
buil ding. Long ago when this had been the hone of Calain, brother to

t he Duke of Ni-mpbya so Hissune recalled out of his acquired nenory of

t he place the huge room had housed Calain's library of ancient books
bound in the hides of uncommon aninmals. But the books were gone; the
study was a vast enpty space with a single scarred desk in its center
There he spread out his maps and contenplated the enterprise that |ay
before him

It had not pleased H ssune to be left behind at the Isle of Sleep when
Valentine sailed to Piliplok. He had nmeant to handl e the pacification
of Piliplok hinmself, by force of arnms; but Val entine had had ot her

i deas, and Val entine had prevailed. Coronal m ght indeed Hi ssune be,
yes, but it becane clear to himat the time of that decision that his
situation was for sone tine going to be an anomal ous one, for he would
have to contend with the existence of a vigorous and active and highly
vi sible Pontifex who had no intention whatever of retreating to the
Labyrinth. Hi ssune's historical studies provided himw th no precedent
for that. Even the strongest and npost anbitious of Coronals Lord
Conf al une, Lord Prestimon, Lord Dekkeret, Lord Kinniken had yiel ded up
their place and gone to their subterranean abode at the conpl etion of
their time at the Castle.

But there was no precedent, H ssune conceded, for anything that was
happeni ng now. And he could not deny that Valentine' s voyage to
Pilipl ok which to Hi ssune had seened to be the maddest sort of folly
had in fact been a brilliant stroke of strategy.

I magi ne: the rebellious city meekly hauling down its flags and
submitting without a whinper Kit the Pontifex, precisely as Valentine
had predicted! Wat nagic did he have, H ssune wondered, that all owed
himto carry off so bold a coup with such self-assurance? But he had
won back his throne in the war of restoration with nuch the sane
tactics, had he not? H s mldness, his gentleness they conceal ed a
temper ament of renmarkabl e strength and deternination. And yet, thought
H ssune, it was not a nere cloak conveniently put on, that gentl eness
of Valentine: it was the essential nature of his character, the deepest
and truest part of it. An extraordinary being a great king, in his
curious fashion.... And now the Pontifex proceeded westward al ong the
Zinmr with his little entourage, traveling fromone broken land to

anot her, gently negotiating a return to sanity. FromPiliplok he had
gone to N -noya, arriving sone weeks before Hi ssune. False Coronals
had fled at his approach; vandals and bandits had ceased their

mar audi ngs; the dazed and i npoverished citizens of the great city had
turned out by the millions, so went the report, to hail their new
Pontifex as if he could with one wave of his hand restore the world to
its former state. Which nade nmatters far sinpler for H ssune, follow ng
in Valentine's wake: instead of having to expend tine and resources
bringi ng N -nmoya under control, he found the city quiet and reasonably
willing to cooperate in whatever nust be done.

H ssune traced a path with his finger over the map. Val entine had gone
on to Khyntor. A tough assignnment; that was the stronghold of the



fal se Coronal Senpeturn and his private arny, the Knights of Dekkeret.
Hi ssune feared for the Pontifex there. Yet he could take no action to
protect him Valentine would not hear of it. "I will not lead armes
into the cities of Mjipoor," he had said when they debated the point
on the Isle; and Hi ssune had had no choice but to yield to his will.
The authority of the Pontifex is always suprene.

And after Khyntor, for Valentine? The Rift cities, H ssune assuned.
And then perhaps onward toward the cities of the sea, Pidruid, Tilonon,
Narabal. No one knew what was happeni ng on that far coast, where so
many mllions of refugees fromthe troubled Z nroel heartland had gone.
But in the eye of his mind H ssune could see Val enti ne marching
tirelessly on and on and on, bringing chaos into order by the gl ow ng
force of his soul alone. It was, in effect, a weird sort of grand
processional for the Pontifex. But the Pontifex, Hi ssune thought
uneasily, is not the one who is supposed to be maki ng grand
processi onal s.

He turned his nind away from Val enti ne and toward his own
responsibilities. Wit for Diwis to get here, first. A ticklish

busi ness that would be. But H ssune knew that all the future success
of his reign would depend on how well he handl ed that broodi ng and
jealous man. O fer himhigh authority, yes, nake it clear that anong
the generals of this war he is second only to the Coronal hinself. But
contain him control him at the same tine. |If it could be done.

H ssune sketched quick lines on the map. One arny under Divvis,

swi ngi ng out west as far as Khyntor or Mazadone to make certain that
Val entine had really reestablished order there, and | evying troops as
it went: then | ooping back to the south and east to take up a position
al ong the upper reaches of the Metanorph province. The other main
arny, under Hi ssune's own conmmand, cutting down from Ni -nmoya al ong the
banks of the Steiche to seal Piurifayne's eastern border. The pincers
tactic: inward then fromboth sides until the rebels were taken

And what will those soldiers eat, H ssune wondered, in a world that is
starving to death? Feed an arny of many nillions on roots and nuts and
grass? He shook his head. W will eat roots and nuts and grass, if
that is all thereis. W wll eat stones and nud. W will eat the
devilish fanged creatures that the rebels hurl against us. W wll eat
our own dead, if need be. And we will prevail; and then this nmadness
will end.

He rose and went to the wi ndow and stared out over ruined N -noya, nore
beautiful now that tw light was descending to hide the worst of the
scars. He caught sight of his own reflection in the glass. Mockingly
he bowed to it. Good evening, ny lord! The Divine be with you, ny
lord! Lord Hissune: how strange that sounded. Yes, ny lord; no, ny

lord; I will do it at once, nmy lord They made the starburst at him
They backed away in awe. They treated him all of them as though he
really were Coronal. Perhaps he would becone used to it before |ong.

It was not as though any of this had come as a surprise, after all. And
yet it still felt unreal to him Possibly that was because he had
spent his entire reign thus far journeying about Zinroel in this

i nprovi sed way. It would not becone real, H ssune decided, until he

finally returned to Castle Mount to Lord Hi ssune's Castle! and took up
that life of signing decrees and naking appoi ntnents and presiding over
grand cerenoni es that was, he inmagined, the true occupation of a
Coronal in peacetine. But would that day ever come? He shrugged. A
foolish question, |ike nbst questions. That day would cone on the day



that it came; in the nmeantime there was work to do. Hi ssune returned
to his desk and for an hour nore continued to annotate his maps.

After atime Alsimr returned. "l have spoken with the mayor, mny |ord.
He pronises conpl ete cooperation now. He waits downstairs in the hope
that you will allow himto tell you how cooperative he plans to be. "
Hi ssune snmiled. "Send himto nme," he said.

When he reached Khyntor at |ast Valentine directed Asenhart to nmake his
landfall not in the city proper, but across the river in the southern
suburb of Hot Khyntor, where the geothermal wonders were, the geysers
and fumaroles and simering | akes. He wanted to enter the city in a

sl ow and neasured way, giving the so-called "Coronal" who ruled it ful
war ni ng that he was com ng.

Not that his arrival could be any surprise to the self-styled Lord
Senpeturn. During his voyage up the Zinr from N -noya Val entine had
made no secret of his identity, nor of his destination. He had halted
again and again at the larger river towns along the way, neeting with
what ever muni ci pal |eadership still survived in them and obtaining

pl edges of backing for the armes that were being recruited to neet the
Met amor ph threat. And all along the river, even at towns where he did
not stop, the popul ace turned out to see the inperial fleet pass by on
its way to Khyntor, and to wave and shout, "Valentine Pontifex!

Val entine Pontifex!"

A dismal journey that had been, too, for it was apparent even fromthe
river that those towns, once so lively and prosperous, were nmere ghosts
of themnsel ves, their dockside warehouses enpty and wi ndow ess, their
bazaars deserted, their waterfront promenades choked with weeds. And
wher ever he went ashore he saw that the people who remai ned in these

pl aces, for all their shouting and waving, were utterly w thout hope:
their eyes dull and downcast, their shoul ders slunped, their faces
forlorn.

But when he had | anded in that fantastic place of boom ng geysers and
hi ssing, gurgling thermal |akes and boiling clouds of pale green gas
that was Hot Khyntor, Valentine saw sonething else on the faces of the
crowmds that had gathered at the quay: an alert, curious, eager |ook, as
t hough they were anticipating some sort of sporting event.

They were waiting, Valentine knew, to see what sort of reception he
woul d receive at the hands of Lord Senpeturn.

"We' || be ready to go in just a couple of nminutes, your mgjesty,"
Shanamr called. "The floaters are conming down the ramp right now. "
"No floaters," said Valentine. "W'IlIl enter Khyntor on foot."

He heard Sleet's fanmliar gasp of horror, saw the fam|iar exasperated
| ook on Sleet's face. Lisarnon Hultin was red-faced wi th annoyance;
Zal zan Kavol wore a brooding scow; Carabella too was showi ng al arm
But no one dared to renonstrate with him No one had for sonme tine
now. It was not so nmuch that he was Pontifex now, he thought: the
exchange of one gaudy title for another was really a trivial matter. It
was, rather, as though they regarded himas novi ng deeper and deeper
each day into a realmthey could not enter. He was beconing

i ncomprehensible to them As for hinself, he felt beyond all trifling
concern with security invul nerable, nmnc~ble.



Del i anber said, "Wich bridge shall we take, your majesty?"

There were four in view one of brick, one of stone arches, one that was
sl ender and gl eami ng and transparent, as though it had been nade of

gl ass, and one, the closest at hand, that was an airy thing of |ight
swayi ng cables. Valentine |ooked fromone to another, and at the

di stant square-topped towers of Khyntor far across the river. The

bri dge of stone arches, he observed' seened to be shattered in md span
One nore task for the Pontifex, he thought, remenbering that the title
he bore had nmeant, in ancient tines, "builder of bridges."

He said, "I knew the nanmes of these bridges once, good Delianber, but I
have forgotten them shell themto me again."

"That is the Bridge of Dreanms to our right, your majesty. Nearer to us
is the Bridge of the Pontifex, and next to it is Khyntor Bridge, which
appears to be damaged beyond use. The one upstreamis the Bridge of
the Coronal ."

"Cathy, then, let us take the Bridge of the Pontifex!" said
Val enti ne.

Zal zan Kavol and several of his fellow Skandars |led the way. Behind

t hem mar ched Li sanbn Hultm then Val entine, at an unhurried pace, wth
Carabell a by his side; Delianber and Sl eet and Ti sana wal ked j ust
behind them with the rest of the small party bringing up the rear. The
cromd, growing larger all the time, followed al ongsi de, keepi ng back of
its own accord.

As Val entine was nearing the threshold of the bridge, a thin,

dar khai red woman in a faded orange gown detached herself fromthe

onl ookers and came rushing toward him crying, "Mjesty! Mjesty!" She
managed to get within a dozen feet of himbefore Lisanon Hultin stopped
her, catching her by one arm and swi nging her off her feet as though
she were a child' s doll "No wait " the woman murnured, as Lisanon
seened about to hurl her back into the throng. "I mean no harm| have
agift for the Pontifex "

"Put her down, Lisamon," Valentine said calnly.

Frowni ng suspi ci ously, Lisanon released her, but renmained cl ose beside
the Pontifex, poised at her readiest. The woman was trenbling so that
she coul d barely keep her footing. Her |ips nmoved, but for a nonment
she did not speak. Then she said, "You are truly Lord Val enti ne?"

"I was Lord Valentine, yes. | am Valentine Pontifex now "

"OfF course. O course. | knew that. They said you were dead, but

| never believed that. | never!"™ She bowed. "Your mjesty!" She was
still trenbling. She seened fairly young, though it was hard to be
certain, for hunger and hardship had etched deep lines in her face, and
her skin was even paler than Sleet's. She held forth her hand. "I am
MIlilain," she said. "I wanted to give you this."

What | ooked |ike a dagger of bone, long, slender, tapering to a sharp
point, lay in her palm

"An assassin, seer" L~sampon roared' and nmoved as if to pounce once



agai n.

Val entine held up his hand. '~Wit," he said. "Wat do you have
there, MIlilain?"

"Atooth a holy tooth a tooth of the water-king Maaznmoorn

" AR
"To guard you. To guide you. He is the greatest of the water-Kkings.
This tooth is precious, your majesty." She was shaking now. "I

thought at first it was wong to worship them that it was bl aspheny,
that it was crimnal. But then | returned, | listened, | |earned. They
are not evil, the water-kings, your majesty! They are the true

masters! W belong to them we and all others who |ive on Mji poor
And | bring you the tooth of Maazmoorn' your mmjesty, the greatest of
them the high Power "

Softly Carabella said, "W should be noving onward, Valentine."
"Yes," he said. He put forth his hand and gently took the tooth from
the wonman. It was perhaps ten inches king, strangely chilly to the
touch, gleam ng as though with an inner fire. As he wapped his hand
about it he thought, only for a nmonent, that he heard the sound of
far-off bells, or what m ght have been bells, though their nel ody was
like that of no bells he had ever heard. G avely he said, "Thank you,
MIlilain. | will treasure this."

"Your majesty," she whispered, and went stunbling away, back into the
crowd.

He continued on, slowy across the bridge into Khyntor

The crossing took an hour or nore. Long before he reached the far side
Val entine could see t hat a crowd had gathered over there to await him
and it was no nere nob, he realized, for those who stood in the
vanguard were dressed identically, in uniforms of green and gold, the
colors of the Coronal. This was an arny, then the arny of the Corona
Lord Senpet urn.

Zal zan Kavol |ooked back, frowning. "Your majesty?' he said.

"Keep going," said Valentine. "Wen you reach the front row of them
step back and let me through, and remain at ny side.”

He felt Carabella's hand closing in fear on his wist.
"Do you renenber," he said, "early in the war of restoration, when we
were comng into Pendiwane, and found a mlitia of ten thousand waiting
for us at the gate, and there were just a few dozen of us?"

"This is not Pendi wane. Pendiwane was not in rebellion against you.
There was no fal se Coronal waiting at the gate for you, but only a fat
terrified provincial mayor."

"It is all the same," Val entine said.

He cane to the bridge's end. The way was bl ocked there by the troops
in green and gold. An officer in the front |line whose eyes were
glittering with fear called out hoarsely, "Wo are you that would enter



Khynt or wi thout | eave of Lord Senpeturn?"

"I amthe Pontifex Valentine, and | need no one's leave to enter a city
of Mali poor."

"The Coronal Lord Senpeturn will not have you come further on this
bri dge, stranger!"

Val entine smled. "How can the Coronal, if Coronal he be, gainsay the
word of the Pontifex? Cone, stand aside!"

"That | will not do. For you are no nore Pontifex than I."

"Do you deny me? | think your Coronal nust do that with his own
voice," said Valentine quietly.

He began to wal k forward, flanked by Zal zan Kavol and Lisanon Hultin.
The officer who had chall enged himthrew uncertain gl ances at the
soldiers to his right and left in the front [ine; he drew hinself up
rigidly, and so did they; their hands went ostentatiously to the butts
of the weapons they carried Valentine continued to advance. They

st epped back half a pace, and then half a pace nore, while continuing
to glare sternly at him Valentine did not halt. The front |ine was
nelting away to this side and that, now, as he marched steadfastly into
it.

Then the ranks opened and a short stocky nman with rough reddi sh cheeks
energed to face Valentine. He was clad in a Coronal's white robe over
a green doublet, and he wore the starburst crown, or a reasonable
likeness of it, in his great wild tuft of black hair.

He held up both hands with his palnms outstretched and cried | oudly,
"Enough! No further, inmpostor!"

"And by whose authority dr ~ you issue such orders?" Valentine asked
am abl y.

"My own, for I amthe Coronal Lord Senpeturn!”

"Ah, you are the Coronal, and | aman inpostor? | had not understood
that. And by whose will are you Coronal, then, Lord Senpetunf"

"By the will of the Divine, who has appointed me to rule in this tinme
of a vacancy on Castle Munt!"

"I see," said Valentine. "But |I know of no such vacancy. There is a
Coronal , Lord Hi ssune by name, who holds office by legitinmate
appoi ntment . "

"An inmpostor can nmake no legitimate appointnments,” Senpetum rejoi ned.
"But | am Val enti ne who was Coronal before him and who now is Pontifex
by will of the Gvine also, so it is generally believed."

Senpeturn grinned darkly. "You were an inpostor when you clainmed to be
Coronal, and you are an inpostor now"

"Can that be so? Was | acclaimed wongly, then, by all the princes and
| ords of the Mount, and by the Pontifex Tyeveras, may he rest always at
the Source, and by nmy own nother the Lady?"



"I say you deceived themall, and the curse that has descended on
Mal i poor is best proof of that. For the Valentine who was nade Corona
was a dark-conpl ected man, and | ook at you your hair is bright as

gol d!"

Val entine |aughed. "But that is an old story, friend! Surely you know
of the witchery that deprived me of ny body and put me into this
one!"

"So you say."

"And so the Powers of the real magreed."

"Then you are a master of deceit,” said Senpetum "But | will waste no
nore time with you, for | have urgent tasks. Go: get you back into Hot
Khynt or, and board your ship and sail yourself off down the river. |If
you are found in this province by this hour tonorrow you will regret it
nost sorely."

"I will |eave soon enough, Lord Senpetum But first |I nmust ask a

service of you. These soldiers of yours the Knights of Dekkeret, do
you call then? we have need of themto the east, on the borders of
Piurifayne, where the Coronal Lord H ssune is assenbling an arny. Go
to him Lord Senpeturn. Place yourself under his command. Do what he
asks of you. We are aware of what you have acconplished in gathering

t hese troops, and we woul d not deprive you of |eadership over them but
you must make yourself part of the greater effort.”

"You must be a madnman," Senpeturn said.
"I think otherw se."

"Leave ny city unguarded? March off thousands of niles to surrender ny
authority to some usurper?"

"It is necessary, Lord Sempetum"

"I'n Khyntor | al one decide what is necessary!"

"That must change," said Valentine. He slipped easily into the waking
trance, and sent forth the merest tendril of his mnd toward Senpeturn
and played with him and brought a frown of confusion fromthe
red-faced man. He sent into Senpeturn's mind the inage of Dom nin
Bariazid, wearing the body that once had been his own, and said, "Do
you recogni ze that man, Lord Senpet unf"

"He he he is the forner Lord Val entine!"”

"No," said Valentine, and hurled a full jolt of his nental force at the
fal se Coronal of Khynton

Senmpetum | urched and nearly fell, and clutched at the men in green and
gol d about him and the color of his cheeks deepened until it was the
purpl e of overripe grapes.

"Who is that man?" Val enti ne asked.

"He is the brother of the King of Dreans," whispered Senpetum



"And why does he wear the features of the forner Lord Val enti ne?"

"Because because

"Tel | me.

Senpet um sagged until his knees were bent and his quivering hands hung
al nost to the ground.

"Because he stole the Coronal's body during the tine of the usurpation
and wears it yet by the mercy and di spensation of the man he woul d have
overthrown "

"Ah. And who am !, then?"

"You are Lord Valentine," Senpetum said niserably.

"Wong. Wwo aml, Senpetunf"

"Val entine Pontifex Pontifex of Malipoor "

"Indeed. At last. And if |I am Pontifex, who is Coronal ?"

"\Whoever you say, your majesty."

"I say he is Lord Hissune, who waits for you in N -noya, Senmpetum Co:
gat her your knights, take your armny east, serve your Coronal as he

wi shes. Go, Sempeturn! Go!"t

He sent one last thrust of force toward Senpetum who reel ed and swayed

and shook, and at last fell to his knees. "Mjesty majesty forgive ne
"I will spend a night or two in Khyntor," said Valentine, "and see to
it that all is in order here. And then | think I nust nove on toward
the west, where nore work awaits ne." He turned and saw Carabell a

staring at himas though he had sprouted wi ngs or horns. He snmiled at
her and lightly blew her a kiss. This is thirsty work, he thought. A
good bowl or two of wine, now, if they have any in Khyntor, eh?

He gl anced down at the dragon-tooth that he had held in his hands al
this time and ran his fingers lightly over it, and heard once nore the
sound of bells, and thought that he felt the stirring of m ghty w ngs
within his soul. Carefully he wapped the tooth in a piece of colored
silk that he took from Carabella, and handed it to her, saying, "Quard
this well, ny lady, until | ask you for it again. | wll have sone
great use for it, | think." He |ooked into the cromd and caught sight
of the woman M Ililain who had given the tooth to him Her eyes were
fixed on his; and they blazed with a frightening intensity, as though
she were staring with awe and rapture at some godli ke bei ng.

What sounded like a Ioud argument seemed to be going on just outside

t he door of his bedchanber, Hi ssune realized. He sat up, scow ed,

bl i nked groggily. Through the great windowto his left he saw the red
daybreak gl ow of the sun | ow on the eastern horizon. He had been awake
far into the night preparing for the arrival this day of Diwis, and he
was hardly pleased to be roused fromsleep so soon after sunrise

"Who's out there?" he growed. "Wat in the name of the Divine is al
that racket?"



"My lord, | have to see you at once!" Alsimr's voice. "Your guards
say you must not be awakened under any circunstances, but | absolutely
nmust speak with you!"

H ssune sighed. "I seemto be awake,"
in"

he said. "You may as well cone

There was the sound of unbolting of the doors. After a nmonent Alsimr
entered, |ooking greatly agitated.

"My lord "

"What's goi ng on?"

"The city is under attack, ny lord!"

Suddenly Hi ssune was fully awake. "Attack? By whon®?"

"Strange nonstrous birds,~ Alsimr said. "Wth wings |like those of
sea dragons, and beaks |like scythes, and claws that drip poison."

"There are no birds of such a kind."

"These nust be sone evil new creatures of the Shapeshifters, that began
entering N -noya shortly before dawn fromthe south, a great hideous
flock, hundreds of them perhaps thousands. Already they have taken
fifty lives or nore, and it will get nmuch worse as the day goes on."
Alsimir went to the window i'See, ny lord, there are some of them now,
circling above the old pal ace of the duke"

H ssune stared. A swarm of ghastly shapes soared and hovered in the

cl ear nmorning sky: huge birds, bigger than gi hornas, bigger even than
mlultas and far nore ugly. Their wi ngs were not bird-w ngs but rather
the sort of black |leathery things, supported on outstretched fingerlike
bones, that sea dragons had. Their beaks, w ckedly sharp and curved,
were flam ng red, and their | ong outstretched claws were bright green
Fiercely they dived in quest of prey, swooping and rising and swoopi ng
again, while in the streets bel ow people ran desperately for cover.

H ssune watched one unwary boy of ten or twelve years, wth school books
under his arm energe froma building directly into the path of one of
the creatures: it swept downward until it was no nore than nine or ten
feet above the ground, and its claws flicked out in a quick powerful
assault that slashed through his tunic and ripped a bloody track up his
back. As the bird swung swiftly upward agai n the boy went spraw ing,
hands sl appi ng the paverent in wild convul sions. Then, alnost at once,
he was still, and three or four of the birds plunmeted |ike stones from
the sky, falling upon himand at once begi nning to devour him

H ssune nuttered a curse "You did well to awaken ne. Have any
count er neasures been taken yet?"

"W have sone five hundred archers heading for the rooftops already, ny
lord. And we're nobil ising the | ong-range energy-throwers as fast as
we can."

"Not enough. Not nearly enough. What we have to avoid is a genera
panic in the city twenty mllion frightened civilians running around
tranpling each other to death. It's vital to show themthat we're

bringing the situation under control right away. Put five thousand



archers up on the roofs. Ten thousand, if we have them | want
ever ybody who knows how to draw a bow up there taking part in this al
over the city, highly visible, highly reassuring."”

"Yes, my lord."

"And i ssue a general conmand to the citizens to stay indoors unti
further orders. No one is to go outside: no one, regardl ess of how

urgent he thinks his business is, while the birds are still a nenace.
Al so: have Stinmion send word downriver to Diwis that we're having a
little trouble here and he'd better be on guard if he's still planning

to enter Ni-noya this no ming And | want you to send for that old man
who runs that rare-aninmal zoo in the hills, the one | spoke with | ast
week Chitain, Khitain, sonething like that. Tell himwhat's been going
on this morning, if he doesn't already know, and bring himhere under
careful guard, and have soneone collect a few of the dead birds and
bring them here too, for himto exam ne.9" H ssune turned to the w ndow
again, glowering. The boy's body was wholly hidden by the birds, nine
or ten of themnow, that fluttered greedily about it. Hi s school books

lay scattered in a pathetic sprawl nearby "Shapeshifters!" he
exclaimed bitterly. "Sending nonsters to nake war on children! Ah,
but we'll have them pay dearly for this, Alsimr! W'I|l feed Farautaa

to his own birds, eh? Go, now there's nmuch that needs doing."

More detailed reports arrived in a steady stream as Hi ssune had his
hasty breakfast. Mre than a hundred deaths now were attributed to the
aerial onslaught, and the nunber was mounting rapidly. And at |east
two nore flocks of the birds had entered the city, making, so far as
anyone had been able to reckon, at least fifteen hundred of the
creatures so far.

But already the rooftop counterattack was producing results: the birds,
on account of their great size, were slow and graceless fliers and nmade
conspi cuous targets for the archers of whomthey showed virtually no
fear. So they were being picked off fairly easily, and elimnating
them seemred mainly a matter of tine, even if new hordes of them were
still en route fromPiurifayne. The streets of the city had |l argely
been cleared of civilians, for word of the attack and of the Coronal's
orders to stay indoors had by now spread to the farthest suburbs. The
birds circled norosely over a silent, deserted N -noya.

In mdnorning word came that Yarmuz Khitain, the curator of the Park of
Fabul ous Beasts, had been brought to Nissinmorn Prospect and was
presently at work in the courtyard dissecting one of the dead birds.

H ssune had met with him sone days earlier, for N -noya was infested
with all sorts of strange and | ethal creatures spawned by the Metanorph
rebel s, and the zool ogi st had had val uabl e advice to offer on coping
with them Going downstairs now Hi ssune found Khitain, a conber-eyed
hol | ow- cheated man of | ate niddl e years, crouching over 318

the remains of a bird so huge that at first Hi ssune thought there nust
be several of them outspread on the pavenent.

"Have you ever seen such a thing as this?" Hi ssune asked.

Khitain | ooked up. He was pale, tense, trenbling. "Never, my lord. It
is a creature out of nightmares."

"Met anmor ph ni ght mares, do you thi nk?"



"Beyond doubt, ny lord. Plainly it is no natural bird."
"Some kind of synthetic creature, you mean?"

Khitain shook his head. '"Not quite, ny lord. | think these are
produced by genetic mani pulation fromexisting life-forms. The basic
shape is that of a mlufta, that nuch seens clear do you know of it?
The largest carrion-feeding bird of Zimoel. But they have nade it
even larger, and turned it into a raptorial bird, a predator, instead
of a scavenger. These venom gl ands, at the base of the claws no bird
of Majipoor has those, but there is a reptile of Piurifayne known as
the ammazoar that is armed in such a way, and they seemto have nodel ed
them after those."

"And the wings?" Hissune said. "Borrowed from sea dragons, are
t hey?"

"OfF simlar design. That is, they are not typical bird-w ngs, but
rather the kind of expanded finger webs that namual s soneti nes evol ve
dhiins, for instance, or bats, or sea-dragons. The sea dragons, ny
lord, are mammal s, you know. "

"Yes, | know," said Hi ssune drily. "But dragons don't use their w ngs
for flying. What purpose is served, would you say, by putting dragon
wi ngs on a bird?"

Khitai n shrugged. "No aerodynam c purpose, so far as | can tell. It
may have been done nerely to nake the birds seemnore terrifying. Wen
one is designing a life-formto use as an instrunent of war "

"Yes. Yes. So it is your opinion wthout any question that these
birds are yet one nore Metanorph weapon."

"Wthout question, my lord. As | have said, this is no natura
lifeformof Myjipoor, nothing that has ever existed in the wild. A
creature this large and dangerous could certainly not have gone

undi scovered for fourteen thousand years."

"Then it is one nore crine we nust add to their score. Wo could have
supposed, Khitain, that the Shapeshifters were such ingenious
scienti sts?"

"They are a very ancient race, ny lord. They may have nany secrets of
this sort.”

"Let us hope,"” Hi ssune said, shuddering, "that they have not hing
nastier than this ready to | aunch at us."

But by early afternoon the assault seened all but over. Hundreds of
the birds had been shot down the bodies of all that could be recovered
were dunped in the great plaza outside the main gate of the Grand
Bazaar, where they nade an enormous foul -snelling mound and t hose that
survived, at |ast conprehending that nothing better than arrows awaited
themin N -noya, had mainly flown off into the hills to the north,

| eaving only a scattered few behind in the city. Five archers had
peri shed in the defense of N -moya, Hi ssune was di smayed to |earn
struck from behind as they searched the skies for the birds. A heavy,
price, he thought; but he knew it had been a necessary one. The
greatest city of Mjipoor could not be allowed to be held hostage by a
fl ock of birds.



For an hour or nore Hi ssune toured the city by floater to assure
hinself that it was safe to lift the restrictions on going out of
doors. Then he returned to N ssinorn Prospect, just in tinme to |learn
fromStimon that the forces under the conmand of Diwis had begun to
arrive at the docks of Sband Vista.

Through all the nonths since Val entine had given himthe crown at |nner
Tenpl e, Hi ssune had | ooked forward apprehensively to his first

encounter as Coronal with the man he had defeated for the office. Show
any sign of weakness, he knew, and Diwis would see it as an invitation
to shove him aside, once this war was won, and take fromhimthe throne
he coveted. Though he had never once heard an overt hint of such
treason frombDiwis, Hi ssune had no reason to place nmuch faith in his
good will.

Yet as he nmade ready to go down to Strand Vista to greet the ol der
prince, Hissune felt a strange cal mess settling over hinself. He was,

after all, Coronal by true succession, the free choice of the man who
was now Pontifex: like it or not, Diwis nust accept that, and Diw s
woul d.

When he reached the riverfront at Strand Vista H ssune was astounded by
t he vastness of the armada that Diwis had gathered. He seened to have
conmandeer ed every river going vessel between Piliplok and N -noya, and
the Zinr was choked with ships as far as H ssune could see, an enornous
fleet stretching hal fway out toward the distant confluence a col ossa
freshwater sea where the River Steiche flowed south fromthe Zinr.

The only vessel that had tied up thus far at its pier, Stimnion said,

was Diwis's flagship. And Diwis hinself waited aboard it for Lord
Hi ssune's arrival

"Shall | tell himto cone ashore and greet you here, ny lord?" Stimon
asked.
H ssune snmiled. "I will go to him" he said.

Di snounting fromhis floater, he wal ked solemly toward the arcade at
the end of the passenger terminal, and out onto the pier itself. He
was in his full regalia of office, and his counsellors also were
bedecked at their nost formal, as were the nenbers of his guard; and a
dozen archers flanked himon either side, in case the deadly birds
shoul d choose this monment to reappear. Though Hi ssune had el ected to
go to Diwis, which perhaps was in violation of protocol, he knew t hat
the image he projected was a lordly one, that of a king deigning to
confer an unusual honor upon a |oyal subject.

Diwis stood at the head of his ship's entranceway. He too had taken
care to make hinself | ook majestic, for he was clad despite the heat of
the day in a great black robe of fine haigus hides and a splendid

gl eam ng hel net that seemed alnost to be a crown. As H ssune went
upward onto the deck, D WS | ooned above himlike a giant.

But then at last they were face to face, and though Diwis was by far
t he bigger man, Hissune regarded himw th a steadi ness and cool ness
that did nuch to minimze the difference in their size. For a long
nmonent neit her spoke.



Then Diwis as Hi ssune knew he nust do, or be in open defiance nmade the
starburst gesture and went down to one knee, and offered his first
homage to the new Coronal

"Hi ssune! Lord Hissune! | ong life to Lord H ssune!"

"And long life to you, Diwis for we will have need of your bravery in
the struggle that lies before us. Get up, man. Get up!”

Diwis rose. His eyes unhesitatingly met Hissune's; and across his
features there played such a succession of enotions that Hi ssune could
hardly interpret themall, though it seened to himthat he saw enw,
there, and anger, and bitterness but also a certain degree of respect,
and even a grudging admiration, and sonmething like a tinge of
anusenment, as if Diwis could not resist smling at the strange
permut ati ons of fate that had brought themtogether in this place in

t hese new rol es.

Wavi ng a hand behind himat the river, Diwis said, "Have | brought you
sufficient troops, my |ord?"

"An i mrense force, yes a brilliant acconplishment, recruiting an arny
of such size. But who, knows what will be sufficient, DDwis7 in
fighting an arny of phantonms? The Shapeshifters will have many ugly
surprises for us yet."

Wth a light laugh Divvis said, "I heard, my lord, of the birds they
sent you this norning."

"No | aughing matter, my lord Diwis. These were dread nonsters of a
nmost frightful sort, that struck down people in the streets and fed

upon their bodies before they were cold. | saw that done to a child,
nmysel f, fromthe w ndow of my own bedroom But | think we have slain
themall, or nearly. And in due course we will slay their makers,
too."

"It surprises me to heal you so vengeful, ny lord."

"Am | vengeful ?" Tissue said. "Wy, then, if you say it, | suppose it
must be so. Living here for weeks in this shattered city makes one
vengeful , perhaps. Seeing nonstrous verm n turned | oose upon innocent

citizens by our eneni es makes one vengeful. Piurifayne is |Iike sone

| oat hsome boil, fromwhich all manner of putrescence conmes spilling out
into the civilised lands. | intend to |lance that boil and cauterize it
entirely. And | tell you this, Diwvis: with your help | will inpose a

terrible vengeance upon those who have nade this war on U5."

"You sound very little |ike Lord Valentine, ny |lord, when you speak of
vengeance that way. | think | never knew himto use the word."

"And is there any reason why | should sound like Lord Valentine, D ws?
| am Hi ssune. "

"You are his chosen successor."
"Yes, and Valentine is no | onger Coronal, by that very choice. It may
be that ny way of dealing with our enemies will not be rmuch like Lord

Val entine's way."

"Then you nust tell me what your way is."



"I think you already knowit. | mean to march down into Piurifayne by
way of the Steiche, while you go around fromthe western side, and we
wi || squeeze the rebels between us, and take this Faruataa and bring a
halt to his |oosing of nonsters and pl agues agai nst us. And afterward
the Pontifex can sumon the surviving rebels, and in his nore |oving
way negoti ate sone resolution of the Shapeshifters' valid grievances
agai nst us. But first we nust show force, | think. And if we nust
shed the bl ood of those who woul d shed ours, why, then we nust shed
their blood. What do you say to that, D w s?"

"I say that | have not heard greater sense fromthe |lips of a Corona
since ny father held the throne. But the Pontifex, | think, would
answer otherw se, if he had heard you speaking so belligerently. 1Is he
awar e of your plans?"

"W have not yet discussed themin great detail."

"And will you, then?"

"The Pontifex is currently in Khyntor, or west of there," said H ssune.

"His work will occupy himthere sone tine; and then it will take hima
very long while to cone this far east again, and | will be deep into
Piurifayne, | think, by that time, and we will have little opportunity

for consultation."

A certain slyness entered Diwis's eyes. "Ah, | see how you deal wth
your problem ny lord."

"And what problemis that?"

"Of being Coronal, while your Pontifex remains at |arge, marching about
the countryside, instead of hiding hinself decently out of sight in the
Labyrinth. | think that could be a great enbarrassnent to a new young
Coronal, and | would like it very little if | faced such a situation
nmyself. But if you take care to keep a great distance between the
Pontifex and yourself, and you credit any differences between your
policies and his to that great distance, why, then, you could manage to
function al nost as though you had a conpletely free hand, eh, ny

[ ord?"

"I think we tread now on dangerous ground, Diwis."
"Ah. Do we?"
"W do indeed. And you overestimate the differences between ny outl ook

and Valentine's. He is not hinself a man of war, as we all well
under stand; but perhaps that is why he has renoved hinmself fromthe

Confal une Throne in ny favor. | believe we understand each other, the
Pontifex and I, and let us not carry this discussion any further in
that direction. Conme, now, Diwis: it would be proper, | think, to

invite me to your cabin to share a bowl or two of wine, and then you
must conme with nme to Nissinorn Prospect to share another. And then we
should sit down to plan the conduct of our war. What do you say to
that, ny lord Diwis? Wat do you say to that?" The rain was beginning
agai n, washing away the outlines of the map Faraataa had drawn in the
danp mud of the riverbank. But that nmade little difference to him He
had been drawi ng and redrawi ng the sane nap all day, and no need for
doi ng any of that, for every detail of it was engraved in the recesses
and contours of his brain. [Ilirivoyne here, Avendroyne there, New



Vel al i sier over here. The rivers, the mountains. The positions of the
two invadi ng armes

El se positions of the two invading arm es

Faraatea had not anticipated that. It was the one great flawin his
pl anni ng, that the Unchangi ng Ones shoul d have invaded Piurifayne. The
coward weakling Lord Val enti ne woul d never have done anything |ike
that; no, Valentine would rather have conme groveling with his nose in
the mud to the Dani pi ur and begged humbly for a treaty of friendship.
But Val entine was no | onger the king or, rather, he had becone the

ot her king, now, the one with the greater rank but the weaker powers
how coul d anyone understand the nad arrangenents of the Unchangi ng
Ones? and there was a new king now, the young one, Lord Hi ssune, who
appeared to be a very different sort of man.... "Aarisiim" Faroataa
called. "What news is there?"

"Very little, OKing That Is. W are awaiting reports fromthe western
front, but it will be sonme while."

"And fromthe Steiche battle?"

"I amtold that the forest-brethren are still being uncooperative, but
that we are at | ast succeeding in conpelling their assistance in |aying
the bird net vine."

"Good. CGood. But will it be laidintinm to stop Lord Hissune's
advance?~,

"That is nmost likely, OKing That Is."
"And do you say that," Faraataa denanded, "because it is true, or
because it is what you think |I prefer to hear?"

Aarisiimstared, and gaped, and in his enbarrassment his shape began to
alter, so that for a nmonent he becane a frail structure of wavy ropes
that blew in the breeze, and then a tangle of elongated rigid rods
swol l en at both ends; and then he was Aarisiimonce again. In a quiet
voi ce he said, "You do nme great injustice, O Fareataa!"

"Perhaps | do."
"I tell you no untruths.”

"If that is true, then all else is, and | will accept it that that is
true," said Faruataa bl eakly. Overhead the rain grew nore cl anorous,
battering against the jungle canopy. "Go, and come back when you have
the news fromthe west."

Aarisiimvani shed am dst the darkness of the trees. Faraatoa,
scow i ng, restless, began drawi ng his map once agai n.

There was an arny in the west, uncountable millions of the Un changing
Ones, led by the hairy-faced | ord whose nane was Diwi s, that was a son
of the former Coronal Lord Voriax. W slew your father while he hunted
in the forest, did you know that, Diwis? The huntsman who fired the
fatal bolt was a Piunvar, though he wore the face of a Castle lord See,
the pitiful Shapeslzifters can kill a Coronal! W can kill you al so,
Diwis. W will kill you also, if you are carel ess, as your father

was.



But Divvis who surely had no know edge of how his father had died,;
there was no secret nore cl osely guarded than that anong the Piurivar
folk was not being at all carel ess, Faraataa thought gloomly. His
headquarters was tightly protected by devoted knights, and there was no
possibility of slipping an assassin through that line, no matter how
shrewdl y di sguised. Wth angry stabbing gestures of his keenly honed
wooden dirk Faraataa dug the lines of Divvis's march deeper and deeper
into the riverbank. Down from Khyntor, and along the inside wall of
the great western nountains, making roads through wild country that had
been road | ess since the beginning of tine sweeping everything before

him filling Piurifayne with his innunerable troops, closing off the
countryside, polluting the sacred streans, tranpling the sacred
groves. ... Against that horde of troops Faraataa had been conpelled to
unl eash his army of pilligrigorms. He regretted that, for they were

very nearly the nastiest of his biological weapons, and he had been
hoarding themto dunp into Ni-moya or Khyntor at sonme | ater phase of
the war: |and-dwelling crustaceans the size of a fingertip, they were,
with arnored shells that could not be crushed with a hanmer, and a
nmyri ad busy fast-noving | egs that Faraataa's genetic artists had
altered so that they were as sharp as saws. The appetite of a
pilligrigormwas insatiable it demanded fifty tines its own weight in
nmeat each day and its nmethod of satisfying that appetite was to carve
openings in any sort of warmblooded animal life that lay in its path,
and devour its flesh fromthe inside out.

Fifty thousand of them Faraataa had thought, could bring a city the

size of Khyntor into total turmoil in five days. But now, because the
Unchangi ng Ones had chosen to invade Piurifayne, he had had to rel ease
the pilligrigorms not within a city, but on Piurifayne's own soil, in

t he hope that they would drive Divvis's inmense army into confusion and
retreat. No reports had conme in yet, though, on the success of that
tacti c.

On the other side of the jungle, where the Coronal Lord H ssune was

| eadi ng a second army southward on another inpossible route along the
west bank of the Steiche, it was Faraataa's plan to string a net of the
infinitely sticky and inpenetrable bird net vine for hundreds of mles
in their path, so that they were forced to take wi der and ever w der
detours until they were hopelessly lost. The difficulty with that
strategemwas only that no one could handle bird net vine effectively
except the forest-brethren, those naddening little apes who secreted in
their perspiration an enzyme that rendered theminmune to the vine's
stickiness. But the forest-brethren had little reason to |ove the
Piurivars, who had hunted themfor centuries for the rich flavor of
their flesh, and gaining their assistance in this maneuver was
apparently not proving easy.

Faraataa felt the rage rising and boiling over within him

It had all gone so well, at first. Releasing the blights and pl agues
into the farming districts bringing agriculture into coll apse over such
a wide region the fam ne, the panic, the mass migrations yes, al
according to plan. And setting | oose the specially bred aninmals had
wor ked nicely too, on a smaller scale: that had intensified the fears
of the popul ace, and nade |ife nore conplicated for the
city-dwellers.... But the inpact had not been as strong as Faraataa had
hoped. He had i magi ned that the bl ood-hungry giant mluftas would
terrorize N -noya, which had already been in a state of chaos but he
had not expected that Lord Hi ssune's arnmy would be in N -nmoya when the



mluftas reached the city, or that his archers could dispose of the
deadly birds so easily. And now Faraataa had no nmore miluftas, and it
woul d take five years to breed enough to nmake any inpact.... But there
were pilligrigorns. There were gannigogs by the nmillions in the
hol di ng tanks, ready to be set |oose. There were quexes; there were
vriigs; there were zanbi naxes; there were nal anol as. There were new

pl agues: a cloud of red dust that would sweep over a city in the night
and | eave its water supply poisonous for weeks, and a purple spore from
whi ch cane a maggot that attacked all grazing animls, and even worse.
Faraataa hesitated to | et sonme of these |oose, for his scientists had
told himit nmight not be so sinple to bring themunder control after

t he defeat of the Unchanging Ones. But if it seened that the war woul d
go against his people, if there appeared to be no hope why, then
Faraataa woul d not hesitate to rel ease whatever could do harmto the
eneny, regardless of the consequences.

Aarisiimreturned, approaching timdly.
"There is news, O King That Is."

"From whi ch front?"

"Both, O King."

Faraataa stared. "Well, howbad is it?"

Aarisiimhesitated. "In the west they are destroying the
pilligrigorms. They have a kind of fire that they throw from netal
tubes, which nelts their shells. And the eneny is advancing rapidly

t hrough the zone where we have let the pilligrigorns |oose."

"And in the east?" said Faraataa stonily.

"They have broken through the forest, and we were not able to erect the
bird net vines in time. They are searching for Ilirivoyne, so the

scouts report."

"To find the Danipiur. To make an alliance with her against us."

Faraataa's eyes blazed. "It is bad, Aarisiim but we are far from
finished! Call Benuuiab here, and Siimi, and some of the others. W
will go to Ilirivoyne ourselves, and seize the Danipiur before they can
reach her. And we will put her to death, if need be, and then who wil |l
they make their alliance with? |If they seek a Piurivar with the
authority to govern, there will be only Faraataa, and Faraataa will not

sign treaties with Unchangi ng Ones."

"Seize the Danipiur?" said Aarisiimdoubtfully. "Put the Danipiur to
deat h?"

"I'f I must," Faraataa said, "I will put all this world to death, before
| give it back to them"

In early afternoon they halted at a place in the eastern Rift called
Prestim on Val e, which Val enti ne understood had once been an inportant
farm ng center. Hs journey across tornented Zinroel had taken him

t hrough scenes of al nbst unrelieved gri nmess abandoned f arns,

depopul ated cities, signs of the nost terrifying struggles for survival
but this Prestimon Vale was surely one of the nost disheartening

pl aces of all.



Its fields were charred and bl ackened, its people silent, stoic,
stunned. "We were growers of |usavender and rice," said Valentine's
host, a planter naned N tikkinmal, who seenmed to be the district nayor.
"Then came the |usavender smut, and everything died, and we had to burn
the fields. And it will be two years nore, at least, befol it is safe
to plant again. But we have remained. Not one of us from Prestimon

Val e has fled7 your najesty. W have little to eat and we Ghayrogs
need very little, you understand, but even we do not have enough and
there is no work for us to do, which nmakes us restless, and it is sad
to look at the land with these ashes upon it. But it is our land, and
so we stay. WIIl we ever plant here again, your nmjesty?"

"I know that you will," said Valentine. And wondered if he were giving
t hese people false confort.

Ni tikkimal's house was a great manor at the head of the valley, with

| ofty beans of black ghanni nor wood, and a roof of green slate. But it
was danp and crafty within, as though the planter no | onger had the
heart to make repairs as they becane necessary in Preshmion Vale's
rainy and humd climate.

That afternoon Valentine rested alone for a while in the huge master
suite that Nitikkiml had turned over to him before going to the
muni ci pal neeting-hall to speak with the citizens of the district. A

t hi ck packet of dispatches fromthe east had caught up with him here.

H ssune, he | earned, was deep wi thin Metanorph country7 somewhere in
the vicinity of the Steiche, searching for New Velalisier7 as the rebe
capital was known. Valentine wondered if H ssune would have better
luck than he hinself had had in his quest for the wandering city of
[lirivoyne. And Diwis had assenbled a second and even greater army to
raid the Piurivar lands fromthe other side. The thought of a warlike
man like Diwis in those jungles troubled Valentine. This is not what |
had i ntended, he thought sending arm es marching into Piurifayne. This
was what | had hoped to avoid. But of course it had becone unavoi dabl e
he knew. And the tines called for Diwi ses and Hi ssunes?7 not for

Val entines he would play his proper role7 and they would play theirs,
and the Divine willing the wounds of the world would soneday begin to
heal .

He | ooked through the other dispatches. News from Castle Mount:

St asi | ai ne was Regent now, toiling over the routine tasks of

government. Valentine pitied him Stasilaine the splendid, Stasilaine
the agile, sitting now at that desk scribbling his name on pieces of
paper how time undoes us all, Valentine thought! W who thought life
on Castle Mount was all hunting and frolic, bowed now under
responsibilities, holding up the poor twittering world with our backs.
How far away the Castle seened7 how far away all the joys of that tine
when the world apparently governed itself, and it was springtine al

t he year round!

Di spat ches from Tuni gorn, too noving through Zinroel not far 328

behi nd Val entine, handling the day-by-day chores of relief activities:
the distribution of food, the conservation of remaining resources, the
burial of the dead, and all the other various anti-fam ne and
anti - pl ague neasures. Tunigomthe archer, Tunigorn the fanous slayer
of game now did he justify, now do we all justify, Valentine thought,
the ease and confort of our playful hoy hoods on the Mountl



He shoved the di spatches away. Fromthe case in which he kept it, now,
he drew forth the dragon's tooth that the woman M1 Ililain had so
strangely put into his hand as he entered Khyntor. Fromhis first
monent of contact with it he had known that it was sonething nore than
a nere bizarre trinket, an anulet for the blindly superstitious. But
it was only as the days unfol ded, as he devoted tine to conprehendi ng
its meani ng and uses secretly always secretly, not letting even

Car abel | a see what he was doing that Val entine had cone to realize what
kind of thing it was that MIlilain had given him

Lightly he touched its shining surface. It was a delicate-Iooking
thing, so thin as to be nearly translucent. But it was as hard as the
hardest stone, and its tapered edges were sharp as fine-honed steel. It
was cool in his hand, but yet it seemed to himthere was a core of fire
withinit.

The nmusic of the bells began to resound in his nind

A solemm tolling, slow alnost funereal, and then a nore rapid cascade
of sound, a quickening of rhythmthat swiftly becane a breathl ess

m xi ng of nel odies, one rushing forth so hastily that it covered the

| ast notes of the one that preceded it, and then all the mel odies at
once, a conplex mnd-baffling symphony of changes: yes, he knew t hat
musi ¢ now, understood it for what it was, the music of the water-king
Maaznmoom the creature that |and dwellers knew as Lord Kinni ken's
dragon, that was the mightiest of all this huge planet's inhabitants.

It had taken Valentine a great while to realize that he had heard the
nmusi ¢ of Maaznoorn | ong before this talisman had cone into his
possession. Lying asleep aboard the Lady shiin, so many voyages ago,
as he was first crossing fromA hanroel to the Isle of Sleep, he had
dreaned a dream of a pilgrimge, white-robed worshipers rushing toward
the sea, and he had been ambng them and in the sea had | ooned the
great dragon known as Cord Kinniken's, with its nmouth yawni ng open so
that it mght engulf the pilgrins as they were drawn toward him And
fromthat dragon as it cane near the |land and cl anbered even onto the
shore had emanated the pealing of terrible bells, a sound so heavy it
crushed the air itself.

Fromthis tooth canme the same sound of bells. And with this tooth as
his guide, he could, if he drew hinself to the center of his soul and
sent himself forth across the world, bring hinmself into contact with

t he awesone nind of the great water-king Maaznoorn, that the ignorant
had called Lord Kinni ken's dragon. That was MIlilain's gift to him
How had she known what use he and he al one could make of it? O had
she known at all? Perhaps she had given it to himonly because it was
holy to her perhaps she had no idea he could use it in this special
way, as a focus of concentration.... Maaznobom Manznoom

He probed. He sought. He called. Day after day he had cone cl oser
and cl oser to actual conmunication with the water-king, to a true
conversation, a nmeeting of individual identities. He was alnost there
now. Perhaps tonight, perhaps tonmorrow or the day after that...
Answer me, Manznoom It is Valentine Pontifex who calls you now

He no | onger feared that vast terrifying mnd. He was beginning to

| eann, in these secret voyages of the soul, how greatly the

| and-dwel | ers of Majipoor had m sunderstood these huge creatures of the
sea. The water-kings were fearsone, yes; but they were not to be

f ear ed.



Manznoom Maaznoor n.
Al nmost there, he thought.
"Val enti ne?"

Carabell a's voice, outside the door. Startled, he broke fromhis
trance with a junp that nearly threw himfromhis seat. Then

regai ning control, he slipped the tooth into its case, cal ned hinself,
went to her.

"We should be at the town hall now, " she said.
"Yes. O course. O course."
The sound of those nysterious bells still tolled in his spirit.

But he had other responsibilities now The tooth of Maaznoorn mnust
wait a little while | onger.

At the municipal neeting-hall an hour later Valentine sat upon a high
platformand the fanners filed slowy before him making their

obei sance and bringing himtheir tools to be bl essed scythes, hoes,
hunbl e things like that as though the Pontifex could by the nere |aying
on of hands restore the prosperity that this blight-stricken valley
formerly had known. He wondered if that were some ancient belief of
these rural folk, nearly all of them Ghayrogs. Probably not, he

deci ded: no reigning Pontifex had ever visited Prestimon Vale or any
other part of Zinroel before, and there was no reason why any woul d
have been expected to. Mst likely this was a tradition that these
peopl e had i nvented on the spur of the nmonment, when they had | earned
that he woul d pass their way

But that did not trouble him They brought himtheir tools, and he
touched the handle of this one and the bl ade of that one and the shaft
of another, and smled his warnest snmle, and offered them words of
heartfelt hope that sent them away gl ow ng.

Toward the end of the evening there was a stirring in the hall and

Val entine, glancing up, saw a strange procession comng toward him A
Ghayrog woman who, judging by her al nost colorless scales and the
droopi ng serpents of her hair, ITIUSt. have been of the nost extrene
old age, was wal king up the aisle slowy between two younger wonen of
her race. She appeared to be blind and quite feeble, but yet she stood
fiercely erect, and advanced step by step as though cutting her way

t hrough wal I s of stone.

"It is Axi mman Threysz!" whispered the planter Nitikkimal. "You know
of her, your mmjesty?"

"Alas, no

"She is the nost fanous | avender planter of themall a fount of
know edge, a woman of the highest wisdom Near to death, so they say.
but she insisted on seeing you tonight."

"Lord Val entines' she called out in a clear ringing tone.

"Lord Valentine no longed-," he replied, "but Valentine Pontifex now



And you do ne great honor by this visit, Aximaan Threysz. Your fane
precedes you."

"Val entine Pontifex
"Come, give ne your hand," said Val entine.
He took her withered, ancient claws in his, and held themtightly. Her

eyes met his, staring straight into them although he could tell from
t he cl earness of her pupils that she saw not hi ng.

"They said you were a usurper' she declared. "Alittle red-faced nan
cane here, and told us you were not the true Coronal. But | would not
listen to him and went away fromthis place. | did not know if you

were true or false, but I thought he was not the one to speak of such
t hi ngs, that red-faced man."

"Senpetum yes. | have met him" Valentine said. "the believes now
that | was the true Coronal, and amthe true Pontifex these days."

"And will you make the world whol e again, true Pontifox?" said Aximan
Threysz in a voice of amazing vigor and clarity.

"W will all of us make it whol e together, Aximaan Threysz."

"No. Not 1, Pontifex Valentine. | will die, next week, the week
after, and none too soon, either. But | want a prom se fromyou that
the world will be what it formerly was: for ny children, for ny
children's children. And if you will promise me that | will go on ny
knees to you, and if you promise it falsely may the Divine scourge you
as we have been scourged, Pontifox Val entine!"

"I prom se you, Aximaan Threysz, that the world will be entirely
restored, and finer than it was, and | tell you that this is no fal se
promse. But | will not have you go on your knees to ne."

"I have said | would, and I will do it!" And, amazingly, brushing

asi de the two younger women as if they were gnats, she dropped herself
down i n deep honmge, although her body seened as rigid as a slab of

| eat her that has been left in the sun a hundred years. Valentine
reached down to lift her, but one of the wonen her daughter, certainly
her daughter caught his hand and pulled it back, and then stared at her
own hand in horror, for having dared to touch a Pontifex. Slowy but

unai ded she stood again, and said, "Do you know how old I an? | was
born when Gssier was Pontifex. | think | amthe ol dest person in the
world. And | will die whimValentine is Pontifex: and you will restore
the world."

It was probably neant as a prophecy, Valentine thought. But it sounded
nore |ike a conmands

He said, "It will be done, Axinmaan Threysz, and you will live to see it
done. ™

"No. No. Second sight cones upon us when first sight goes. M life
is alnpst over. But the course of yours unfolds clearly before ne. You
wi Il save us by doing that which you think is inpossible for you to do.
And then you will seal your deed by doing that which you desire |east
to do. And though you do the inpossible and then you do the
undesirable, you will know that what you have done is right, and you



will rejoice init, Pontifex Valentine. Now go, Pontifex, and hea
us." Her forked tongue dickered with tremendous force and energy.
"Heal us, Pontifex Valentinel Heal us!"

She turned and pro ceded slowy back the way she had cone, disdaining
the help of the two wonen [beside her.

It was an hour nore before Valentine was able to di sengage hinsel f from
the last of the Prestimon Vale folk they crowded round himin a

pat hetically hopeful way, as though sonme Pontifical emanation al one
woul d transformtheir lives, and magically return themto the condition
of the years prior to the com ng of the |lusavender blight but at |ast

Carabel | a, pleading fatigue on his behalf, got themout of there. The
i mge of Aximaan Threysz continued to glowin his mnd on the journey
back to Nitikkiml's manor. The dry hissing of her voice stil
resonated in his mnd. You will save us by doing that which you think
is inmpossible for you to do. And then you will seal your deed by doing
that which you desire least to do. Go, Pontifex, and heal us. Yes.
Yes. Heal us) Pontifex Valentine! Heal us!

But also within himthere resounded the music of the water-Kking
Maaznmoorn. He had been so close, this tinme, to the ultimte

br eakt hrough, to the true contact with that inconceivably gigantic
creature of the sea. Now tonight

Car abel | a remai ned awake for a while to talk. That ancient Ghayrog
worman haunted her, too, and she dwell ed al nost obsessively on the power
of Aximaan Threysz's words, the eerie conpelling force of her sightless
eyes, the nysteries of her prophecy. Then finally she kissed Val enti ne
lightly on the |lips and burrowed down into the darkness of the enornous
bed they shared.

He waited a few endl ess mnutes. Then he took forth the tooth of the
sea dragon.

Maaznoor n?

He held the tooth so tightly its edges dug deep into the flesh of his
hand. Urgently he centered all the power of his mind on the bridging
of the gulf of thousands of mles between Prestimon Vale and the
waters where? At the Poler' where the sea-king |lay hidden

Maaznoor n?

| hear you, ,7and brother, Valentine-brother, Kking-brother

At | ast!

You know who | anf

| know you. | knew your father. | knew nany before you.

You spoke with thenf

No. You are the first for that. But | knew them They did not know
me, but | knew them | hue lived many circlings of the ocean

Val entine-brother. And | hue watched all that has occurred upon the
I and.



You know what is occurring now?
I know.
W are being destroyed And you are a party to our destruction. No.

You guide the Piurivar refuels in their war against us. W know that.
They worship you as gods, and you teach them how to ruin us.

No, Val enti ne-br ot her.
| know they worship you

Yes, that they do, for we are gods. But we do not support themin
their rebellion. W give themonly what we would gi ve anyone who cones
to us for nourishnent, but it is 720t our purpose to see you driven
fromthe world

Surely you must hate us
No, Val enti ne-brother.

W hunt you. We kill you. W eat your flesh and drink your blood and
use your bones for trinkets.

Yes, that is true. But why should we hate you, Val entine-brother?
Why ?

Val entine did not for the nmonent reply. He lay cold and trenbling with
awe beside the sleeping Carabella, pondering all that he had heard, the
cal m admi ssion by the water-king that the dragons were gods what could
t hat mean?--and the denial of conplicity in the rebellion, and now this
ast oundi ng i nsistence that the dragons bore the Mjipoori folk no anger
for all that had been comitted against them It was too much all at
once, a turbulent inrush of know edge where before there had been only
the sound of bells and a sense of a distant | oom ng presence.

Are you incapabl e of anger, then, Al anznoorn?
W under st and anger.
But do not feel it?

Anger is beside the point, Valentine-brother. Wat your hunters do to
us is a natural thing It is a part of life; it is an aspect of That
VWhich Is. As aml, as are you. W give praise to That Wiich Is in al
its mani festations. You slay us as we pass the coast of what you cal
Zinmroel, and you nake your uses of us; sonetinmes we slay you in your
ships, if it seems to be what nust be done at that nmoment, and so we
make our uses of you; and all that is That Wich Is. Once the Piurivar
folk slew sone of us, in their stone city that is now dead, and they

t hought they were committing a nmonstrous crine, and to atone for that
crime they destroyed their own city. But they did not understand None
of you | and-children understand All is nerely That Wich 1~.

And if we resist now, when the Piurivar folk hurl chaos at us? Are we
wong to resist? Mist we calmy accept our doom because that too is
That Wich 1s?

Your resistance is also That Which |s, Val en*inc-brother.



Then your phil osophy makes no sense to ne, Maaznoorn

It does not have to, Val entine-brother. But that too is That Wi ch
|s.

Val entine was silent once again, for an even longer time than before,
but he took care to nmintain the contact.

Then he sai d:

I want this time of destruction to end | nean to preserve the thing
that we of Majipoor have understood as That Which Is.

O course you do.
| want you to help ne.
6.

"W have captured a Shapeshifter, ny lord," Alsimr said, "who clains
he bears an urgent nessage for you, and you al one."

H ssune frowned. "A sw, do you think?"
"Very likely, nmy lord."
"Or even an assassin."

"That possibility nust never be overl ooked, of course. But | think
that is not why he is here. | knowthat he is a Shapeshifter, nmy lord,
and our judgnents are all risky ones, but neverthel ess: | was anong
those who interrogated him He seens sincere. Seens."

"Shapeshifter sincerity!" said H ssune, |laughing. "They sent a spy to
travel in Lord Valentine's entourage, did they not?"

"So have | been told. What shall | do with him then?"
"Bring himto me, | suppose.”
"And if he plans some Shapeshifter trick?"

"Then we will have to nove faster than he does, Alsimr. But bring him
here.”

There were risks, Hi ssune knew. But one could not sinmply turn away
someone who maintains he is a nessenger fromthe eneny, or put himto
death out of hand on nere suspicion of treachery. And to hinself he
confessed it would be an interesting diversion to |lay eyes on a

Met amor ph at | ast, after so many weeks of tranmping through this sodden
jungle. In all this time they had not encountered one: not one.

H's canp lay just at the edge of a grove of giant dw kka-trees,
somewhere along Piurifayne's eastern border not far fromthe banks of
the River Steiche. The dwi kkas were inpressive indeed great am
founding with trunks as wide as a | arge house, and bark of a bl azing
bright red hue riven by i mense deep cracks, and | eaves so broad that
one of them could keep twenty nmen dry in a soaki ng downpour, and

col ossal rough-skinned fruits as big around as a floater, with an



i ntoxicating pulp within. But botanical wonders al one were small
reconpense for the dreariness of this interninable forced march in the
Met amor ph rain-forest. The rain was constant; mldew and rot afflicted
everyt hing, including, H ssune sonetines thought, one's brain; and

al t hough the arny now was depl oyed along a |line nore than a hundred
mles in length, and the secondary Metanorph city of Avendroyne was
supposedly close by the mdpoint of that |ine, they had seen no cities,
no signs of former cities, no traces of evacuation routes, and no

Met amorphs at all. It was as if they were nythol ogi cal beings, and
this jungl e were uni nhabited.

D wi s, Hi ssune knew, was having the sane difficulty over on the far
side of Piurifayne. The Metanorphs were not nunerous and their cities
appeared to be portable. They nust flit fromplace to place like the
filnmy-winged insects of the night. O else they disguised thensel ves
as trees and bushes and stood silently by, choking down their |aughter
as the arm es of the Coronal marched past them These great dw kkas,
for all | know, mi ght be Metanorph scouts, thought Hi ssune. Let us
speak with the spy, or nessenger, or assassin, or whatever he may be:
we may |learn sonmething fromhim or at the very |l east we nmay be
entertai ned by him

Alsimr returned in nmonents with the prisoner, who was under heavy
guar d.

He was, |ike those few Piurivars whom Hi ssune had seen before, a
strangel y di sturbing-1ooking figure, extrenely tall, slender to the
point of frail ness naked but for a strip of |eather about his |oins.
H s skin and the thin rubbery strands of his hair were an odd pal e
greeni sh color, and his face was al nost devoid of features, the Iips
nmere slits, the nose only a bunmp, the eyes slanted sharply and barely
vi sibl e beneath the lids. He seened uneasy, and not particularly
dangerous. Al the same, H ssune wi shed he had soneone with the gift
of seeing into m nds about himnow, a Delianber or a Tisana or

Val entine hinself, to whomthe secrets of others seened often to be no
secrets at all. This Metanorph mght yet have sone di sagreeabl e
surprise in mnd

"Who are you?" Hissune asked.

"My name is Aarisiim | serve the King That Is, whom you know as
Far aat aa. "

"Did he send you to nme?"

"No, Lord Hissune. He does not know | am here." The Metanorph
trenbl ed suddenly, quivering in an odd convul sive way, and for an

i nstant the shape of his body seenmed to change and flow. The Coronal's
guards at once noved forward, interposing thenselves between the

Met amor ph and Hi ssune in case these nmovenents were the prelude to an
attack; but in a nmonent Aarisiimwas under control and restored to his
form In alowvoice he said, "I have cone here to betray Faraatea."

I n astoni shnent Hi ssune said, "Do you nean to | ead us to his hiding
pl ace?"

"I wll, yes."

This is much too good to be true, Hi ssune thought, and stared about the
circle, at Alsimir7 at Stimon, at his other close advisers. Cbviously



they felt the same way: they |ooked skeptical, guarded, hostile,
wary.

He said, "Wiy are you willing to do this?"
"He has done sonething unl awful."

"Only now does that occur to you, when this rebellion has been going on
since "

"I mean, ny lord, unlawful by our beliefs, not by yours."
"Ah. And what is that, then?"

Aarisiimsaid, "He has gone to Ilirivoyne and taken the Dani pi ur
captive, and he means to have her slain. 1t is not lawmful to seize the
person of the Danipiur. It is not lawful to deprive her of her life.
He would listen to no advice. He has seized her. To ny shane, | was
anong those who was with him | thought he only wanted her a prisoner
so that she could not strike up an alliance against us with you
Unchangi ng Ones. That was what he said, that he would not kill her

unl ess he thought the war was entirely lost."

"And does he think that now?" Hi ssune asked.

"No, Lord Hissune. He thinks the war is far fromlost: he is about to
rel ease new creatures agai nst you, and new di seases, and he feels he is
on the threshold of victory."

"Then why kill the Dani piur?"

"To ensure his victory."

"Madness!"
"I think so too, ny lord." Aarisiims eyes were open w de, now, and
burned with a strange harsh gleam "He sees her, of course, as a

dangerous rival, one whose inclinations are nore toward peace than war.
If she is removed, that risk to his power is gone. But there is nore
than that. He nmeans to sacrifice her on the altar to offer her blood
to the water-kings, for their continued support He has built a tenple
after the design of the one that was at A d Velalisier; and he will put
her upon the stone hinself, and take her life with his own hands."

"And when is this supposed to happen?”

"Tonight, ny lord. At the Hour of the Haigus."

"Toni ght ?"

""Yes, ny lord. | canme as quickly as | could, but your arny was so
large, and | feared | would be slainif I did not find your own guards
bef ore your soldiers found me--1 woul d have come to you yesterday, or
the day before, but it was not possible, |I could not do it "

"And how many days' tourney fromhere is New Vel alisier?"

""Four, perhaps. Perhaps three, if we do it very swiftly."

"Then the Danipiur is lost!" Hi ssune cried angrily.



"I'f he does not sacrifice her tonight
"You said tonight was the night."

"Yes, the noons are right tonight, the stars are right tonight but if
he | oses his resolve, if at the | ast noment he changes his nmind "

"And does Faruataa |ost his resolve often?" Hi ssune asked.
"Never, ny lord."

"Then there is no way we can get there in tinme."

"No, my lord," said Aarisiimdarkly.

H ssune stared off toward the dw kka grove, scow ing. The Dani piur
dead? That left no hope of coming to any accomodation with the
Shapeshifters: she alone, so he understood it, mght soften the fury of
the rebels and all ow sonme sort of conpromise to be negotiated. WHthout
her it nmust be a battle to the end.

To Alsimr he said, "Wiere is the Pontifex today?"

"He is west of Khyntol' perhaps as far west as Dulorn, certainly
sonewhere in the Rift."

"And can we send word to himthere?"

"The conmuni cations channels linking us to that region are very
uncertain, ny lord."

"I know that. | want you to get this news through to himsonehow, and
within the next two hours. Try anything that m ght work. Use w zards.
Use prayers Send word to the Lady, and let her try dreans. Every

i magi nabl e channel, Al sinmir, do you understand that? He must know that
Faraataa means to slay the Danipiur tonight. Get that information to
him Sonehow. Sonmehow. And tell himthat he al one can save her
Somrehow!

For this, Valentine thought, he would need the circlet of the Lady as
well as the tooth of Miaznoorn. There nust be no failures of

transm ssion, no distortions of the nessage: he woul d nake use of every
capacity at his command.

"Stand cl ose beside ne," he said to Carabella. And to Delianber, to
Tisana, to Sleet, he said the same thing. "Surround me. Wen | reach
toward you, take hold of ny hand. Say nothing: only take hold."

The day was bright and clear. The norning air was crisp, fresh, sweet
as al abandi na nectar. But in Piurifayne, far to the east, night was
al ready descendi ng.

He donned the circlet. He grasped the tooth of the water-king. He
drew the fresh sweet air deep into his lungs, until he was all but
dizzied with it.

Maaznoon?

The sunmmons | eaped from Val entine with such power that those about him



must have felt a backlash fromit: Sleet flinched, Carabella put her
hands to her ears, Delianber's tentacles withed in a sudden flurry.

Manznoorn? Maaznoor n?

The sound of bells. The slow heavy turnings of a giant body |ying at
rest in cold northern waters. The faint rustlings of great black
Wi ngs.

| hear, Valentine-bro the

Hel p me, Maaznoorn.

Hel p? How shall | help

Let me ride on your spirit across the world

Then come upon ne, king-brother, Valentine-brother

It was wondrously easy. He felt hinself grow light, and glided up, and
floated, and soared, and flew. Below himlay the great curving arc of
t he planet, sweeping off eastward into night. The water-king carried
himeffortlessly, serenely, as a giant might carry a kitten in the palm
of his hand. Onward, onward over the world, which was altogether open
to himas he coursed above it. He felt that he and the planet were
one, that he enbodied in hinself the twenty billion people of Mjipoor
humans and Skandars and Hj orts and Metanorphs and all the rest, noving
within himlike the corpuscles of his blood. He was everywhere at

once; he was all the sorrowin the world, and all the joy, and all the
yearning, and all the need. He was everything. He was a boiling

uni verse of contradictions and conflicts. He felt the heat of the
desert and the warmrain of the tropics and the chill of the high
peaks. He | aughed and wept and di ed and nmade | ove and al e and drank
and danced and fought and rode wildly through unknown hills and toiled
in the fields and cut a path through thick vine-webbed jungles. 1In the
oceans of his soul vast sea dragons breached the surface and let forth
nmonstrous bl eating roars and dived again, to the utternmpost depths. He
| ooked down and saw the broken places of the world, the wounded and
shattered places where the land had risen and crashed agai nst itself,
and he saw how it all could be healed, howit could be nmade whol e and
serene again. For everything tended to return to serenity. Everything
enfolded itself into That Wiich Is. Everything was part of a vast

seanl ess har nony.

But in that great harmony he felt a single dissonance.

It screeched and yawned and shrieked and screaned. 1t slashed across
the fabric of the world like a knife, |eaving behind a track of bl ood.
It ripped apart the whol eness.

Even that dissonance, Val entine knew, was an aspect of That Wich Is.
Yet it was far across the world, roiling and churning and roaring in
its madness the one aspect of That Wich Is that would not itself
accept That Which Is. It was a force that cried a mghty no! to al
else. It rose up against those who would restore the harnony, who
woul d repair the fabric, who would nake whol e t he whol eness.

Far aat aa?

Who are you?



| am Val entine the Pontifex.

Val entine the fool. Valentine the child

No, Farnataa. Valentine the Pontifex.

That means nothing to me. | amthe King That |s!

Val entine | aughed, and his | aughter showered across the world like a
rainfall of drops of golden honey. Soaring on the wi ngs of the great
dragon-ki ng, he rose alnost to the edge of the sky, where he coul d | ook
across the darkness and see the tip of Castle Munt piercing the
heavens on the far side of the world, and the G eat Sea beyond it. And
he | ooked down into the jungle of Piurifayne, and | aughed again, and
wat ched the furious Faraataa withing and struggling beneath the
torrent of that |aughter.

Far aat aa?

What do you want ?

You may not kill her, Faraotaa.

Who are you to tell ne what | may not do?

| am Mal i poor.

You are the fool Valentine. And | amthe King That I|s!

No, Faraat aa.

No?

| see the old tale glistening in your nmind. The Prince To Cone, the
King That Is: how can you lay such a claimfor yourself? You are not

that Prince. You can never be that King.

You clutter ny mind with your nonsense. Leave ne or | will drive you
out .

Valentine felt the thrust, the push. He warded it off.
The Prince To Conme is a being absolutely wi thout hatred Can you deny

that, Farautaa? It is part of your own people 's |l egend He is w thout
t he hunger for vengeance. He is without the lust for destruction. You

are not hing except hatred and vengeance and destruction, Farantaa. |If
those things were enptied fromyou, you would be a shell, a husk.
Fool

Your claimis a fal se one.
Fool

Let me take the anger and the hatred fromyou, Faroataa, if you would
be the king you claimyou are.

You talk a fool's foolishness.



Cone, Faruataa. Release the Danipiur. Gve your soul over to nme for
heal i ng.

The Danipiur will die within the hour.
No, Faruat aa.
Look!

The interwoven crowns of the jungle trees parted, and Val enti ne beheld
New Vel alisier by the gleamof torchlight. The tenples of interwoven
| ogs, the banners, the altar, the pyre already blazing. The Metanorph
worman, silent, dignified, chained to the block of stone. The faces
surroundi ng her, blank, alien. The night, the trees, the sounds, the
snells. The music. The chanting.

Rel ease her, Farnataa. And then cone to ne, you and she together, and
| et us establish what nust be established

Never. | will give her to the god with ny own hands. And with her
sacri hee atone for the crime of the Defil ement, when we slew our gods
and were |laden with you as our penance.

You are wong even about that, Faruataa.
What ?

The gods gave thenselves willingly, that day in Velalisier. It was
their sacrihee, which you m sunderstand You have invented a nyth of a
Defilenment, but it is the wong nyth. Farnatna, it is a mstake, it is
a total error. The water-king N znorn and the water-king Donsitor gave
t hensel ves as sacrifices that day | ong ago, just as the water-Kking,

gi ve themsel ves yet to our hunters as they round the curve of Zi nroel
And you do not understand You understand nothing at al

Fool i shness. Madness.

Set her free, Farantaa. Sacrifice your hatred as the water-Kkings
sacrificed thensel ves.

I will slay her now with ny own hands.
You may not do it, Farnataa. Release her
NO

The terrible force of that no was unexpected: it rose |like the ocean in
its greatest wath and swept upward toward Val entine and struck him

wi th stunning inpact, buffeting him swaying him sweeping himfor a
nmonent into chaos. As he struggled to right hinself Faraetsa hurled a
second such bolt, and a third, and a fourth, and they hit himwth the
same hamrer bl ow power. But then Valentine felt the power of the
wat er - ki ng underlying his own, and he caught his breath, he regai ned
hi s bal ance, he found his strength once nore.

He reached out toward the rebel chieftain.
He renmenbered how it had been that other tine years ago, in the fina

hour of the war of restoration, when he had gone alone into the
judgrment hall of the Castle and found the usurper Dominin Barjazid



there, seething with fury. And Valentine had sent love to him
friendshi p, sadness for all that had cone between them He had sent

t he hope of an amicable settlenent of differences, of pardon for sins
comm tted, of safe conduct out of the Castle. To which the Bariazid
had replied with defiance, hatred, anger, contenpt, belligerence, a
decl arati on of perpetual war. Valentine had not forgotten any of that.
And it was the same all over again now, the desperate hatred-filled
eneny, the fiery resistance, the bitter refusal to swerve fromthe path
of death and destruction, |oathing and abom nation, scorn and

cont enpt .

He expected no nore of Faraataa than he had of Dominin Bariazid. But
he was Valentine still, and still he believed in the possibility of the
triunph of | ove.

Far aat aa?
You are a child, Val entine.

G ve yourself over to me in peace. Put aside your hatred, if you would
be who you claimto be.

Leave ne, Val entine.
| reach to you.
No. No. No. No.

This time Valentine was prepared for the blasts of negation that cane
rolling Iike boulders toward him He took the full force of Faraataa's
hatred and turned it aside, and offered in its place |ove, trust,

faith, and had nore hatred in return, inplacable, unchanging,

i movabl e.

You give me no choi ce, Faraatea.

Wth a shrug Faraataa noved toward the altar on which the Metanorph
gueen lay bound. He raised high his dirk of polished wood.

"Deliamber?" Valentine said. "Carabella? Tisana? Sl eet?"

They took hold of him grasping his hands, his arns, his shoulders. He
felt their strength pouring into him But even that was not enough. He
call ed out across the world and found the Lady on her Isle, the new
Lady, the nother of H ssune, and drew strength fromher, and fromhis
own nother the fornmer lady. And even that was not enough. But in that
i nstant he went el sewhere. "Tunigorn! Stasilaine! Help ne!" They
joined him He found Zal zan Kavol. He found Asenhart. He found
Ermanar. He found Lisamon. Not enough. Not enough. One nore:

"Hi ssune? Come, you also, H ssune. Gve ne your strength. Gve ne
your bol dness. "

| am here, your mmjesty.

Yes. Yes. It would be possible now He heard once nore the words of
ol d Axi maun Threysz: You will save us by doing that which you think is
i mpossible for you to do. Yes. It would be possible now

Far aat ua!



A single blast like the sound of a great trumpet traveled out from

Val entine across the world to Piurifayne. |t made the journey in the
smal | est part of a nmonment and found its target, which was not Faraataa
but rather the hatred within Faraataa, the blind, wathful, unyielding
passion to avenge, destroy obliterate, expunge. It found it and
expunged it, draining it fromFaraataa in one irresistible draught.

Val entine drank all that blazing rage into hinself, and absorbed it,
and took fromit its power, and discarded it. And Faraataa was |eft

enpty.

For a nonent his armstill rose high above his head, the nuscles stil
tense and poi sed, the weapon still ainmed at the Danipiur's heart. Then
from Faraataa canme the sound of a silent scream a sound w thout
substance, an enptiness, a void. Still he stood upright, notionless,
frozen. But he was enpty a shell, a husk. The dirk dropped fromhis
lifeless fingers.

Go, said Valentine. 1In the name of the Drape, go. Go/ And Faraataa
fell forward and did not nove again.

Al was silent. The world was terribly still. You will save us, said

Axi maan Threysz, by doing that which you think is inpossible for you to
do. And he had not hesitated.

The voice of the water-king Maaznmoorn canme to himfromfar away:

Have you made your journey, Valentine-brother?

Yes. | have nmade ny journey now.

Val entine opened his eyes. He put down the tooth, he took the circlet

fromhis brow He | ooked about himand saw the strange pal e faces, the
frightened eyes Sleet, Carabella, Delianber, Tisana.

"It is done now," he said quietly. "The Danipiur will not be slain. No
nore nonsters will be | oosed upon us."

"Val entine "

He | ooked toward Carahella. "What is it, |ove?"

"Are you all right?"
"Yes," he said. "I'mall right." He felt very tired, he felt very
strange. But yes, he was all right. He had done what had to be done.
There had been no choice. And it was done now.

To Sleet he said, "W are finished here. Mke ny farewells to
Nitikkimal for nme, and to the others of this place, and tell themthat
all will be well, that | promse it nost solemmly. And then let us be
on our way."

"Onward to Dul orn?" Sleet asked.

The Pontifex smiled and shook his head. "No. Eastward. To
Piurifayne, first, to neet with the Danipiur and Lord Hi ssune, and
bring into being the new order of the world, now that this hatred has
been thrust fromit. And then it will be time to go honme, Sleet. It
will be time to go hone!™



0. They held the coronation ceremony outdoors, in the great grassy
court yard by Vildivar C ose, where there was a fine view of the

Ni nety-N ne Steps and the uppernpbst reaches of the Castle. 1t was not
usual to hold the cerenmpny anywhere but in the Confal une throne-room
but it was a long while since anyone had gi ven much heed to what was
usual ; and the Pontifex Valentine had insisted that the cerenony take
pl ace outdoors. Wo could gainsay the express wi sh of a Pontifex?

So they all had gathered, by the express wi sh of the Pontifex, under
the sweet springtime sky of Castle Mount. The courtyard was | avishly
decorated with flowering plants the gardeners had brought in hal atinga
trees in bloom mraculously potting theminto huge tubs wi thout

di sturbing their buds, and down both sides of the courtyard their
crimson-and-gold flowers cast an al nost |uninescent glow There were
tani gal es and al abandi nas, carannangs and sefitongals, eldirons,

pi nni nas, and dozens nore, everything in full bloom Val entine had
given orders that there be flowers on all sides; and so there were
flowers on all sides.

It was the custom at a coronation cerenony, to arrange the Powers of
the realmin a di anond-shaped pattern, if all four of them had been
able to attend: the new Coronal at the head of the dianond, and the
Pontifex facing him and the Lady of the Isle to one side, and the King
of Dreans to the other. But this coronation was different from al

ot her coronation cerenpnies that M ajipoor had ever known, for this
time there were five Powers, and a new configuration had had to be

devi sed.

And so it was. Pontifex and Coronal stood side by side. To the right
of the Coronal Lord H ssune there stood, sone distance away, his nother
El slnone the Lady of the Isle. To the left of the Pontifex Val entine,
at an equal distance, stood Mnax Barjazid, the King of Dreams. And at
the farthest end of the group, facing the other four, stood the
Dani pi ur of Piurifayne, fifth and newest of the Powers of Maji poor

Al'l about themwere their closest aides and counsellors, the high
spokesman Sl eet on one side of the Pontifex and the | ady Carabella on
the other, and Alsimir and Stimon flanking the Coronal, and a little
cluster of hierarchs, Lorivade and Talinot Esul de and sonme others,
about the Lady. The King of Dreans had brought his brothers Cristoph
and Domi nin, and the Dani piur was surrounded by a dozen Piurivars in
shi ning sil ken robes, who clung cl ose together as though they coul d not
quite believe they were honored guests at a cerempny atop Castle

Mount .

Farther out in the group were the princes and dukes, Tunigorn and
Stasilaine and Divvis, Mrigant and El zandir and all the rest, and
del egates fromthe far |ands, from Al aisor and Stolen and Pilil pl ok
and

Ni - noya and Pidruid. And certain special guests, N tikkinmal of
Prestimon Vale and MIlilain of Khyntor and others |ike them whose
lives had intersected that of the Pontifex in his journey across the
worl d; and even that little red-faced man Senpeturn, pardoned now for
his treason by his valor in the canpaign in Piurifayne, who stared
about in awe and wonder and again and again made the sign of the
starburst toward Lord Hi ssune and the sign of the Pontifex toward

Val entine, acts of homage that appeared to be uncontrollable in their
frequency. And also there were certain people of the Labyrinth,
chi I dhood friends of the new Coronal, Vaninoon who had been al nost a



brother to the Coronal when they were boys, and Vani noon's sl ender
al nrond- eyed sister Shulaire, and Heul an, and Heul an's three brothers,
and sorme nore, and they too stood stiffly, eyes w de, nouths agape.

There was the usual abundance of wine. There were the usual prayers.
There were the usual hymms. There were the traditional speeches. But
the cerenmony was by no neans even at its hal fway point when the
Pontifex Valentine held up his hand to indicate that he nmeant to
speak.

"Friends he began

At once there were whispers of astonishnment. A Pontifex addressing
others even Powers, even princes as "friends"? How strange how

Valentine-like.... "Friends," he said again, "Let me have just a few
words now, and then | think you will very rarely hear from ne
thereafter, for this is Lord Hissune's tinme, and this is Lord Hi ssune's
Castle, and I amnot to be conspicuous here after today. | want only

to give you ny thanks for attending us here this day" whispers again:
did a Pontifex give thanks.? "and to bid you be joyful, not only
today, but in all the time of reconciliation that now we enter. For on
this day we confirmin of Ice a Coronal who will govern you with w sdom
and nercy for many years to come as our tinme of rebuilding this world
goes forth; and we hail also as a new Power of the real manother

nmonarch who was of | ate our eneny, and who will be our eneny no | onger
the Divine willing, for now she and her people are wel comed into the
mai nstream of Majipoori life as equal partners. Wth good will on al

si des, perhaps ancient wongs can be redeened and at onenent can
begin. "

He paused and took froma bearer a bow brimrng with glistening w ne,
and held it high.

"I am al nost done. Al that remains nowis to ask the bl essing of the
Di vine upon this festivity and to ask, also, the blessing of our great
brothers of the sea, with whomwe share this world at whose suffer004
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ance, perhaps, we inhabit a small part of this huge world and with
whom at long last, we have entered into conmmuni on. They have been our
salvation, in this time of making of peace and bi nding of wounds; they
will be our guides, let us hope, in the time to cone.

"And now friends we approach the nmonment in the coronation cerenony when
the newy anointed Coronal dons the starburst crown and ascends the
Conf al une Throne. But of course we are not in the throne-roomnow. By
nmy request: by ny command. For | wi shed one last time this afternoon
to breathe the good air of Castle Munt, and to feel the warm sun upon
my skin. | leave this place tonight ny lady Carabella and I, and al

t hese ny good conpani ons who have stayed by ny side through so nany
years and so many strange adventures we | eave for the Labyrinth, where
I mean to make ny home. A wise old wonan who is now dead said to ne,
when | was in a place far away called Prestimon Vale, that | nust do
that which | think is inpossible for me to do, if we are to be saved
and so | did, because it was necessary for nme to do it and then | would

have to do that which | |east desired to do. And what is it | |east
desire to do? Wy, | suppose it is to |leave this place, and go down
into the Labyrinth where a Pontifex nmust dwell. But | will doit. And
not bitterly, not angrily. | do it and | rejoice init: for | am

Pontifex, and this Castle is mne no longer, and I will nove onward, as



was the intent of the Divine."

The Pontifox smled, and gestured with the w ne-bowl toward the
Coronal, and toward the Lady, and toward the King of Dreans, and toward
the Dani piur. And sipped the wine, and gave it to the lady Carabella
to sip.

And said, "There are the Ninety-N ne Steps. Beyond themlies the
i nnernost sanctuary of the (castle, where we nust conplete today's

rite; and then we will have our feast, and then ny people and | will
take our | eave, for the journey to the Labyrinth is a |l engthy one and I
am eager to reach ny hone at last. Lord Hissune, will you |lead us

within? WII you lead us, Lord Hi ssune?"



