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

—lord dunsany
The Swvord of Welleran
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The Book of
the Games



There had been omensdl year, arain of blood over Ni-moya and deek hailstones shaped like tears
faling on three of the cities of Castle Mount and then atrue nightmare vision, agiant four-legged black
beast with fiery ruby eyes and asingle spirding horn in its forehead, swimming through the air abovethe
port city of Alaisor at twilight. That was abeast of asort never before seen on Majipoor, not anywhere
intheland and certainly not in the sky. And now, in hisvirtualy inaccessible bedchamber at the deepest
leve of the Labyrinth, the aged Pontifex Prankipin lay dying at |ast, surrounded by the corps of mages
and wizards and thaumaturges that had been the comfort of the old man'slater years.

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

As soon asword of the Pontifex'sillness had first gone forth, the lords and princes and dukes of
Majipoor began to gather at the vast underground capital for the double event—the sad passing of an
illustrious emperor, and the joyous commencement of anew and glorious reign. Now they waited with
increasing and barely conceded restlessness for the thing that everyone knew must shortly come.

But the weeks went by and il the old Pontifex clung to life, dying by thetiniest of increments, losing
ground dowly and with the most extreme reluctance. Theimperid doctors had long since acknowledged
the hopelessness of his case. Nor were the imperia sorcerers and mages able to make any use of their
artsto save him. Indeed, they had foretold the inevitability of his desth many months ago, though not to
him. They waited too, as al Mgjipoor waited, for their prophecy to be confirmed.

Prince Korsbar, the splendid and universally admired son of the Corona Lord Confalume, wasthe
first of the great onesto arrive at the Pontifical capita. Korsibar had been hunting in the blesk desertsjust
to the south of the Labyrinth when the news came to him that the Pontifex did not havelong to live. At his
gdewashissger, the dark-eyed and lovely Lady Thismet, and an assemblage of hisusud princely
hunting companions, and then, afew days after, had come the Grand Admira of the kingdom, Prince
Gonivaul, and the Corond's cousin Duke Oljebbin of Stoienzar, whose rank wasthat of High Counsdlor,
and not far behind them the fabuloudy wedlthy Prince Serithorn of Samivole, who claimed descent from
no lessthan four different Coronds of antiquity.

The vigorous, dynamic young Prince Prestimion of Muldemar—he who was generally expected to be
chosen as Mgjipoor's new Corona once Lord Confalume succeeded Prankipin as Pontifex—had arrived
aso, traveling down from his home within the Corona's castle atop great Castle Mount in Serithorn's
party. With Prestimion were his three inseparable compani ons—the hulking wintry-souled Gidaurys and
the deceptively exquisite Septach Meayn and dippery little Duke Svor. Other high potentates turned up
before long: Dantirya Sambail, the brusque and formidable Procurator of Ni-moya, and jolly Kanteverdl
of Bailemoona, and the hierarch Marcatain, persona representative of the Lady of theldeof Seep. Then
Lord Confaume himsdlf made his appearance: the great Corond. Some said he was the greatest in
Majipoor'slong history. For decades he had presided in happy collaboration with the senior monarch
Prankipin over aperiod of unparalleled worldwide prosperity.

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

Of dl the restless princes, it was Korsibar, the Corond's robust and energetic son, who appeared to
be taking the delay most badly. He was aman of the outdoors, famous as a huntsman: along-limbed,
broad-shouldered man whose lean hard-cheeked face was tanned dmost black from alifetime spent



under thefull blaze of the sun. Thisdreary sojourn in the immense subterranean cavern that wasthe
L abyrinth was maddening to him.

Korsbar had just spent closeto ayear planning and equipping an ambitious hunting expedition
through the southern arc of the continent of Alhanrodl. That was something he had dreamed of for much
of hislife: afar-ranging enterprise that would have covered thousands of miles and dlowed him tofill the
trophy room that he kept for himself at Lord Confaume's Castle with agrand display of new and
marvelous beasts. But after only ten daysin thefield he had had to abort the project and hurry here, to
the somber and musty place that was the Labyrinth, that sunless, joyless hidden realm deep benegth the
skin of the planet.

Where, apparently, he would be compelled, for hisfather's sake and the sake of his own conspicuous
gation, to pace and fidget idly in that many-leveled infinity of endlesdy spiraing passageways for weeks
or even months. Not daring to leave, interminably awaiting the hour when the old Pontifex breathed his
last breath and Lord Confal ume succeeded to the imperid throne.

Meanwhile, other men less nobly born were free to range the hunting grounds far above hishead to
their heart's content. Korsibar was reaching the point of not being able to beer it any longer. He dreamed
of the hunt; he dreamed of looking upward into the bright clear sky, and fedling cool, sweet northerly
breezes againg his cheek. As hisidle days and nightsin the Labyrinth stretched on and on, the force of
the impatience within him was building toward an explosion.

Thewaiting, that's the filthy worst of it," Korsibar said, looking around at the group assembled in the
big onyx-roofed antechamber of the Hall of Judgment. That antechamber, three levels up from the
imperia chambersthemsalves, had become aregular place of assembly for the visting lordlings. “The
everlagting waiting! Godsl When will he die? Let it happen, since there's no preventing it! Let it happen,
and let usbe donewith it."

"Everything will comein the fullness of time," said Duke Oljebbin of Stoienzar in rotund and pious
tones.

"How much longer must we sit here?' Korsibar rejoined angrily. The whole world isthrown into a
paradysisby thisbusnessasitis" The morning's bulletin on the state of the Pontifex's health had just been
posted. No change during the night; his mgesty's condition remained grave but he continued to hold his
own. Korsibar pounded hisbaled fist into the palm of his hand. "We wait, and we wait, and we wait.
And wait some more, and nothing happens. Did we dl come here too soon?"

"The considered opinion of the doctorswasthat his magjesty did not havelong to live," said the elegant
Septach Melayn. He was Prestimion's closest friend, atall and dender man of foppish manner but
fearsome skill with weapons. "Therefore it was only reasonable for us to come here when we did, and—"

A stupendous belch and then amighty booming laugh erupted from the huge and heavyset Farhalt, a
rough uproarious man of Prince Korsbar's entourage who traced his lineage back to the Corona Lord
Guaddloom of distant ancient days. "The opinion of the doctors? The opinion of the doctors, you say?
God's bones, what are doctors except fal se sorcerers whose spells don't work right?”

"And the spdlls of true sorcerers do, isthat what you would claim?" asked Septach Meayn, drawling
hiswordsin hislaziest, most mocking way. He eyed the massve Farholt with unconcealed distaste.
"Answer methis, good friend Farholt: someone has put arapier through the fleshy part of your aamina
tournament, let us say, and you lie bleeding on the fidd, watching your blood flow from you in bright
wondrous spurts. Would you rather have a sorcerer run out to mutter incantations over you, or agood
surgeon to gtitch up your wound?!

"When has anyone ever put arapier through my arm, or any other part of my body?' Farholt
demanded, glaring sullenly.

"Ah, but you quite overlook my point, don't you, my dear friend?"

"Do you mean the point of your rapier or the point of your question?' said quick-witted little Duke
Svor, that dy, mercuria man, who for along while had been a companion to Prince Korsibar but now
was reckoned among Prestimion's most cherished comrades.

Therewasabrief flurry of brittle |laughter. But Korsibar, with afuriousroll of hiseyes, threw hisarms



upward in disgust. "An end to dl thisidle chatter, now and forever! Don't you see what foolishnessitisto
be passing our days like this? Wasting our time in this dank airless prison of acity, when we could be up
above, living aswe were meant to live—"

"Soon; Soon," Duke Oljebbin of Stoienzar said, raising his hand in a soothing gesture. He was ol der
than the others by twenty years, with athick shock of snowy hair and deep linesin his cheeksto show
for those years; he spoke with the calmness of maturity. "This can't go on much longer now."

"A week? A month? A year?' Korsibar asked hotly.

"A pillow over the old man'sface and it would al be done with this very morning,” Farholt muttered.

That provoked laughter again, of acoarser kind thistime, but so stares of amazement, most notably
from Korsibar, and even agasp or two at the big man's bluntness.

Duke Svor said, with achilly little smile that briefly bared his smal wedge-shaped front teeth, "Crude,
Farholt, much too crude. A subtler thing to do, if he continuesto linger, would be to suborn one of the
Pontifex's own necromancers: twenty royaswould buy afew quick incantations and conjurations that
would send the old man finaly on hisway."

"What'sthat, Svor?' said anew and instantly recognizable voice from the vestibule, resonant and rich.
"Speaking treason, are we, now?"

It wasthe Coronal Lord Confalume, entering the room on the arm of Prince Prestimion. The two of
them looked for al theworld asif they had dready succeeded to their new ranks and now, with
Confalume as Pontifex and Prestimion as Corond, had been merrily reshaping the world to their own
liking over bregkfast. All eyesturned toward them.

"1 beg your pardon, lordship," said Svor smoothly, swinging about to face the Corona. He executed a
graceful if arupt bow and aquick flourish of the starburst gesture of respect. "It was only afoolish jest.
Nor do | believe that Farholt was serious amoment ago, either, when he advocated smothering the
Pontifex with hisown pillow.”

"And were you, Farholt?" the Coronal asked the big man. Histone was light but not without menace.

Farholt was not known for the quickness of his mind; and while he was il struggling to frame his
reply, Korsibar said, "Nothing serious has been said in thisroom for weeks, Father. What isseriousis
the endless delay in this matter. Which is greetly straining our nerves.”

"And mineaswell, Korsibar. We must all be patient alittle longer. But perhaps amedicine for your
impatience—a better one than Svor's or Farholt's—isat hand." The Coronal smiled. Easily, he moved to
the center of the room, taking up a position beneath a scarlet silken canopy that bore the intricately
repetitive Pontifical emblem in atracery of golden filigree and black diamonds.

Confaume was aman of no more than middle height, but sturdily built, deep-chested and
thick-thighed, true father to his sawart son. From him there emanated the serene radiance of one who
haslong been at homein his own grandeur. Thiswas Lord Confalumesforty-third year as Corond, a
record matched by very few. Y et he sill seemed to bein the fullness of his strength. Even now hiseyes
were bright and hishigh sweep of chestnut hair was only just starting to turn gray.

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

The Corona seemed to be giving hisintimate attention to everyone in the room at once as he spoke:
"Pregtimion has come to me this morning with a suggestion that has much merit, | think. Heisaware, as
areweall, of the strain that this period of enforced idlenessis causing. And so Prince Prestimion
proposesthat instead of our waiting for his mgjesty's degth to initiate the traditional funeral games, we set
about holding the first round of competition immediately. It will beaway of passing thetime."

From Farholt came a grunting sound of surprise mixed with an undertone of gpprobation. But the



others, even Korsibar, were silent for amoment.

Then Duke Svor asked very quietly, "Would such athing be proper, my lord?"

"On grounds of precedent?’

"On grounds of taste," said Svor.

The Corona regarded Svor with undiminished amiability. "And are we not the world's arbiters of
taste, Svor?"'

Therewasadtirring now in thelittle group of Prince Korsibar's close friends and hunting companions.
Mandrykarn of Stee whispered something to Count Ventaof Haplior, and Ventadrew Korsbar aside
and spoke briefly to him. The prince appeared troubled and surprised by what Venta had to say.

Then Korsibar looked up and said abruptly, "May | speak, Father?' Uneasiness was evident on his
long strong-featured face, which was tightened and twisted by a heavy scowl; he tugged at the ends of his
thick black mustache, wrapped one powerful hand over the back of his neck and squeezed. " seeitin
the sameway as Svor: the thing seemsimproper. To launch into the funeral games before the Pontifex is
eveninhisgrave—"

"1 find nothing wrong with that, cousin,” offered Duke Oljebbin. " So long as we save the parades and
the feasting and the other such celebrations for afterward, what does it matter if we get the contests under
way now? Prankipin'sfinished: that's undeniable, isit not? Theimperia sorcerers have cast their runes
and tdll usthe Pontifex is soon to die. His doctors predict the same thing.”

"With, let us hope, more substantial evidence than the sorcerers,” put in Septach Melayn, who was
notoriousfor hisscorn of magics of al sorts, even in this most superstitious of ages.

Korsbar made an irritable brushing gesture in the air as though Septach Melayn were no morethan a
buzzing gnat. "Y ou dl know that no oneis more eager than | am to end thistime of grinding inaction.
But—" He hdted amoment, frowning deeply and letting his nogtrilsflare, asif finding the right words
involved him in aterrible struggle. Glancing quickly asif for support toward Mandrykarn and Venta,
Korsbar said a last, "I beg the great Duke Oljebbin’'s pardon if | offend him by disagreeing. But there
are proprieties, Father. There are issues of gppropriate conduct here. And—yes, by the Divine, Svor is
right!—issues of tagte.”

"Y ou astonish me, Korsibar," Lord Confalume said. "1 thought you of al people would legp & the
idea. But instead—this unexpected fastidiousness of yours—"

"What, Korsibar, fastidious?' came araucous blustery voice from the entrance to the chamber. "Y es,
and water isdry, and fireis cool, and sweet is sour. Korsibar! Fastidious! Two words I'd never have
thought to hear yoked in asingle sentence.”

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

The Procurator, offering no gesture of homageto Lord Confalume, fixed his eyes steadily on those of
the Corond and said, "What isit that we are discussing, pray tell, that has brought forth thisimplausible
linkage of opposing concepts?”

"What has happened,” Lord Confaume replied, matching Dantirya Sambail's choleric loudness with
his own sweetest and most pleasant tone, "isthat your kinsman of Muldemar has suggested the
immediate inception of the funeral games, because we are dl becalmed here unhappily as Prankipin
keeps hisgrasp on life. My son gppears to oppose the idea.”

"Ah," said Dantirya Sambail, in seeming fascination. And then again, after amoment: "Ah!"

The Procurator had taken up his characteristic soread-legged stance, squarely facing Lord Confalume
benesath the centrd canopy. He was an imposingly sizable man of about fifty, who might have been the
tallest in the room had his stubby legs not been so oddly disproportionate to hislong, thick torso; asit
was, he was second here only to Farholt in bulk, acommanding figure.

But arepdlent one. Dantirya Sambail was strikingly, amost magnificently, ugly. His head was ahuge
glossy domethickly furred with coarse orange hair; his skin was pae and flecked with myriad flaming
freckles; his nose was bulbous, his mouth wide and savagdly downturned, his cheeksfleshy and
drooping, his chin strongly jutting. Y et out of thisviolent and disagreeable face stared incongruoudy



senditive and tender violet-gray eyes, the eyes of a poet, the eyes of alover. Hewas Prestimion's third
cousin twice removed, on his mother's Side, and by virtue of hisauthority over the far-off continent of
Zimroel, was subordinate only to the Pontifex and Corona among the high ones of Mgjipoor. The
Corona was known to detest him. Many people did. But he was too powerful to ignore.

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

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

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

Prestimion, who had remained slent snce his entry into the room, now said mildly, "If | may spesk,
my lord?"

Confdume, in what was very nearly an absentminded way, granted permission with awave of hisleft
hand.

The prince was acompact, trimly built man of surprisingly small stature but extraordinary physica
srength. Hishair was of a golden tone but without much sheen, and he woreit cut short, an
unfashionable stylein these years. His eyeswere of unusua keenness and intensity, light greenish-bluein
color and set perhaps a shade too close together; his face was pae and narrow, hislipsthin.

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

Codlly, the prince acknowledged the Corona's permission to speak. The undiplomatic and indeed
flagrantly provocative words of his kinsman of Ni-moyadid not gppear to have ruffled Prestimion in any
way. But, then, he rarely appeared to be ruffled by anything. He gave theimpression dways of being
governed by premeditation, a man who took no action without much thought and caculation. Even
Pregtimion's most impulsive moments—and there were many of them—often somehow aroused the
sugpicion in those who did not entirely admire him that they had been planned.

He offered a calm smile to Korsibar and another to the Procurator, and said, addressing hiswordsto
nobody in particular, "What isit, after dl, that we commemorate in the games that we traditiondly hold
upon the death of a Pontifex? The end of agreat monarch'slife, yes, to be sure. But dso the
commencement of anew reign, the advancement of a distinguished Coronal to the even higher authority
of the Pontificate, the salection of a promising prince of the realm asthe world's Corona Lord. Onecycle
closes, another begins. Therefore the games should have a double purpose: to welcome the new
monarchs of the world to their seats, yes, but also to celebrate the life of the onewho isleaving us. And
s0 | fed that it isright and proper and natural to embark on the games while Prankipin il lives. By doing
S0 we creste a bridge between the old reign and the new one.”

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

Then the quiet was broken by the sharp sound of Dantirya Sambail'sloudly clapping hands.

"Bravo, cousn Muldemar! Bravo! Brilliantly argued! My voteisfor the games, at once! And what



doesthefagtidious Korsbar haveto say?'

Korsbar, hisdark eyes smoldering with only partly suppressed rage, glowered at the Procurator.

"1 would be pleased to start the games this very afternoon, if that be the sense of the group,” he said
tautly. "I never voiced any objection to that. | Smply raised the question of propriety. Of unseemly haste,
ghdl wesay?'

"And that question has been prettily disposed of by Prince Prestimion,” said Duke Oljebbin of
Stoienzar. "So beit. | move the question, my lord. | further suggest that we announce the gamesto the
citizens of the Labyrinth not asfuneral games but merely as games held in honor of our beloved Pontifex."

"Agreed,” Korsbar said.

"Do | hear opposition?' Lord Confaume asked. "No. Good. So be it. Make your preparations,
gentlemen, for what we will call the Pontifical Games. The ancient and traditional Pontificd Games. By
the Divine, who'll know there's never been such athing before? It's forty years and some sincelast a
Pontifex has died, and who will remember how these matters are supposed to go, and of those who
remember, who will dare spesk out, en?* The Corona smiled broadly, |etting his gaze rest on each
member of the company in turn; only when he cameto Dantirya Sambail did it seem asif the warmth of
his smile cooled somewhat. Then he made asthough to leave; but, pausing at the place where the room
gave way to the vestibule he looked back at his son and said, "Korsbar, attend mein my suitein ten
minutes, if you please.
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Reports of the Pontifex's critical condition had traveled al up and down the immensity of Mgjipoor,
from city to city and shore to shore—from the Fifty Cities of Castle Mount throughout al of
far-spreading Alhanrod, and across the Inner Seato the Ide of Segp from which the beloved Lady sent
forth her soothing dreams, and farther west to the giant cities of the younger and wilder continent Zimrod,
and downward into the torrid zone and the hot dry wastelands of the southern continent, Suvradl. The
Pontifex is dying! The Pontifex is dying! And there was scarcely anyone, among al of Mgjipoor's
innumerable hillions of people, who did not in someway fed uneasiness over the consequences of his
death. For there was hardly anyone aive who was able to remember atime when Prankipin had not
occupied one or the other of Majipoor's two thrones; and who knew what would life be without him?

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

An abundance of sorcerers and mages stood ready on dl sidesto guide them in this difficult moment.
Thetime of the Pontifex Prankipin was atime when sorcery had flourished and proliferated luxuriantly on
Mgjipoor.

No one could have expected, when the strapping young Duke Prankipin of Halanx became Coronal
long ago, that ultimately he would cause the world to be inundated by aflood of wizardry and magic. The
occult arts had aways been asgnificant dement in the life of Mgjipoor, most notably in the areaof the
interpretation of dreams. But until Prankipin'stime it was only the lower levels of society that hed
embraced such arcane disciplines aslay beyond smple dream-spesking: that huge population of
fishermen and weavers and gatherers of wood, of dyers and chariot-makers and potters and smiths, of
sausage-sdllers and barbers and daughterers and acrobats and jugglers and boatmen and peddlers of
dried sea-dragon meat, that formed the broad base of the giant planet's bustling economy.

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

But the Corond Lord Prankipin's enlightened trade policies had led Mgjipoor into asplendid golden
age of economic expansion that brought widespread abundance of wedlth at every level of society; and
with increasing affluence often comes increased insecurity and fear of losing what one has attained. Such
fedings frequently breed alonging for supernatura protection. The new wealth aso brought an increase
in self-indulgence, ahatred of boredom and awillingness, even an eagerness, to experiment with novel
and remarkable things.

What had come to Mgjipoor aso, with the access of this new prosperity, was not only greater
credulity, but dso a certain measure of greed, dishonesty, doth, cruelty, debauchery, alove of wild
excess and luxury, and other such vices for which the big planet had not been particularly known before.
These things too created changesin Mgjipoori society.

So afascination with the occult spread upward in Lord Prankipin's time to the propertied classes,



fostered by the multitudes of nonhuman Vroon and Su-Suherisfolk, who arrived on Mgjipoor at this
time—both of them much given to the practice of the mantic and prognogtic arts. And through the
devices and cunning of these sorcerers, people who were aready eager for miracleswere made to see
not only the shape of thingsto come, but aso agreat host of wonders, gorgons and cockatrices,
salamanders and winged serpents, feathered basilisks that spit hissing flame; and they were dlowed to
look through chasms of dark smoke and doors of whitefire into universes beyond the universe, and the
domains of al manner of gods and demigods and demons. Or so it seemed, to those who had faith in the
evidence of what was before their eyes, though there were those skepticsthat said it was al afraud and
asnare and adelusion. But the number of those sour cold-eyed onlookers grew ever fewer dl thetime.

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

By thetime Lord Prankipin had moved on to the Labyrinth to assume the duties of Pontifex, and
Confalume succeeded him as Corond, these policies were too deeply entrenched for anyone, even the
new Corond, to speak out against them. Whether the new Lord Confal ume maintained the occult
disciplinesin their supremacy &t first out of inner conviction or mere shrewd tolerance of the status quo,
was something that he had never revedled even to his closest advisers; but asthe years passed he
became as whol ehearted an advocate of the wiz-ardly philosophies as ever Prankipin had been. With
Pontifex and Corona united on this point, sorcery was auniversa practice on Mgipoor now.

And s0, in thisuncertain time, agood many practitioners of dark arts that once might have been
deemed curious and strange indeed were available to offer strange and curious consolations to the
millions—the billions—of frightened citizens whose souls were uneasy over what might be about to
happen.

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

No vistors cameto Sisivonda for its beauty or its elegance. It was set in the midst of abare
featureless plain. One could set out from it and travel athousand milesin any direction and see nothing
but dry, dusty, flat lands. It wasaflat dull city inthe midst of aflat dull region, and its only distinction was
that it was a place where adozen mgjor highways met.

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

It was an uninteresting but necessary place, and its appearance wasin keeping with its function.
Located asit wasin adigtrict of Alhanrod wherelittlerain fell except for acouple of monthsin the
winter, Sisvonda did without the grand and lavish ornamenta gardensthat were adistinctive mark of
nearly al the cities of Mgipoor. The monotony of its broad bare streets, dry and dusty under the
constant golden-green eye of the sun, wasrelieved here and there only by plantings of rugged



undemanding shrubs and trees, usudly arrayed in long regular rows aong the curbsides. squat
thick-trunked camaganda pams with drooping grayish-purple fronds, somber lumma-lumma bushes that
looked like boulders with leaves and grew so dowly they might just aswell have been carved from stone,
and spiky garavedas that flowered only once every hundred years, each one sending up asingle ominous
black spike three timesthe height of aman.

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

They came forth now, dancing and singing and chanting as they marched past the long stolid rows of
identical warehouses that lined Grand Alaisor Avenue. At the head of the procession ran scores of young
women in immacul ate white garments who strewed the ground with the bright crimson-and-gold petals of
hal atinga bl ossoms that had been brought in at monumenta expense from Castle Mount. Y oung men with
gparkling mirrors sawn to their jerkins danced after them, sprinkling the streets with balsams and
unguents. Next came the massed ranks of sturdy chanters, accompanied by the shrill cries of pipesand
flutes as they bellowed over and over, "Make way for the holy thingsl Make way! Make way!"

Now, marching by hersdlf, there advanced the terrifying figure of agiantessin red bootswith solesa
foot thick, carrying an enormous two-headed wooden staff that she gripped with both her hands and
raised again and again above her head. To her huge shouldersapair of powerful dark wingswas
srapped, which fluttered dowly in time to the pounding rhythms of two masked drummers who followed
her at arespectful distance. Behind this group came initiates of the cult, walking six doreast, their faces
hidden by loose black veils. Their heads had been shaven closaly and waxed, those of men and women
both, so that the tops of their Skulls rose above the swirling veils like domes of polished marble.

Those in the forefront of this group bore the seven artifacts that the Beholders held to be among their
most sacred possessions, things which they displayed only at occasions of the highest gravity. One held
aoft an eaborately carved stone lamp of curious design, from which afearsome, roaring yellow-tipped
flame spurted far into the sky; the next, apam branch interwoven with strands of gold in the form of a
coiling serpent with gaping jaws, the one beyond that, the giant image of a disembodied human hand with
the middle finger bent backward in an impossible and menacing way; then afourth with asilver urninthe
shape of awoman's breast, from which he poured an inexhaustible stream of steaming, fragrant golden
milk into the streets; and afifth with a huge fan made of wood, which he swept from sdeto sideina
manner that caused onlookers at the edge of the throng to legp back in fright. A sixth borethe effigy of a
plump little pink-fleshed deity whaose face had no festures, and a saventh came staggering along under the
weight of amonstrous male genital organ carved from along curving dab of purple wood.

"Behold and worship!" the marchers cried.

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

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

And then, at last, borne on aresplendent gleaming cart of ebony inlad with slver, came the terrifying
figure of the high priest, the masked Messenger of the Mysteries. He was adlim naked man of
phenomena height whose rippling body was painted black down one side and gold down the othe