The Sign of the Unicorn
Chapter 1

| ignored the questions in the eyes of the groomas | |lowered the grisly
parcel and turned the horse in for care and mai ntenance. My cl oak coul d not
really conceal the nature of its contents as | slung the guts over ny shoul der
and stanped off toward the rear entrance to the palace. Hell would soon be
demandi ng its paycheck

| skirted the exercise area and made ny way to the trail that |led toward
the southern end of the pal ace gardens. Fewer eyes along that route. | would
still be spotted, but it would be a ot |ess awkward than going in the front
way, where things are always busy. Damm.

And again, dam. O troubles | considered nyself anply possessed. But
t hose who have do seemto get. Sone spiritual form of compound interest,

suppose.
There were a few idlers beside the fountain at the far end of the garden
Al so, a couple of guards were passing anong the bushes near the trail. The

guards saw nme coming, held a brief discussion, and | ooked the other way.
Prudent .

Me, back less than a week. Modst things, still unresolved. The court of
Amber, full of suspicion and unrest. This, now a death to further jeopardize
the brief, unhappy prereign of Corwin 1: ne.

Time now to do sonething | should have done right away. But there had been
so many things to do, fromthe very first. It was not as if | had been
nodding, as | sawit. | had assigned priorities and acted on them Now,

t hough. ..

| crossed the garden, out of the shade and into the slanting sunlight.

swung up the wide, curving stair. A guard snapped to attention as | entered

the palace. | nade for the rear stairway, then up to the second floor. Then
the third.

Fromthe right, ny brother Random stepped out of his suite and into the
hal | way.

"Corwi n!" he said, studying ny face. "What's the matter? | saw you from
t he bal cony and - "

"Inside," | said, gesturing with nmy eyes. "W are going to have a private
conference. Now. "

He hesitated, regarding nmy burden

"Let's nake it two rooms up," he said. "Okay? Vialle's in here.”

"Al'l right."

He | ed the way, opened the door. | entered the small sitting room sought
kel y spot, dropped the body.

Random st ared at the bundle.

"What am | supposed to do?" he asked.

"Unw ap the goodies,”" | said, "and take a | ook."

He knelt and undid the cloak. He folded it back. "Dead all right," he
observed. "Wat's the probl en?"

"You did not | ook closely enough,” | said. "Peel back an eyelid. Open the
mouth and | ook at the teeth. Feel the spurs on the backs of the hands. Count
the joints in the fingers. Then you tell ne about the problem"

He began doing these things. As soon as he | ooked at the hands he stopped
and nodded. "All right," he said. "I remenber."

"Renmenber out |oud."

"It was back at Flora's place..."

a

"That was where | first saw anyone like this," |I said. "They were after
you, though. | never did find out why."

"That's right," he said. "I never got a chance to tell you about it. W
weren't together all that long. Strange... Were did this one cone fron®"

| hesitated, torn between pushing himfromhis story and telling himmne
M ne won out because it was nine and very i medi ate.
| sighed and sank into a chair.



"We've just |lost us another brother,” | said. "Caine is dead. | got there
a bit too late. That thing - person - did it. | wanted it alive, for obvious
reasons. But it put up quite a fight. I didn't have rmuch of a choice."

He whistled softly, seated hinself in the chair opposite ne.

"I see," he said very softly.

| studied his face. Was that the faintest of sniles waiting in the w ngs
to enter and nmeet nmy own? Quite possibly.

"No," | said flatly. "If it were otherwi se, | would have arranged for a
ot less doubt as to ny innocence. |I'mtelling you what really happened.”

"Al'l right," he said. "Where is Caine?"

"Under a layer of sod, near the G ove of the Unicorn."

"That | ooks suspicious right there," he said. "Or will. To the others."
| nodded.
"I know. | had to hide the body and cover it in the neantine, though. I

couldn't just bring himback and start parrying questions. Not when there were
i nportant facts waiting for me, in your head."

"Ckay," he said. "l don't know how inportant they are, but they're yours.
But don't |eave ne hangi ng, huh? How did this thing happen?"

"It was right after lunch,"” |I said. "I had eaten down at the harbor with
CGerard. Afterward, Benedict brought ne topside through his Trunp. Back in ny
rooms, | found a note which apparently had been slipped in under the door. It
requested a private neeting, later in the afternoon, at the Grove of the
Unicorn. It was signed 'Caine.' "

"Have you still got the note?"

"Yes." | dug it out of ny pocket and passed it to him "Here."

He studied it and shook his head.

"I don't know," he said. "It could be his witing - if he were in a hurry

- but I don't think it is."”

| shrugged. | took the note back, folded it, put it away.

"Whatever, | tried to reach himwith his Trunp, to save nyself the ride.
But he wasn't receiving. | guessed it was to maintain secrecy as to his
whereabouts, if it was all that inportant. So | got a horse and rode on
down. "

"Did you tell anyone where you were goi ng?"

"Not a soul. | did decide to give the horse a workout, though, so |I rode
along at a pretty good clip. | didn't see it happen, but | saw himlying there
as | cane into the wood. His throat had been cut, and there was a disturbance

off in the bushes sone distance away. | rode the guy down, junped him fought
with him had to kill him W didn't engage in any conversation while this was
goi ng on."

“You're sure you got the right guy?"

"As sure as you can be under such circunstances. His trail went back to
Cai ne. He had fresh blood on his garnments.”

"M ght have been his own."

"Look again. No wounds. | broke his neck. O course |I remenbered where
had seen his |ike before, so | brought himright to you. Before you tell ne
about it, though, there was one nmore thing - just for a clincher."

I withdrew the second note, passed it over

"The creature had this on its person. | presune it had renmoved it from
Cai ne. "

Randomread it, nodded, and handed it back

"Fromyou, to Caine, asking to be net there. Yes, | see. Needless to
say..."

"Needl ess to say," | finished. "And it does look a bit like nmy witing -

at first glance, anyway."

"I wonder what woul d have happened if you had gotten there first?"

"Probably nothing," |I said. "Alive and | ooking bad - that seens how t hey
wanted me. The trick was to get us there in the proper order, and | didn't
hurry quite enough to mss what was bound to follow "

He nodded.



"Granting the tight scheduling," he said, "it had to be soneone on the
scene, here in the pal ace. Any ideas?"

I chuckled and reached for a cigarette. I lit it and chuckl ed again.

"I"mjust back. You have been here all along,"” | said. "Wich one hates ne
t he nost these days?"

"That is an enbarrassing question, Corwn,'

he stated. "Everyone's down on

you for something. Ordinarily, | would nonminate Julian. Only it doesn't seem
to hold up here."

"\Why not ?"

"He and Caine got along very well. For years now. They had been | ooki ng

out for each other, hanging around together. Pretty thick. Julian is cold and
petty and just as nasty as you remenber. But if he |iked anybody, he |iked
Caine. | don't think he'd do it to him not even to get at you. After all, he
probably coul d have found plenty of other ways if that was all he wanted."

| sighed.

"Who' s next ?"

"I don't know. | just don't know. "

"Ckay. How do you read the reactions to this?"

"You're screwed, Corwin. Everyone is going to think you did it, no matter
what you say."

| nodded at the corpse. Random shook hi s head.

"That could easily be some poor clod you dug up out of Shadow to take the
bl ane. "

"I know," 1 said. "Funny, com ng back to Anber as | did, | arrived at an
ideal time for positioning nyself advantageously."

"A perfect time," Random agreed. "You didn't even have to kill Eric to get
what you wanted. That was a stroke of |uck."

"Yes. Still, it is no secret that that is what | came to do, and it is

only a matter of time before my troops - foreign, specially arnmed, and
quartered here - are going to start provoking some very bad feelings. Only the
presence of an external threat has saved nme fromthat so far. And then there

are the things | am suspected of having done before ny return - |ike nurdering
Benedict's retainers. Now this..."
"Yes," Random said, "I saw it com ng as soon as you told me. Wen you and

Bl eys attacked years ago, Cerard depl oyed part of the fleet so that it was out
of your way. Caine, on the other hand, engaged you with his vessels and
scuttled you. Now that he is gone, | inmagine you will put Gerard in command of
the entire fleet.”

"Who else? He is the only nman for the job."

"Nevertheless..."

"Neverthel ess. Admitted. If | were going to kill anyone person to
strengthen ny position, Caine would be the |ogical choice. That's the real
damming truth."

"How do you propose handling this?"

"Tell everyone what happened and try to di scover who was behind it. Have
you any better suggestions?"

"I"ve been trying to think how | could alibi you. But it does not I|ook
promni sing."

I shook ny head.

"You are too close to me. No matter how good we made it sound, it would
probably have the opposite effect.”

"Have you considered admitting to it?"

"Yes. But self-defense is out. Wth a cut throat, it had to be a matter of
surprise. And | have no stomach for starting off with the alternative: hoke up
some evidence that he was up to something rotten and say | did it for the good
of Anber. | flatly refuse to take on fake guilt under those terns. |I'd wind up
with a bad odor that way, too."

"But with a real tough reputation.”

"It's the wong kind of tough for the sort of show | want to run. No,
that's out."



"That covers everything, then - just about."

"What do you nean 'just about'?"

He studied his left thunbnail through slitted eyes.

"Well, it occurs to ne that if there is anyone el se you are anxious to get
out of the picture, nowis the time to consider that a frane can often be
shifted. "

| thought about it and finished nmy cigarette.

"Not bad,"” | said, "but | can't spare any nore brothers at the nonent. Not
even Julian. Anyhow, he's the |east frameable."

"It need not be fanmly," he said. "Plenty of noble Anberites around with
possi bl e notives. Take Sir Reginald - "

"Forget it, Random The reframng is out, too."

"Ckay. |'ve exhausted ny little gray cells, then."

"Not the ones in charge of nmenory, | hope."

"Al'l right."

He sighed. He stretched. He got to his feet, stepped over the room s ot her
occupant, and made his way to the wi ndow. Draw ng back the drapes, he stared
out for a tine.

"Al'l right," he repeated. "There's a lot to tell..."

Then he renmenbered out | oud.

The Sign of the Unicorn
Chapter 2

VWil e sex heads a great number of lists, we all have other things we |ike
to do in between. Wth nme, Corwin, it's drumrng, being up in the air, and
ganbling - in no special order. Well, maybe soaring has a little edge - in
gliders, balloons, and certain variations - but nmobod has a lot to do with that
too, you know. | nean, ask ne another time and | night say one of the others.
Depends on what you want nobst at the nonent.

Anyway, | was here in Anber sone years ago. Not doi ng nuch of anything.
Just visiting and being a nuisance. Dad was still around, and when | noticed
that he was getting into one of his grunpy noods, | decided it was tinme to
take a wal k. A long one. |I had often noticed that his fondness for nme tended
to increase as an inverse function of ny proximty. He gave ne a fancy riding
crop for a going-away present - to hasten the process of affection, | suppose.
Still, it was a very nice crop - silver-chased, beautifully tooled - and
made good use of it. | had decided to go | ooking for an assenbl age of all ny
simpl e pleasures in one small nook of Shadow.

It was a long ride - | will not bore you with the details - and it was
pretty far from Anber, as such things go. This tinme, | was not |ooking for a
pl ace where | would be especially inportant. That can get either boring or
difficult fairly quickly, depending on how responsible you want to be.
wanted to be an irresponsible nonentity and just enjoy mnyself.

Texoram was a wi de open port city, with sultry days and | ong nights, lots
of good music, ganbling around the clock, duels every norning and in - between

mayhem for those who couldn't wait. And the air currents were fabulous. | had
alittle red sail plane | used to go sky surfing in, every couple of days. It
was the good life. | played druns till all hours in a basement spot up the

river where the walls sweated al nbost as nuch as the custoners and the snoke
used to wash around the lights like streans of mlk. Wen | was done playing
I'd go find sonme action, wonen, or cards, usually. And that was it for the

rest of the night. Damm Eric, anyway! That rem nds ne again... He once accused
me of cheating at cards, did you know that? And that's about the only thing
woul dn't cheat at. | take nmy card playing seriously. I'mgood and |I'm al so

lucky. Eric was neither. The trouble with himwas that he was good at so many
things he wouldn't adnmit even to hinmself that there were some things other
peopl e could do better. If you kept beating himat anything you had to be



cheating. He started a nasty argument over it one night - could have gotten
serious - but Gerard and Caine broke it up. Gve Caine that. He took ny part
that time. Poor guy... Hell of a way to go, you know? His throat... Wll,
anyhow, there | was in Texoram , making nmusic and wonen, wi nning at cards and
jockeying around the sky. Palmtrees and ni ght-bloom ng wallflowers. Lots of
good port snells - spices, coffee, tar, salt - you know. Gentl efolKk,
nmer chants, and peons - the sane straights as in nost other places. Sailors and
assorted travelers passing in and out. Guys like me living around the edges of
things. | spent a little over two years in Texoram , happy. Really. Not mnuch
contact with the others. Sort of postcard |ike hellos via the Trunps every now
and then, and that was about it. Anber was pretty nuch off my mnd. Al this
changed one night when | was sitting there with a full house and the guy
across fromne was trying to make up his mnd whether or not | was bl uffing.
The Jack of Di anpbnds began talking to ne.

Yes, that is howit started. | was in a weird frane of nmind anyway. | had
just finished a couple very hot sets and was still kind of high. Also, | was
physically strung out froma |long day's gliding and not nuch sl eep the night
before. | decided later that it nust be our nmental quirk associated with the

Trunps that nmade ne see it that way when someone was trying to reach nme and
had cards in ny hand - any cards. Ordinarily, of course, we get the nessage
enpty- handed, unless we are doing the calling. It could have been that ny
subconsci ous - which was kind of footloose at the tine - just seized on the
avai |l abl e props out of habit Later, though, |I had cause to wonder. Really, |
just don't know.

The Jack said, "Random " Then its face blurred and it said, "Help ne."
began getting a feel of the personality by then, but it was weak. The whol e
thing was very weak. Then the face rearranged itself and | saw that | was

right. It was Brand. He | ooked like hell, and he seemed to be chained or tied
to sonmething. "Help ne," he said again.

"I"'mhere," | said. "What's the matter?" " prisoner," he said, and

somet hing el se that | couldn't make out. "Were?" | asked.

He shook his head at that.
"Can't bring you through,"” he said. "No Trunps, and | amtoo weak. You

will have to come the |ong way around..."
I did not ask himhow he was managing it w thout ny Trunp. Finding out
where he was seened of first inportance. | asked himhow | could |ocate him
"Look very closely,"” he said. "Renmenber every feature. | may only be able

to show you once. Cone armed, too..."

Then | saw the | andscape - over his shoul der, out a wi ndow, over a
battlenment, | can't be sure. It was far from Anber, sonewhere where the
shadows go mad. Farther than | like to go. Stark, with shifting colors. Fiery.
Day without a sun in the sky. Rocks that glided |like sail boats across the
land. Brand there in some sort of tower - a snmall point of stability in that

flowi ng scene. | renenbered it, all right. And | renmenbered the presence
coi |l ed about the base of that tower. Brilliant. Prismatic. Sone sort of
watch-thing, it seened - too bright for ne to make out its outline, to guess
its proper size. Then it all just went away. Instant off. And there | was,

staring at the Jack of Dianonds again, with the guy across fromme not know ng
whet her to be mad at ny long distraction or concerned that | m ght be having
some sort of sick spell

| closed up shop with that hand and went hone. | lay stretched out on ny
bed, smoking and thinking. Brand had still been in Anmber when | had depart ed.
Later, though, when | had asked after him no one had any idea as to his
wher eabouts. He had been having one of his nelancholy spells, had snapped out
of it one day and ridden off. And that was that. No nmessages either - either
way. He wasn't answering, he wasn't talking.

| tried to figure every angle. He was smart, damm snmart. Possibly the best
mnd inthe famly. He was in trouble and he had called ne. Eric and Gerard
were nore the heroic types and woul d probably have wel coned the adventure.
Cai ne woul d have gone out of curiosity, | think. Julian, to | ook better than



the rest of us and to score points with Dad. O, easiest of all, Brand could
have call ed Dad hinself. Dad woul d have done sonething about it. But he had
called me. Wy?

It occurred to nme then that maybe one or nore of the others had been
responsi ble for his circunstances. If, say, Dad was beginning to favor him..
Well. You know. Elimnate the positive. And if he did call Dad, he would | ook
i ke a weakl i ng.

So | suppressed nmy inpulse to yell for reinforcements. He had called ne,
and it was quite possible that | would be cutting his throat by letting anyone
back in Amber in on the fact that he had gotten the nessage out. Okay. What
was init for nme?

If it involved the succession and he had truly becone fair-haired,
figured that | could do a Iot worse than give himthis to renenber nme by. And

if it did not... There were all sorts of other possibilities. Perhaps he had
stunbl ed onto somnet hing goi ng on back home, sonething it would be useful to
know about. | was even curious as to the nmeans he had enpl oyed for bypassing
the Trunmps. So it was curiosity, |I'd say, that nade ne decide to go it al one

and try to rescue him

| dusted off my own Trunps and tried reaching himagain. As you m ght
expect, there was no response. | got a good night's sleep then and tried one
nmore tinme in the norning. Again, nothing. Ckay, no sense waiting any |onger

| cleaned up ny blade, ate a big nmeal, and got into sone rugged clothes. |
al so picked up a pair of dark, polaroid goggles. Didn't know how they woul d
work there, but that warden-thing had been awfully bright - and it never hurts
to try anything extra you can think of. For that matter, | also took a gun. |
had a feeling it would be worthless, and | was right. But, like | said, you
never know till you try.

The only person | said good-bye to was another drumrer, because | stopped
to give himny set before | left. I knew he'd take good care of them

Then | went on down to the hangar, got the sail plane ready, went aloft,
and caught a proper current. It seemed a neat way to do it.

| don't know whether you've ever glided through Shadow, but - No? Well, |
headed out over the sea till the land was only a dimline to the north. Then
had the waters go cobalt beneath me, rear up and shake sparkly beards. The
wind shifted. | turned. |I raced the waves shoreward beneath a darkeni ng sky.
Texoram was gone when | returned to the rivernouth, replaced by mles of
swanp. | rode the currents inward, crossing and recrossing the river at new
twi sts and kinks it had acquired. Gone were the piers, the trails, the
traffic. The trees were high.

Cl ouds nassed in the west, pink and pearl and yellow. The sun phased from
orange through red to yell ow. You shake your head? The sun was the price of
the cities, you see. In a hurry, | depopulate - or, rather, go the el enental
route. At that altitude artifacts would have been distracting. Shading and
texture becones everything for nme. That's what | neant about gliding it being
a bit different.

So, | bore to the west till the woods gave way to surface green, which
qui ckly faded, dispersed, broke to brown, tan, yellow Light and crunbly then
spl otched. The price of that was a storm | rode it out as rmuch as | could,
till the lightnings forked nearby and | feared that the gusts were getting to
be too much for the little glider. | toned it down fast then, but got nore
green below as a result. Still, | pulled it out of the stormwith a yellow sun
firmand bright at ny back. After atine, | got it to go desert beneath ne
again, stark and rolling.

Then the sun shrank and strands of cloud whi pped past its face, erasing it
bit by bit. That was the shortcut that took nme farther from Anber than | had
been in a long while.

No sun then, but the light renmained, just as bright but eerie now,
directionless. It tricked ny eyes, it screwed up perspective. | dropped | ower,
[imting nmy range of vision. Soon | arge rocks cane into view, and | fought for
the shapes | renmenbered. G adually, these occurred.



The buckling, flowi ng effect was easier to achi eve under these conditions,
but its production was physically disconcerting. It made it even nore
difficult to judge ny effectiveness in guiding the glider. | got |lower than I
t hought | was and al nost collided with one of the rocks. Finally, though, the
snokes rose and flanmes danced about as | remenbered them- conformng to no
particul ar pattern, just energing here and there from crevasses, holes, cave
nmout hs. Col ors began to ni sbehave as | recalled fromny brief view Then cane

the actual notion of the rocks - drifting, sailing, |ike rudderless boats in a
pl ace where they wing out rainbows.

By then, the air currents had gone crazy. One updraft after another, |ike
fountains, | fought them as best |I could, but knew | could not hold things
toget her nuch longer at that altitude. | rose a considerable distance,

forgetting everything for a tine while trying to stabilize the craft. When

| ooked down again, it was like viewing a free-formregatta of black icebergs.
The rocks were racing around, clashing together, backing off, colliding again,
spi nning, arcing across the open spaces, passing anmong one another. Then | was
sl ammed about, forced down, forced up - and | saw a strut give way. | gave the
shadows their final nudge, then | ooked again. The tower had appeared in the

di stance, sonething brighter than ice or alum numstationed at its base.

That final push had done it. | realized that just as | felt the w nds
start a particularly nasty piece of business. Then several cabl es snapped and
I was on my way down - like riding a waterfall. | got the nose up, brought it
inlowand wild, saw where we were headed, and junped at the | ast nonment. The
poor glider was pul verized by one of those peripatetic monoliths. | felt worse
about that than | did about the scrapes, rips, and lunmps | collected.

Then | had to nove quickly, because a hill was racing toward nme. W both
veered, fortunately in different directions. | hadn't the faintest notion as

to their notive force, and at first | could see no pattern to their novenents.
The ground varied fromwarmto extrenely hot underfoot, and along with the
snoke and occasional jets of flame, nasty-smelling gases were escaping from

nuner ous openings in the ground. | hurried toward the tower, follow ng a
necessarily irregul ar course.
It took a long while to cover the distance. Just how long, | was

uncertain, as | had no way of keeping track of the tine. By then, though,
was beginning to notice some interesting regularities. First, the |arger
stones nmoved at a greater velocity than the smaller ones. Second, they seened
to be orbiting one another - cycles within cycles within cycles, |arger about
smal l er, none of themever still. Perhaps the prine nover was a dust note or a
single mol ecule - sonmewhere. | had neither tinme nor desire to indulge in any
attenpt to determine the center of the affair. Keeping this in mnd, | did
manage to observe as | went, though, enough so that | was able to anticipate a
nunber of their collisions well in advance.

So Childe Randomto the dark tower came, yeah, gun in one hand, blade in
t he other. The goggl es hung about my neck. Wth all the snoke and confused

lighting, | wasn't about to don themuntil it becane absolutely necessary.

Now, whatever the reason, the rocks avoided the tower. Wile it seened to
stand on a hill, | realized as | approached that it would be nmore correct to
say that the rocks had scooped out an enornous basin just short of it. | could
not tell frommy side, however, whether the effect was that of an island or a
peni nsul a.

| dashed through the snoke and rubble, avoiding the jets of flanme that
| eaped fromthe cracks and holes. Finally I scranbled up the sl ope, renpving
nmysel f fromthe courseway. Then for several nmoments | clung at a spot just
bel ow any line of sight fromthe tower. | checked ny weapons, controlled ny
breat hi ng, and put on the goggles. Everything set, | went over the top and
cane up into a crouch

Yes, the shades worked. And yes, the beast was waiting.

It was a fright all right, because in sone ways it was kind of beautiful
It had a snake body as big around as a barrel, with a head sort of like a
massi ve cl aw hamer, but kind of tapered to the snout end. Eyes of a very pale



green. And it was clear as glass, with very faint, fine lines seeming to

i ndi cate scales. Wiatever flowed in its veins was reasonably clear, also. You
could look right into it and see its organs - opaque or cloudy as the case

m ght be. You could al nost be distracted by watching the thing function. And

it had a dense mane, like bristles of glass, about the head and collaring its
gullet. Its novenment when it saw nme, raised that head and slivered forward,
was like flowng water - living water, it seemed, a bedless river wthout

banks. What al nost froze me, though, was that | could see into its stomach.
There was a partly digested man in it | raised the gun, aimed at the nearest
eye, and squeezed the trigger

| already told you it didn't work. So | threw the gun, leaped to ny left,
and sprang in on its right side, going for its eye with nmy bl ade.

You know how hard it can be to kill things built along reptilian lines. |
decided immediately to try to blind the thing and hack off its tongue as the
first order of business. Then, being nore than a little fast on ny feet,

m ght have any nunber of chances to lay in sone good ones about the head unti
| decapitated it. Then let it tie itself in knots till it stopped. | was
hopi ng, too, that it mght be sluggish because it was still digesting soneone.

If it was sluggish then, I was glad that | hadn't stopped by earlier. It
drew its head out of the path of nmy blade and snapped down over it while | was
still off balance. That snout gl anced across ny chest, and it did feel as if |
had been hit by a massive hamer. It knocked nme spraw ing.

| kept on rolling to get out of range, conming up short near the edge of
t he enmbankment. | recovered ny footing there while it unwound itself, dragged
alot of weight in ny direction, and then reared up and cocked its head again,
about fifteen feet above ne.

I know damm wel | that Gerard woul d have chosen that nmonent to attack. The
bi g bastard woul d have strode forward with that nonster blade of his and cut
the thing in half. Then it probably would have fallen on himand withed al
over him and he'd have cone away with a few brui ses. Maybe a bl oody nose.
Benedi ct woul d not have mi ssed the eye. He would have had one in each pocket
by then and be playing football with the head while composing a footnote to

Clausewitz. But they are genuine hero types. Me, | just stood there holding
t he bl ade point upward, both hands on the hilt, my el bows on my hips, ny head
as far back out of the way as possible. | would much rather have run and

called it a day. Only | knewthat if | tried it, that head would drop down and
smear ne.

Cries fromwithin the tower indicated that | had been spotted, but | was
not about to | ook away to see what was going on. Then | began cursing the
thing. I wanted it to strike and get it over with, one way or the other

When it finally did, | shuffled ny feet, tw sted ny body, and swung the
point into line with nmy target.

My left side was partly nunbed by the blow, and | felt as if | had been
driven a foot into the ground.

Sonehow | managed to remain upright. Yes, | had done everything perfectly.
The maneuver had gone exactly as | had hoped and pl anned.

Except for the beast's part. It wasn't cooperating by producing the
appropriate death throes. In fact, it was beginning to rise.

It took ny blade with it, too. The hilt protruded fromits left eye
socket, the point enmerged |ike another bristle amd the mane on the back of
its head. | had a feeling that the offensive teamhad had it.

At that nonment, figures began to enmerge - slowy, cautiously - from an
opening at the base of the tower. They were armed and ugly-1ooking, and | had
a feeling that they were not on ny side of the disagreenent.

kay. | know when it is tine to fold and hope for a better hand anot her
day.

"Brand!" | shouted. "It's Random | can't get through! Sorry!"

Then | turned, ran, and | eaped back over the edge, down into the place
where the rocks did their unsettling things. | wondered whether | had chosen

the best tinme to descend.



Li ke so many things, the answer was yes and no.

It was not the sort of junp |I would make for many reasons other than those
whi ch prevailed. | cane down alive, but that seened the nost that could be
said for it. | was stunned, and for a long while |I thought | had broken ny
ankl e.

The thing that got me noving again was a rustling sound from above and the
rattl e of gravel about ne. Wen | readjusted the goggles and | ooked up, | saw
that the beast had decided to come down and finish the job. It was winding its
phant om way down the sl ope, the area about its head havi ng darkened and
opaqued since | had skewered it upstairs.

| sat up. | got to ny knees. | tried ny ankle, couldn't use it. Nothing
around to serve as a crutch, either. Okay. | crawl ed then. Away. What el se was
there to do? Gain as rmuch ground as | could and think hard while |I was about
it.

Sal vation was a rock - one of the smaller, slower ones, only about the
size of a moving van. Wien | saw it approaching, it occurred to nme that here
was transportation if | could nmake it aboard. Maybe sone safety, too. The
faster, really massive ones appeared to get the nost abuse.

This in mind, | watched the big ones that acconpani ed ny own, estimated
their paths and velocities, tried to gauge the noverment of the entire system
readi ed nyself for the nmonment, the effort. | also listened to the approach of
t he beast, heard the cries of the troops fromthe edge of the bluff, wondered
whet her anyone up there was giving odds on ne and what they mght be if they
ver e.

VWen the tine cane, | went. | got past the first big one w thout any
trouble, but had to wait for the next one to go by. |I took a chance in
crossing the path of the final one. Had to, to nake it in tine.

| made it to the right spot at the right nonent caught on to the holds |
had been eyeing, and was dragged maybe twenty feet before |I could pull nyself
up off the ground. Then | hauled my way to its unconfortable top, spraw ed
there, and | ooked back

It had been close. Still was, for that matter, as the beast was pacing ne,
its one good eye follow ng the spinning big ones.

From overhead | heard a di sappointed wail. Then the guys started down the
sl ope, shouting what | took to be encouragenment to the creature. | comrenced
massaging ny ankle. | tried to relax. The brute crossed over, passing behind
the first big rock as it conpleted another orbit.

How far could | shift through Shadow before it reached me? | wondered.
True, there was constant novenment, a changi ng of textures..

The thing waited for the second rock, slithered by behind it, paced ne
agai n, drew nearer. Shadow, Shadow, on the w ng -

The nen were alnpbst to the base of the slope by then. The beast was
waiting for its opening - the next time around - past the inner satellite.
knew that it was capabl e of rearing high enough to snatch me fromny perch

- Cone alive and snear that thing?

As | spun and glided |I caught hold of the stuff of Shadow, sank into the
feel of it, worked with the textures, possible to probable to actual, felt it
coming with the finest twist, gave it that necessary flip at the appropriate
nonent . . .

It came in fromthe beast's blind side, of course. A big nmother of a rock
careening along like a sem out of control..

It would have been nore elegant to mash it between two of them However,
hadn't the tine for finesse. | sinply ran it over and left it there, thrashing
inthe granite traffic.

Monents | ater, however, inexplicably, the mashed and nangl ed body rose
suddenly above the ground and drifted skyward, twi sting. It kept going,
buf feted by the wi nds, dw ndling, dw ndling, gone.

My own rock bore nme away, slowy, steadily. The entire pattern was
drifting. The guys fromthe tower then went into a huddl e and decided to
pursue ne. They noved away fromthe base of the slope, began to nake their way



across the plain. But this was no real problem | felt. | would ride nmy stony
mount through Shadow, |eaving themworlds away. This was by far the easiest
course of action open to me. They woul d doubtl ess have been nore difficult to

take by surprise than the beast. After all, this was their |and; they were
wary and unmai med.

I rempoved the goggles and tested ny ankle again. | stood for a nmonent. It
was very sore, but it bore ny weight. |I reclined once nore and taned ny
t houghts to what had occurred. | had |lost nmy blade and I was now in | ess than
top shape. Rather than go on with the venture under these conditions, | knew
that | was doing the safest, w sest thing by getting the hell out. | had

gai ned enough know edge of the | ayout and the conditions for my chances to be
better next time around. Al right..

The sky brightened above ne, the colors and shadi ngs | ost sonething of
their arbitrary, neandering habit. The flames began to subsi de about ne. Good.
Clouds started to find their ways across the sky. Excellent. Soon a |ocalized
gl ow began behi nd a cl oudbank. Superb. Wen it went away, a sun woul d hang
once again in the heavens.

| |1 ooked back and was surprised to see that | was still being pursued.
However, it could easily be that | had not dealt properly with their anal ogues
for this slice of Shadow. It is never good to assune that you have taken care
of everything when you are in a hurry. So..

I shifted again. The rock gradually altered its course, shifted its shape,
lost its satellites, noved in a straight line toward what was to becone the
west. Above me, the clouds dispersed and a pal e sun shone down. We picked up

speed. That shoul d have taken care of everything right there. |I had positively
cone into a different place.

But it had not. Wen | |ooked again, they were still comng. True, | had
gai ned sone distance on them But the party trooped right along after nmne.

Well, all right Things like that can sonetines happen. There were of
course two possibilities. My mnd still being nore than a little disturbed
fromall that had just occurred, | had not perforned ideally and had drawn
themalong with me. O, | had naintained a constant where | should have

suppressed a variable - that is, shifted into a place and unconsciously
required that the pursuit el enent be present. Different guys then, but stil
chasi ng ne.

| rubbed my ankle some nore. The sun brightened toward orange. A wi nd out
of the north raised a screen of dust and sand and hung it at my back, remnoving
the gang fromny sight. | raced on into the west, where a |line of nountains
had now grown up. Tinme was in a distortion phase. My ankle felt a little
better.

| rested a while. Mne was reasonably confortable, as rocks go. No sense
turning it into a hellride when everything seened to be proceedi ng snoothly. |
stretched out, hands behind ny head, and watched t he nountains draw nearer. |
t hought about Brand and the tower. That was the place all right. Everything
was just as it had been in the glinpse he had given nme. Except for the guards,

of course. | decided that | would cut through the proper piece of Shadow,
recruit a cohort of my own, then go back and give themhell. Yes, then
everyt hing woul d be fine...

After a time, | stretched, rolled over onto nmy stomach, and | ooked back
Damed if they weren't still follow ng nme! They had even gai ned sone.

Naturally, | got angry. To hell with flight! They were asking for it, and
it was time they got it

| rose to ny feet. My ankle was only half sore, a little nunb. | raised ny
arnms and | ooked for the shadows | wanted. | found them

Slowmy the rock swung out fromits straight course into an arc, turning
off to the right. The curve tightened. | swung through a parabola and headed

back toward them ny velocity gradually increasing as | went. No tine to raise
a stormat ny back, though | thought that would have been a nice touch if |
coul d have managed it.

As | swept down upon them - there were maybe two dozen - they prudently



began to scatter. A nunmber of themdidn't make it, though. | swung through
anot her curve and returned as soon as | coul d.

I was shaken by the sight of several corpses rising into the air, dripping
gore, two of them al ready hi gh above ne.

| was al nost upon themon that second pass when | realized that a few of
t hem had junped aboard as | had gone through. The first one over the edge drew
his bl ade and rushed ne. | blocked his arm took the weapon away from him and
threw hi m back down. | guess it was then that | becane aware of those spurs on
t he backs of their hands. | had been slashed by his.

By that tine | was the target of a nunber of curiously shaped nissiles
frombel ow, two nore guys were com ng over the edge, and it |ooked as if
several nore might have nmade it aboard.

Wel |, even Benedict sonetinmes retreats. | had at |east given the survivors
somet hing to renenber.

| let go of the shadows, tore a barbed wheel fromny side, another from ny
t hi gh, hacked off a guy's swordarm and kicked himin the stonach, dropped to
nmy knees to avoid a wild swing fromthe next one, and caught himacross the
legs with ny riposte. He went over, too.

There were five nore on the way up and we were sailing westward once
agai n, |eaving perhaps a dozen |live ones to regroup on the sand at my back, a
sky full of oozing drifters above them

| had the advantage with the next fell ow because | caught him just partway
over the edge. So nuch for him and then there were four

VWiile | had been dealing with him though, three nore had arisen
si mul taneously, at three different points.

| rushed the nearest and di spatched him but the other two nmade it over
and were upon me while | was about it. As | defended myself fromtheir attack
the final one came up and joi ned them

They were not all that good, but it was getting crowded and there were a

| ot of points and sharp edges straying about ne. | kept parrying and noving,
trying to get themto bl ock one another, get in each other's way. | was partly
successful, and when | had the best lineup |I thought | was going to get,
rushed them taking a couple of cuts - | had to lay nyself open a bit to do it

- but splitting one skull for nmy pains. He went over the edge and took the
second one with himin a tangle of |inbs and gear

Unfortunately, the inconsiderate |lout had carried off ny blade, snagged in
some bony cleft or other he had chosen to interpose when | swung. It was
obviously ny day for |osing blades, and | wondered if my horoscope woul d have
mentioned it if | had thought to | ook before I'd set out.

Anyhow, | rnoved quickly to avoid the final guy's swing. In doing so,
slipped on sonme bl ood and went skidding toward the front of the rock. If |
went down that way, it would plow right over me, leaving a very flat Random
there, like an exotic rug, to puzzle and delight future wayfarers.

I clawed for handholds as | slid, and the guy took a couple of quick steps
toward me, raising his blade to do unto me as | had his buddy.

| caught hold of his ankle, though, and it did the trick of braking ne
very nicely - and damed if soneone shoul dn't choose that nmoment to try to get
hold of ne via the Trunps.

“I"mbusyl" | shouted. "Call back later!" and nmy own notion was arrested
as the guy toppled, clattered, and went sliding by.

| tried to reach himbefore he fell to rugdom but | was not quite quick

enough. | had wanted to save himfor questioning. Still, my unegged beer was
nore than satisfactory. | headed back top and center to observe and nuse.
The survivors were still following me, but | had a sufficient lead. | did

not at the monent have to worry about another boarding party. Good enough.
was headed toward the nountains once again. The sun | had conjured was
begi nning to bake ne. | was soaked with sweat and bl ood. My wounds were giVving
me trouble. | was thirsty. Soon, soon, | decided, it would have to rain. Take
care of that before anything else.

So | began the prelimnaries to a shift in that direction: clouds nassing,



bui | di ng, darkeni ng. ..

| drifted off sonewhere along the line, had a disjointed dream of someone
trying to reach me again but not naking it. Sweet darkness.

| awakened to the rain, sudden and hard-driving. | could not tell whether
t he darkness in the sky was fromstorm evening, or both. It was cool er
t hough, and | spread ny cloak and just lay there with nmy nouth open
Periodically I wung nmoisture fromthe cloak. My thirst was eventually sl aked
and | began feeling clean again. The rock had al so becone so slick-Iooking
that | was afraid to nove about on it. The nountains were nuch nearer, their
peaks |imed by frequent |ightnings. Things were too dark in the opposite
direction for me to tell whether ny pursuers were still with me. It would have
been pretty rough trekking for themto have kept up, but then it is sel dom
good policy to rely on assunptions when traveling through strange shadows. |
was a bit irritated with nmyself for going to sleep, but since no harm had cone

of it I drew my soggy cloak about ne and decided to forgive nyself. | felt
around for some cigarettes | had brought along and found that about half of
t hem had survived. After the eighth try, | juggled shadows enough to get a

light. Then | just sat there, snoking and being rained on. It was a good
feeling and | didn't nove to change anything el se, not for hours.

VWen the stormfinally let up and the sky came clear, it was a night ful
of strange constellations. Beautiful though, the way nights can be on the
desert. Much later, | detected a gentle upward sloping and nmy rock started to
sl ow. Somet hi ng began happening in terns of whatever physical rules controlled
the situation. | nean, the slope itself did not seem so pronounced that it
woul d affect our velocity as radically as it had. | did not want to tanper
with Shadow in a direction that would probably take nme out of ny way. | wanted
to get back onto nore famliar turf as soon as possible - find nmy way to a
pl ace where nmy gut anticipations of physical events had nore of a chance of
bei ng correct.

So |l let the rock grind to a halt, clinbed down when it did, and continued
on up the slope, hiking. As | went, | played the Shadow gane we all |earned as
children. Pass sone obstruction - a scrawny tree, a stand of stone - and have
the sky be different fromone side to the other. Gadually | restored famliar

constellations. | knew that |I would be clinbing down a different nmountain from
the one | ascended. My wounds still throbbed dully, but my ankle had stopped
bot hering ne except for a little stiffness. | was rested. | knew that | could

go for a long while. Everything seenmed to be all right again.

It was a long hike, up the gradually steepening way. But | hit a trai
eventual ly, and that made things easier. | trudged steadily upward under the
now fam | iar skies, determned to keep nmoving and nmake it across by norning.
As | went, ny garnments altered to fit the shadow - deni mtrousers and jacket
now, ny wet cloak a dry scrape. | heard an oW nearby, and from a great
di stance bel ow and behi nd cane what m ght have been the yipyi p-how of a
coyote. These signs of a nmore famliar place nade ne feel somewhat secure,
exorci sed any vestiges of desperation that remained with ny flight an hour or

so later, | yielded to the tenptation to play with Shadow just a bit. It was
not all that inprobable for a stray horse to be wandering in these hills, and
of course | found him After ten or so mnutes of becoming friendly, | was

nmount ed bareback and noving toward the top in a nore congenial fashion. The
wi nd sowed frost in our path. The noon canme and sparked it to life.

To be brief, | rode all night, passing over the crest and conmenci ng ny
downward passage well before dawn. As | descended, the nountain grew even nore
vast above ne, which of course was the best tine for this to occur. Things
were green on this side of the range, and divided by neat highways, punctuated
by occasional dwellings. Everything therefore was proceedi ng i n accordance
with nmy desire.

Early morning. | was into the foothills and nmy denimhad turned to khak
and a bright shirt. |I had a light sport jacket slung before ne. At a great
hei ght, a jetliner poked holes in the air, noving fromhorizon to horizon
There were birdsongs about me, and the day was nild, sunny.



It was about then that | heard my name spoken and felt the touch of the
Trunp once nore. | drew up short and responded.

"Yes?"

It was Julian.

"Random where are you?" he asked

"Pretty far fromAnber," | replied. "Wy?"
"Have any of the others been in touch with you?"
"Not recently," | said. "But soneone did try to get hold of me yesterday.

| was busy though, and couldn't tal k"
"That was ne," he said. "W have a situation here that you had better know

about . "
"Where are you?" | asked.
"I'n Anber. A nunber of things have happened recently."
"Li ke what ?"

"Dad has been gone for an unusually long tinme. No one bl ows where."

"He's done that before."

"But not without |eaving instructions and naki ng del egati ons. He al ways
provided themin the past.”

"True," | said. "But how long is |ong?"

"Well over a year. You weren't aware of this at all?"

"I knew that he was gone. Gerard nentioned it sone tine back."

"Then add nore tine to that."

"I get the idea. How have you been operating?"

"That is the problem W have sinply been dealing with affairs as they
arise. CGerard and Cai ne had been running the navy anyway, on Dad's orders.
Wthout him they have been naking all their own decisions. | took charge of
the patrols in Arden again. There is no central authority though, to
arbitrate, to make policy decisions, to speak for all of Anber.”

"So we need a regent. W can cut cards for it, | suppose.”

"It is not that sinple. W think Dad is dead."

"Dead? Why? How?"

"W have tried to raise himon his Trunp. W have been trying every day
for over half a year now. Nothing. What do you think?"

| nodded.

"He may be dead,"” | said. "You' d think he woul d have cone across with
something. Still, the possibility of his being in sone trouble - say, a
pri soner sonmewhere - is not precluded.”

"Acell can't stop the Trunps. Nothing can. He would call for help the
m nute we made contact."”

"I can't argue with that,"” | said. But |I thought of Brand as | said it.
"Perhaps he is deliberately resisting contact, though."
"What for?"

"I have no idea, but it is possible. You know how secretive he is about
some things."

"No," Julian said, "it doesn't hold up. He would have given sonme operating
i nstructions, sonewhere along the line."

"Well, whatever the reasons, whatever the situation, what do you propose
doi ng now?"

"Someone has to occupy the throne," he said.

| had seen it comi ng throughout the entire dial ogue, of course - the
opportunity it had | ong seemed woul d never cone to pass.

"Who?" | asked.

"Eric seenms the best choice,” he replied. "Actually, he has been acting in
that capacity for nmonths now. It sinply becones a matter of formalizing it."

"Not just as regent?"

"Not just as regent."

"I see... Yes, | guess that things have been happening in ny absence. What
about Benedict as a choice?"

"He seens to be happy where he is, off somewhere in Shadow. "

"What does he think of the whole idea?"



"He is not entirely in favor of it. But we do not believe he will offer
resistance. It would disrupt things too nuch."

"I see," | said again. "And Bl eys?"

"He and Eric had sone rather heated discussions of the issue, but the
troops do not take their orders fromBleys. He |l eft Amber about three nonths
ago. He could cause sone trouble later. But then, we are forewarned."

"Cerard? Cai ne?"

"They will go along with Eric. | was wondering about yourself."

"What about the girls?" He shrugged.

"They tend to take things |ying down. No problem"

"I don't suppose Corwin..."

"Not hi ng new. He's dead. W all know it. H s nonument has been gathering
dust and ivy for centuries. If not, then he has intentionally divorced hinself
from Anber forever. Nothing there. Now I am wondering where you stand."

| chuckl ed.

"I amhardly in a position to possess forceful opinions,"” | said.

"W need to know now. "

| nodded.

"I have al ways been able to detect the quarter of the wind," | said. "I do

not sail against it."

He smiled and returned my nod.

"Very good," he said.

"When is the coronation? | assunme that | aminvited."

"OfF course, of course. But the date has not yet been set. There are stil
a fewmnor matters to be dealt with. As soon as the affair is cal endared, one
of us will contact you again."

"Thank you, Julian."

"CGood- bye for now. Random"

And | sat there being troubled for a long while before | started on
downward again. How | ong had Eric spent engineering it? | wondered. Mich of
the politicking back in Anber could have been done pretty quickly, but the
setting up of the situation in the first place seemed the product of long-term
t hi nking and planning. | was naturally suspicious as to his involvenment in
Brand's predicanent. | also could not help but give sone thought to the
possibility of his having a hand in Dad' s di sappearance. That woul d have taken
some doi ng and have required a really fool proof trap. But the nore | thought
of it, the less | was willing to put it past him | even dredged up sonme old
specul ations as to his part in your own passing, Corwin. But, offhand, | could
not think of a single thing to do about any of it. Go along with it, |
figured, if that's where the power was. Stay in his good graces.

Still... One should always get nore than one angle on a story. | tried to
make up ny mnd as to who would give ne a good one. Wiile | was thinking al ong
t hese |ines, sonething caught ny eye as | gl anced back and up, appreciating
anew t he heights fromwhich | had not quite descended.

There were a nunber of riders up near the top. They had apparently
traversed the same trail | had taken. | could not get an exact nose count, but
it seemed suspiciously close to a dozen - a fairly sizable group to be out
riding at just that place and tine. As | saw that they were proceedi ng on down
the sane way that | had come, | had a prickly feeling along the base of ny
neck. What if...? What if they were the sane guys? Because | felt that they
ver e.

I ndividually, they were no match for me. Even a couple of themtogether
had not made that great a showi ng. That was not it. The real chiller was that
if that's who it was, then we were not alone in our ability to manipul ate
Shadow in a very sophisticated fashion. It neant that someone el se was capabl e
of a stunt that for all my life | had thought to be the sole property of our
famly. Add to this the fact that they were Brand' s wardens, and their designs
on the famly - at least part of it - did not |ook all that clenent.
perspired suddenly at the notion of enem es who could match our greatest
power .



O course, they were too far off for me to really know just then whether
that was truly who it was. But you have to explore every contingency if you
want to keep wi nning the survival game. Could Eric have found or trained or
created sone special beings to serve himin this particular capacity? Al ong
with you and Eric, Brand had one of the firnest clainms on the succession..

not to take anything away fromyour case, dam it! Hell! You know what | nmean.
| have to talk about it to show you how | was thinking at the time. That's
all. So, Brand had had the basis for a pretty good claimif he had been in a

position to press it. You being out of the picture, he was Eric's chief rival
when it came to adding a |l egal touch to things. Putting that together with his
plight and the ability of those guys to traverse Shadow, Eric cane to look a
ot nmore sinister to ne. | was nore scared by that thought than | was by the
riders thensel ves, though they did not exactly fill me with delight. | decided
that | had better do several things quickly: talk to soneone el se in Amber,
and have himtake ne through the Trunp.

kay. | decided quickly. CGerard seemed the safest choice. He is reasonably
open, neutral. Honest about npbst things. And from what Julian had said,
Cerard's role in the whol e busi ness seened kind of passive. That is, he was
not going to resist Eric's nove actively. He would not want to cause a | ot of
trouble. Didn't nmean he approved. He was probably just being safe and

conservative old Gerard. That decided, | reached for ny deck of Trunmps and
al nost how ed. They were gone.

| searched every pocket in every garment about nme. | had taken them al ong
when |'d left Texorami . | could have |l ost themat any point in the previous
days action. | had certainly been battered and thrown about a lot. And it had
been a great day for losing things. | conposed a conplicated litany of curses
and dug my heels into the horse's sides. | was going to have to nmove fast and

think faster now. The first thing would be to get into a nice, crowded,
civilized place where an assassin of the nore primtive sort would be at a
di sadvant age.

As | hurried downhill, heading for one of the roads, | worked with the
stuff of Shadow - quite subtly this tine, using every bit of skill | could
nmuster. There were just two things | desired at the noment: a final assault on
nmy possible trackers and a fast path to a place of sanctuary.

The worl d shimered and did a final jig, becomng the California | had
been seeking. A rasping, growing noise reached ny ears, for the final touch I

had i ntended. Looking back, | saw a section of cliff face come | oose, al npst
in slow notion, and slide directly toward the horsenmen. A while later, | had
di smount ed and was wal king in the direction of the road, nmy garnents even
fresher and of better quality. | was uncertain as to the time of year, and

wonder ed what the weather was |ike in New York

Before very long, the bus that | had anticipated approached and | fl agged
it dowmn. | |located a wi ndow seat, snoked for a while, and watched the
countryside. After a time, | dozed.

| did not wake until early afternoon, when we pulled into a termnal. |
was ravenous by then, and decided | had better have sonething to eat before
getting a cab to the airport. So |I bought three cheeseburgers and a coupl e of
malts with a few of nmy quondam Texoram greenbacks.

CGetting served and eating took ne maybe twenty m nutes. Leaving the snack
bar, | saw that there were a nunber of taxis standing idle at the stand out
front. Before | picked one up, though, | decided to nake an inportant stop in
the nmen's room

At the very dammedest nonent you can think of, six stalls flew open behind
nmy back and their occupants rushed ne. There was no m staking the spurs on the
backs of their hands, the oversized jaws, the snoldering eyes. Not only had
they caught up with ne, they were now clad in the sane acceptable garb as
anyone el se in the nei ghborhood. Gone were any remai ning doubts as to their
power over Shadow.

Fortunately, one of themwas faster than the others. Al so, perhaps because
of nmy size, they still mght not have been fully aware of ny strength.



seized that first one high up on the arm avoiding those hand bayonets he
sported, pulled himover in front of me, picked himup, and threw himat the

others. Then | just turned and ran. | broke the door on the way out. | didn't
even pause to zip up until | was in a taxi and had the driver burning rubber
Enough. It was no |onger sinple sanctuary that | had in mind. | wanted to

get hold of a set of Trunps and tell soneone else in the fam |y about those
guys. If they were Eric's creatures, the others ought to be made aware of
them If they were not, then Eric ought to be told, too. If they could nake
their way through Shadow |i ke that, perhaps others could, also. Watever they
represented mght one day constitute a threat to Anber herself. Supposing -
just supposing - that no one back home was invol ved? Wat if Dad and Brand
were the victins of a totally unsuspected eneny? Then there was sonething big
and nenaci ng afoot, and | had stepped right into it. That would be an
excel l ent reason for their hounding ne this thoroughly. They would want ne
pretty badly. My mind ran wild. They m ght even be harrying me toward sone
sort of a trap. No need for the visible ones to be the only ones about.

| brought ny enotions to heel. One by one, you nmust deal with those things
that come to hand, | told myself. That is all. Divorce the feelings fromthe
specul ations, or at |east provide for separate maintenance. This is sister
Flora's shadow. She lives on the other edge of the continent in a place called
Westchester. Get to a phone, get hold of information, and call her. Tell her
it is urgent and ask for sanctuary. She can't refuse you that, even if she
does hate your guts. Then junp a jet and get the hell over there. Specul ate on
the way if you want, but keep cool now

So | tel ephoned fromthe airport and you answered it, Corwin. That was the
variabl e that broke all the possible equations | had been juggling - you
suddenly showing up at that tine, that place, that point in events. | grabbed
for it when you offered me protection, and not just because | wanted
protection. | could probably have taken those six guys out by nyself. But that
was no longer it. | thought they were yours. | figured you had been lying | ow
all along, waiting for the right noment to nove in. Now, | thought, you were
ready. This explains everything. You had taken out Brand and you were about to
use your Shadow wal ki ng zonbi es for purposes of going back and catching Eric
with his pants down. | wanted to be on your side because | hated Eric and
because | knew you were a careful planner and you usually get what you go
after. | nmentioned the pursuit by guys out of Shadow to see what you woul d
say. The fact that you said nothing didn't really prove anything, though
Ei t her you were being cagey, | figured, or you had no way of know ng where
had been. | also thought of the possibility of walking into a trap of your
devising, but | was already in trouble and did not see that | was so inportant
to the bal ance of power that you would want to di spose of me. Especially if |
of fered my support, which | was quite willing to do. So | flew on out. And
dammed if those six didn't board later and follow ne. |Is he giving me an
escort? | wondered. Better not start making nore assunptions. | shook them
agai n when we | anded, and headed for Flora's place. Then | acted as if none of
nmy guesses had occurred, waiting to see what you would do. Wen you hel ped ne
di spose of the guys, | was really puzzled. Wre you genuinely surprised, or
was it a put-on, with you sacrificing a few of the troops to keep me ignorant
of something? Al right, |I decided, be ignorant, cooperate, see what he has in
mnd. | was a perfect setup for that act you pulled to cover the condition of
your nmenory. When | did learn the truth, it was sinply too late. W were
headed for Rebma and none of this would have neant anything to you. Later,
didn't care to tell Eric anything after his coronation. | was his prisoner
then and not exactly kindly disposed toward him It even occurred to ne that
nmy information mght be worth sonething one day - at |east, ny freedomagain -
if that threat ever materialized. As for Brand, | doubt anyone woul d have
bel i eved me; and even if soneone did, | was the only one who knew how to reach
t hat shadow. Coul d you see Eric buying that as a reason for rel easing me? He
woul d have | aughed and told me to come up with a better story. And | never
heard from Brand again. None of the others seemto have heard fromhimeither



Qdds are he's dead by now - I'd say. And that is the story | never got to tel
you. You figure out what it all means.

The Sign of the Unicorn
Chapter 3

| studied Random renenbering what a great card player he was. By | ooking
at his face, | could no nore tell whether he was lying, in whole or in part,
than | could learn by scrutinizing the Jack of, say, Dianonds. Nice touch
that part, too. There was enough of that kind of business to his story to give
it some feel of verisimlitude.

"To paraphrase Cedi pus, Hanmlet, Lear, and all those guys," | said, "I w sh
| had known this sonme time ago."

"This was the first chance | really had to tell you," he said.

"True," | agreed. "Unfortunately, it not only fails to clarify things, it
conplicates the puzzle even nore. Wiich is no nean trick. Here we are with a
bl ack road running up to the foot of Kolvir. It passes through Shadow, and
t hi ngs have succeeded in traversing it to beset Anber. We do not know the
exact nature of the forces behind it, but they are obviously malign and they
seemto be growing in strength. | have been feeling guilty about it for sone
whi | e now, because | see it as being tied in with nmy curse. Yes, | laid one on
us. Curse or no curse, though, everything eventually resolves into sone sort
of tangibility that can be conbated. Wich is exactly what we are going to do
But all week long | have been trying to figure out Dara's part in things. Wo
is she really? What is she? Wiy was she so anxious to try the Pattern? How is

it that she managed to succeed? And that final threat of hers... 'Anber wll
be destroyed,' she said. It seenms nore than coincidental that this occurred at
the sane tine as the attack over the black road. | do not see it as a separate

thing, but as a part of the sane cloth. And it all seenms to be tied in with
the fact that there is a traitor sonmewhere here in Anber - Caine's death, the

notes... Someone here is either abetting an external eneny or is behind the
whol e thing hinself. Now you link it all up with Brand' s di sappearance, by way
of this guy." | nudged the corpse with ny foot. "It makes it ook as if Dad's

death or absence is also a part of it. If that is the case, though, it nakes
for a major conspiracy - with detail after detail having been carefully worked
out over a period of years."

Random expl ored a cupboard in the corner, produced a bottle and a pair of
goblets. He filled them and brought ne one, then returned to his chair. W
drank a silent toast to futility.

"Well," he said, "plotting is the nunber-one pastine around here, and
everyone has had plenty of tinme, you know W are both too young to renmenber
brothers Gsric and Finndo, who died for the good of Anber. But the inpression
| get fromtalking with Benedict - "

"Yes," | said, " that they had done nore than w shful thinking about the
throne, and it becane necessary that they die bravely for Amber. |'ve heard
that, too. Maybe so, maybe not. We'Ill never know for sure. Still... Yes, the
point is well taken, though al nost unnecessary. | do not doubt that it has
been tried before. | do not put it past a nunber of us. Wo, though? W will
be operating under a severe handicap until we find out. Any nove that we make
externally will probably only be directed against a linmb of the beast. Come up
with an idea."”

"Corwin," he said, "to be frank about it, |I could nake a case for it being
anyone here - even nyself, prisoner status and all. In fact, sonething like
that would be a great blind for it. | would have taken genuine delight in
| ooki ng hel pl ess while actually pulling the strings that made all the others
dance. Any of us would, though. We all have our notives, our ambitions. And
over the years we all have had time and opportunity to lay a | ot of
groundwork. No, that is the wong way to go about it, |ooking for suspects.



Everyone here falls into that category. Let us decide instead what it is that
woul d di stinguish such an individual, aside fromnotives, apart from
opportunities. | would say, let's ook at the methods involved."

"Al'l right. Then you start."

"Some one of us knows nore than the rest of us about the workings of
Shadow - the ins and the outs, the whys and the hows. He also has allies,
obt ai ned from somewhere fairly far afield. This is the conbination he has
brought to bear upon Amber. Now, we have no way of |ooking at a person and
telling whet her he possesses such special know edge and skills. But |let us
consi der where he coul d have obtained them It could be that he sinply | earned
somet hing of f in Shadow somewhere, on his own. O he could have been studying
all along, here, while Damrkin was still alive and willing to give | essons.™

| stared down into ny glass. Dworkin could still be living. He had
provi ded ny means of escape fromthe dungeons of Anber - how | ong ago? | had
told no one this, and was not about to. For one thing, Dworkin was quite nad -
whi ch was apparently why Dad had had himl ocked away. For another, he had
denonstrated powers | did not understand, which convinced ne he could be quite
dangerous. Still, he had been kindly di sposed toward ne after a nini mum of
flattery and rem ni scence. If he were still around, | suspected that with a
bit of patience | mght be able to handle him So |I had kept the whole
busi ness | ocked away in ny mnd as a possible secret weapon. | saw no reason
for changing that decision at this point.

"Brand did hang around hima lot," | acknow edged, finally seeing what he
was getting at. "He was interested in things of that sort."

"Exactly," Randomreplied. "And he obviously knew nore than the rest of
us, to be able to send me that message without a Trunp."

"You think he made a deal with outsiders, opened the way for them then
di scovered that they no | onger needed hi mwhen they hung himout to dry?"

"Not necessarily. Though | suppose that is possible, too. M thinking runs
nore like this - and | don't deny ny prejudice in his favor: | think he had
| ear ned enough about the subject so that he was able to detect it when someone
di d somet hing peculiar involving the Trunps, the Pattern, or that area of
Shadow npst adj acent to Anber. Then he slipped up. Perhaps he underestinated
the culprit and confronted himdirectly, rather than going to Dad or Dworkin.
What then? The guilty party subdued himand inprisoned himin that tower.
Ei t her he thought enough of himnot to want to kill himif he did not have to,
or he had sone |ater use of himin mnd."

"You maeke that sound plausible, too," | said, and | would have added, "and
it fits your story nicely" and watched his poker face again, except for one
thing. Back when | was with Bleys, before our attack on Anber, | had had a

nmonentary contact with Brand while fooling with the Trunps. He had i ndicated
di stress, inprisonnent, and then the contact had been broken. Random s story
did fit, to that extent. So, instead, | said, "If he can point the finger, we
have got to get himback and set himto pointing."

"I was hoping you would say that," Randomreplied. "I hate to |l eave a bit
of business Iike that unfinished."

I went and fetched the bottle, refilled our glasses. | sipped. | Ilit
anot her cigarette.

"Before we get into that, though," | said, "I have to decide on the best
way of breaking the news about Caine. Were is Flora, anyway?"

"Down in town, | think. She was here this norning. | can find her for you.

I"mpretty sure.”

"Do it, then. She is the only other one | know of who has seen one of
t hese guys, back when they broke into her place in Wstchester. W mght as
wel | have her handy for that much corroboration as to their nastiness.

Besi des, | have sonme other things | want to ask her."
He swal | owed his drink and rose.
"Al'l right. I'lIl go do that now. Where should | bring her?"

"My quarters. If I'mnot there, wait." He nodded.
| rose and accompanied himinto the hall



"Have you got the key to this roon?" | asked.
"I't's on a hook inside."
"Better get it and |l ock up. W wouldn't want a prenmature unveiling."

He did that and gave ne the key. | walked with himas far as the first
| andi ng and saw hi mon his way.
From ny safe, | renoved the Jewel of Judgment, a ruby pendant which had

given Dad and Eric control over the weather in the vicinity of Amber. Before
he died, Eric had told nme the procedure to be followed in tuning it to my own

use. | had not had tine to do it, though, and did not really have the tine
now. But during ny conversation with Random| had decided that | was going to
have to take the time. | had | ocated Dworkin's notes, beneath a stone near

Eric's fireplace. He had given me that much information also, that |ast tinmne.
| would have liked to know where he had cone across the notes in the first

pl ace, though, for they were inconplete. | fetched themfromthe rear of the
safe and regarded them once again. They did agree with Eric's explanation as
to how the attunenent was to be managed.

But they also indicated that the stone had other uses, that the control of
nmet eor ol ogi cal phenonena was al nost an incidental, though spectacul ar
denonstration of a conplex of principles which underlay the Pattern, the
Trunps, and the physical integrity of Anmber herself, apart from Shadow.
Unfortunately, the details were lacking. Still, the nore | searched ny nenory,
the nore sonething along these lines did seemindicated. Only rarely had Dad
produced the stone; and though he had spoken of it as a weather changer, the
weat her had not al ways been especially altered on those occasi ons when he had
sported it. And he had often taken it along with himon his little trips. So
was ready to believe that there was nmore to it than that. Eric had probably
reasoned the sane way, but he had not been able to dope out its other uses
either. He had sinply taken advantage of its obvious powers when Bl eys and
had attacked Anmber; and he had used it the sane way this past week when the
creatures had nmade their assault fromthe black road. It had served himwell
on both occasions, even if it had not been sufficient to save his life. So
had better get hold of its power nyself, | decided, now. Any extra edge was
important. And it would be good to be seen wearing the thing, too, | judged.
Especially now.

| put the notes back into the safe, the jewel in ny pocket. | left then
and headed downstairs. Again, as before, to walk those halls nmade ne feel as
if I had never been away. This was hone, this was what | wanted. Now | was its
defender. | did not even wear the crown, yet all its problenms had become ny
own. It was ironic. | had cone back to claimthe crown, to west it froméEric,
to hold the glory, to reign. Now, suddenly, things were falling apart. It had
not taken long to realize that Eric had behaved incorrectly. If he had indeed
done Dad in, he had no right to the crown. If he had not, then he had acted
prematurely. Either way, the coronation had served only to fatten his already
obese ego. Myself, | wanted it and | knew that | could take it. But it would
be equally irresponsible to do so with ny troops quartered in Amber,
suspi ci ons of Caine's nurder about to descend upon nme, the first signs of a
fantastic plot suddenly displayed before ne, and the continuing possibility
that Dad was still alive. On several occasions it seemed we had been in
contact, briefly - and at one such tinme, years ago, that he had okayed ny
succession. But there was so much deceit and trickery afoot that | did not
know what to believe. He had not abdicated. Al so, | had had a head injury, and
I was well aware of my own desires. The mind is a funny place. | do not even
trust ny owmn. Could it be that | had manufactured that whol e busi ness? A | ot
had happened since.

The price of being an Anberite, | suppose, is that you cannot even trust
yoursel f. | wondered what Freud woul d have said. Wiile he had failed to pierce
nmy amesia, he had cone up with sone awfully good guesses as to what ny father
had been |ike, what our rel ationship had been, even though | had not realized
it at the tine. | wished that | could have one nore session with him

| made ny way through the marble dining hall and into the dark, narrow



corridor that lay behind. | nodded to the guard and wal ked on back to the
door. Through it then, out onto the platform across and down. The
interm nable spiral stairway that |leads into the guts of Kolvir. Walking.
Li ghts every now and then. Bl ackness beyond.

It seened that a bal ance had shifted somewhere along the way, and that |
was no | onger acting but being acted upon, being forced to nove, to respond.
Bei ng horded. And each nove led to another. Were had it all begun? Maybe it
had been going on for years and | was only just now becom ng aware of it.

Per haps we were all victins, in a fashion and to a degree none of us had
realized. Geat victuals for norbid thought Sigmund, where are you now? | had
wanted to be king - still wanted to be king - nore than anything else. Yet the
nmore | learned and the nore | thought about what | had | earned, the nore al

of my nmovenents actually seened to anount to Amber Pawn to King Four.

realized then that this feeling had been present for some time, grow ng, and

did not like it at all. But nothing that has ever |ived has gotten by w thout
maki ng some m stake, | consoled nyself. If my feeling represented actuality,
nmy personal Pavlov was setting closer to my fangs with each ringing of the
bell. Soon now, soon, | felt that it had to be soon, |I would have to see that

he cane very near. Then it would be mne to see that he neither went away nor
ever cane again.

Turning, turning, around and down, light here, light there, these ny
t houghts, like thread on a spool, w nding or unwi nding, hard to be sure. Bel ow
me the sound of netal against stone. A guard's scabbard, the guard rising. A
ripple of light froma lantern raised

"Lord Corwin..."

"Jam e."

At bottom | took a lantern fromthe shelf. Putting a light to it, |
turned and headed toward the tunnel, pushing the darkness on ahead of ne, a
step at a tinme.

Eventual ly the tunnel, and so up it, counting side passages. It was the
seventh that | wanted. Echoes and shadows. Mist and dust.

Coming to it, then. Turning there. Not too nmuch farther

Finally, that great, dark, netal-bound door. | unlocked it and pushed
hard. It creaked, resisted, finally noved inward.
| set down the lantern, just to the right, inside. I had no further need

of it, as the Pattern itself gave off sufficient light for what | had to do.

For a monent | regarded the Pattern - a shining nmass of curved lines that
tricked the eye as it tried to trace them - enbedded there, huge, in the
floor's slick blackness. It had given ne power over Shadow, it had restored
nmost of nmy menory. It would also destroy nme in an instant if | were to essay
it inmproperly. What gratitude the prospect did arouse in me was therefore not
untinged with fear. It was a splendid and cryptic old fanmi |y heirl oom which
bel onged right where it was, in the cellar

I moved off to the corner where the tracery began. There | conposed ny
m nd, relaxed my body, and set ny left foot upon the Pattern. Wthout pausing,
| strode forward then and felt the current begin. Blue sparks outlined ny
boots. Another step. There was an audible crackling this time and the
begi nning of resistance. | took the first curvelength, striving to hurry,
wanting to reach the First Veil as quickly as possible. By the tine | did, ny
hair was stirring and the sparks were brighter, |onger

The strain increased. Each step required nore effect than the previous
one. The crackling grew | ouder and the current intensified. My hair rose and
shook off sparks. | kept ny eyes on the fiery lines and did not stop pushing.

Suddenly the pressure abated. | staggered but kept moving. | was through
the First Veil and into the feeling of acconplishnent that that entail ed.
recalled the last time that | had come this way, in Rebma, the city under the
sea. The maneuver | had just conpleted was what had started the return of ny
menories. Yes. | pushed ahead and the sparks grew and the currents rose once
again, setting ny flesh to tingling.

The Second Veil ... The angles... It always seened to tax the strength to



its limts, to produce the feeling that one's entire being was transfornmed
into pure WIl. It was a driving, relentless sensation. At the nonent, the
negoti ation of the Pattern was the only thing in the world that neant anything
to ne. | had al ways been there, striving, never been away, always woul d be
there, contending, nmy will against the maze of power. Time had vani shed. Only
the tension held.
The sparks were up to ny waist. | entered the G and Curve and fought ny
way along it. | was continually destroyed and reborn at every step of its
| ength, baked by the fires of creation, chilled by the cold at entropy's end.
Qut and onward, turning. Three nore curves, a straight line, a nunber of
arcs. Dizziness, a sensation of fading and intensifying as though |I were
oscillating into and out of existence. Turn after turn after turn after

turn... A short, sharp arc... The line that led to the Final Veil... | imagine
| was gasping and drenched with sweat by then. | never seemto renmenber for
sure. | could hardly nove nmy feet. The sparks were up to ny shoul ders. They
cane into ny eyes and | lost sight of the Pattern itself between blinks. In,
out, in, out... There it was. | dragged nmy right foot forward, knowi ng how

Benedi ct must have felt, his |legs snared by the black grass. Right before
rabbit - punched him | felt bludgeoned nyself - all over. Left foot,
forward... So slowly it was hard to be certain it was actually noving. MWy
hands were blue flames, ny legs pillars of fire. Another step. Another. Yet
anot her.

| felt like a slowy animted statue, a thawi ng snowran, a buckling

girder... Two nore... Three... dacial, my novenents, but | who directed them
had all of eternity and a perfect constancy of will that would be realized..
| passed through the Veil. A short arc followed. Three steps to cross it

i nto bl ackness and peace. They were the worst of all.
A coffee break for Sisyphus! That was ny first thought as | departed the

Pattern. 1've done it again! was nmy second. And, Never again! was ny third.

| allowed nyself the luxury of a few deep breaths and a, little shaking.
Then | unpocketed the jewel and raised it by its chain. | held it before ny
eye.

Red inside, of course - a deep cherry-red, snokeshot, fulgent. It seened
to have picked up sonething extra of light and glitter during the trip through
the Pattern. | continued to stare, thinking over the instructions, conparing
themw th things |I already knew.

Once you have wal ked the Pattern and reached this point, you can cause it
to transport you to any place that you can visualize. Al that it takes is the
desire and an act of will. Such being the case, | was not wi thout a nonment's
trepidation. If the effect proceeded as it normally did, |I could be throw ng
nmyself into a peculiar sort of trap. But Eric had succeeded. He had not been
| ocked into the heart of a gem somewhere off in Shadow. The Dworkin who had
witten those notes had been a great man, and | had trusted him

Conposing ny nmind, | intensified nmy security of the stone's interior

There was a distorted reflection of the Pattern within it, surrounded by
wi nking points of light, tiny flares and flashes, different curves and paths.
| made ny decision, | focused ny will...

Redness and sl ow notion. Like sinking into an ocean of high viscosity.
Very slowy, at first. Drifting and darkening, all the pretty lights far, far
ahead. Faintly, my apparent velocity increased. Flakes of |ight, distant,
intermttent. Atrifle faster then, it seemed. No scale. | was a point of
consci ousness of indeterninate dimensions. Aware of novenent, aware of the
configuration toward which | advanced, now al nost rapidly. The redness was
nearly gone, as was the consciousness of any nedi um Resistance vani shed. |
was speeding. Al of this, now, seened to have taken but a single instant, was
still taking that sane instant. There was a peculiar, timeless quality to the
entire affair. My velocity relative to what now seenmed ny target was enornous.
The little, twi sted naze was grow ng, was resolving into what appeared a
t hree-di mensi onal variation of the Pattern itself. Punctuated by flares of
colored light, it grew before me, still remniniscent of a bizarre galaxy half



raveled in the mddle of the ever-night, haloed with a pale shine of dust, its
streanmers conposed of countless flickering points. And it grew or | shrank, or
it advanced or | advanced, and we were near, near together, and it filled all
of space now, top to bottom this way to that, and nmy personal velocity stil

seened, if anything, to be increasing. | was caught, overwhel med by the bl aze,
and there was a stray streamer which | knew to be the beginning. | was too
close - lost, actually - to apprehend its over-all configuration any |onger

but the buckling, the flickering, the weaving of all that | could see of it,
everywhere about ne, nmade ne wonder whether three di nensions were sufficient
to account for the senses warping conplexities with which I was confronted.
Rat her than mnmy gal actic anal ogy, sonething in ny mnd shifted to the other
extreme, suggesting the infinitely dinmensioned H | bert space of the subatonic.
But then, it was a netaphor of desperation. Truly and sinply, | did not
under st and anything about it. | had only a growing feeling -
Pattern-conditioned? Instinctive? - that | had to pass through this maze al so
to gain the new degree of power that | sought.

Nor was | incorrect. | was swept on into it w thout any slackening of ny
apparent velocity. | was spun and whirled al ong bl azi ng ways, passing through
subst ancel ess clouds of glitter and shine. There were no areas of resistance,
as in the Pattern itself, ny initial inpetus seem ng sufficient to bear ne
t hroughout. A whirlwi nd tour of the MIky Way? A drowni ng man swept anong
canyons of coral ? An insomiac sparrow passi ng over an amusenent park of a
July Fourth eveni ng? These ny thoughts as | recapitulated my recent passage in
this transfornmed fashion.

And out, through, over, and done, in a blaze of ruddy |light that found
me regardi ng nyself hol ding the pendant beside the Pattern, then regarding the
pendant, Pattern within it, within me, everything within me, ne within it, the
redness subsidi ng, down, gone. Then just ne, the pendant, the Pattern, alone,
subj ect - obj ect rel ati onships reestablished - only an octave hi gher, which
feel is about the best way there is to put it. For a certain enpathy now
existed. It was as though | had acquired an extra sense, and an additiona
means of expression. It was a peculiar sensation, satisfying.

Anxious to test it, | summned my resolve once again and commanded t he
Pattern to transport ne el sewhere.

| stood then in the round room atop the highest tower in Anber. Crossing
it, | passed outside, onto a very small bal cony. The contrast was powerful,
com ng so close to the supersensory voyage | had just compl eted. For severa
l ong noments | sinmply stood there, |ooking.

The sea was a study in textures, as the sky was partly overcast and
getting on toward eveni ng. The cl ouds thensel ves showed patterns of soft
bri ght ness and rough shadi ng. The wind made its way seaward, so that the salt
snell was tenporarily denied me. Dark birds dotted the air, sw nging and
hovering at a great distance out over the water. Below nme, the pal ace yards
and the terraces of the city lay spread in enduring el egance out to Kolvir's
rim People were tiny on the thoroughfares, their nmovenents di scountabl e.
felt very al one.

Then | touched the pendant and called for a storm

The Sign of the Unicorn

Chapter 4

Random and Flora were waiting in my quarters when | returned. Random s
eyes went first to the pendant, then to my own. | nodded.

| turned toward Flora, bowi ng slightly.

"Sister," | said, "it has been a while, and then a while."

She | ooked somewhat frightened, which was all to the good. She sniled and
took nmy hand, though
"Brother," she said. "I see that you have kept your word."



Pal e gol d, her hair. She had cut it, but retained the bangs. | could not
decide whether | liked it that way or not. She had very lovely hair. Blue
eyes, too, and tons of vanity to keep everything in her favorite perspective.
At tinmes she seened to behave quite stupidly, but then at other tinmes |I have
wonder ed.

"Excuse me for staring," | said, "but the last time that we nmet | was
unable to see you."

"I amvery happy that the situation has been corrected,"” she said. "It was
quite - There was nothing that |I could do, you know. "

"I know," | said, recalling the occasional lilt of her |aughter fromthe
ot her side of the darkness on one of the anniversaries of the event. "I know "

I moved to the wi ndow and opened it, knowi ng that the rain would not be
coming in. | like the snell of a storm

"Random did you learn anything of interest with regard to a possible
post man?" | asked.

"Not really,” he said. "I nade some inquiries. No one seens to have seen
anyone else in the right place at the right tinme."

"I see," | said. "Thank you. | may see you again later."

"Al'l right," he said. "I'lIl be in ny quarters all evening, then."

| nodded, turned, |eaned back against the sill, watched Flora. Random
cl osed the door quietly as he left. | listened to the rain for half a mnute
or so.

"What are you going to do with ne?" she said finally.

" Do?"

"You are in a position to call for a settlenment on old debts. | assune
that things are about to begin."

"Perhaps,” | said. "Mst things depend on other things. This thing is no
different.”

"What do you nean?"

"Gve me what | want, and we'll see. | have even been known to be a nice

guy on occasion."

"What is it that you want?"

"The story. Flora. Let's start with that. Of how you cane to be ny
shepherdess there on that shadow, Earth. Al pertinent details. Wat was the
arrangenent ? What was the understandi ng? Everything. That's all."

She si ghed.

"The beginning..." she said. "Yes... It was in Paris, a party, at a
certain Monsieur Focault's. This was about three years before the Terror -

"Stop," | said. "What were you doing there?"

"I had been in that general area of Shadow for approximately five of their
years," she said. "I had been wandering, |ooking for something novel,
somet hing that suited ny fancy. | cane upon that place at that tine in the
same way we find anything. | let ny desires lead ne and | foll owed ny
instincts."

"A peculiar coincidence."

"Not in light of all the time involved - and considering the anount of
travel in which we indulge. It was, if you like, ny Aval on, ny Anber

surrogate, ny home away fromhome. Call it what you will, | was there, at that
party, that Cctober night, when you came in with the little redheaded girl -
Jacqueline, | believe, was her nane."

That brought it back, fromquite a distance, a nenory | hadn't called for
in along, long while. | remenbered Jacqueline far better than | did Focault's
party, but there had been such an occasion

"Co ahead."

"As | said," she went on, "I was there. You arrived later. You caught ny
attention i mediately, of course. Still, if one exists for a sufficiently Iong

period of time and travels considerably, one does occasionally encounter a
person greatly resenbling someone el se one has known. That was ny first

t hought after the initial excitement faded. Surely it had to be a double. So
much time had passed without a whisper. Yet we all have secrets and good



reasons for having them This could be one of yours. So | saw that we were

i ntroduced and then had a devil of a tinme getting you away fromthat little
redheaded piece for nore than a few mnutes. And you insisted your nane was
Fenneval - Cordell Fenneval. | grew uncertain. | could not tell whether it was
a double or you playing ganes. The third possibility did cross ny nind, though
- that you had dwelled in sone adjacent area of Shadow for a sufficient tine
to cast shadows of yourself. | night have departed still wondering had not
Jacquel ine |l ater boasted to ne concerning your strength. Now this is not the
conmonest subject of conversation for a woman, and the way in which she said
it led ne to believe that she had actually been quite i npressed by sone things
you had done. | drew her out a bit and realized that they were all of them
feats of which you were capable. That elimnated the notion of it being a
double. It had to be either you or your shadow. This in mnd, even if Cordel
was not Corwin he was a clue, a clue that you were or had been in that shady
nei ghborhood - the first real clue | had cone across concerning your

whereabouts. | had to pursue it. | began keeping track of you then, checking
into your past. The nore people | questioned, the nore puzzling it became. In
fact, after several nonths | was still unable to decide. There were enough
snmudgy areas to make it possible. Things were resolved for me the foll ow ng
sumer, though, when | revisited Anrber for a tinme. | mentioned the peculiar
affair to Eric..."

"Yes?"

"Well... he was - sonewhat - aware - of the possibility."

She paused and rearranged her gl oves on the seat beside her

"Uh- huh," | said. "Just what did he tell you?"

"That it might be the real you," she said. "He told me there had been - an
acci dent . "

"Real | y?"

"Well, no," she adnmitted. "Not an accident. He said there had been a fight
and he had injured you. He thought you were going to die, and he did not want
the blame. So he transported you off into Shadow and |left you there, in that
pl ace. After a long while, he decided that you nmust be dead, that it was
finally all over between you. My news naturally disturbed him So he swore ne

to secrecy and sent ne back to keep you under surveillance. | had a good
excuse for being there, as | had already told everyone how much | |iked the
pl ace."

"You didn't promise to keep silent for nothing. Flora. Wat did he give
you?"

"He gave nme his word that should he ever come into power here in Anber, |
woul d not be forgotten."

"Alittle risky," | said. "After all, that would still |eave you with
somet hing on him - know edge of the whereabouts of a rival clainmant, and of
his part in putting himthere."

"True. But things sort of balanced out, and | would have to adnit having
become an acconplice in order to talk about it."

| nodded.

"Tight, but not inpossible," | agreed. "But did you think he would let ne
continue living if he ever did get a chance at the throne?"

"That was never discussed. Never."

"It nmust have crossed your nind, though."

"Yes, later," she said, "and | decided that he woul d probably do not hing.
After all, it was beginning to seemlikely that you had been deprived of your
menory. There was no reason to do anything to you so | ong as you were
harm ess. "

"So you stayed on to watch nme, to see that | renained harm ess?"

“Yes."

"What woul d you have done had | shown signs of recovering ny nenory?"

She | ooked at me, then | ooked away.

"I would have reported it to Eric."

"And what woul d he have done then?"



"l don't know. "

| laughed a little, and she blushed. | could not renenber the last time |
had seen Flora bl ush
"I will not belabor the obvious," | said. "Al right, you stayed on, you

wat ched ne. What next? What happened?”

"Not hi ng special. You just went on |leading your life and | went on keeping
track of it."

"Al'l of the others knew where you were?"

"Yes. |I'd make no secret of ny whereabouts. In fact, all of them cane
around to visit ne at one tine or another."”

"That includes Randonf"

She curled her lip.

"Yes, several tines," she said.

"Why t he sneer?"

"It istoo late to start pretending I like him" she said. "You know. |
just don't like the people he associates with - assorted crimnals, jazz
musi cians... | had to show himfam |y courtesy when he was visiting ny shadow,
but he put a big strain on ny nerves, bringing those people around at al
hours - jam sessions, poker parties. The place usually reeked for weeks
afterward and | was always glad to see himgo. Sorry. | know you like him but
you wanted the truth."”

"He offended your delicate sensibilities. Ckay. | now direct your

attention to the brief time when | was your guest. Random joi ned us rather
abruptly. Pursuing himwere half a dozen nasty fell ows whom we di spatched in
your living room"

"I recall the event quite vividly."

"Do you recall the guys responsible - the creatures we had to deal wth?"

“Yes."

"Sufficiently well to recognize one if you ever saw anot her?"
"I think so."

"Good. Had you ever seen one before?"

"No. "

"Si nce?"

"No. "

"Had you ever heard them descri bed anywhere?"

"Not that | can renenber. Why?"

I shook ny head.

"Not yet. This is ny inquisition, renmenber? Now | want you to think back
for a time before that evening. Back to the event that put me in G eenwood.
Maybe even a little earlier. \What happened, and how did you find out about it?
What were the circunstances? What was your part in things?"

"Yes," she said. "I knew you woul d ask ne that sooner or l|ater. Wat
happened was that Eric contacted me the day after it occurred - from Anber,
via nmy Trunmp."

She gl anced at ne again, obviously to see how | was taking it, to study ny
reactions. | remai ned expressionless.

"He told me you had been in a bad accident the previous evening, and that
you were hospitalized. He told me to have you transferred to a private place,
one where | could have nore say as to the course of your treatment."

“I'n other words, he wanted nme to stay a vegetable."

"He wanted themto keep you sedated."

"Did he or did he not admt to being responsible for the accident?"

"He did not say that he had had soneone shoot out your tire, but he did
know t hat that was what had happened. How el se coul d he have known? Wen
| earned later that he was planning to take the throne, | assuned that he had
finally decided it was best to renove you entirely. Wen the attenpt fail ed,
it seemed | ogical that he would do the next nost effective thing: see that you
were kept out of the way until after the coronation.™

"I was not aware that the tire had been shot out," | said.

Her face changed. She recovered.



"You told ne that you knew it was not an accident - that someone had tried

to kill you. | assumed you were aware of the specifics.”

| was treading on slightly nucky ground again for the first tine in a long
while. | still had a bit of amesia, and | had decided | probably al ways
woul d. My nmenories of the few days prior to the accident were still spotty.

The Pattern had restored the lost menories of ny entire life up until then

but the trauma appeared to have destroyed recollection of some of the events

i medi ately preceding it. Not an unconmon occurrence. O gani c damage rat her
than sinple functional distress, nost likely. | was happy enough to have al
the rest back, so those did not seemespecially lamentable. As to the accident
itself, and nmy feelings that it had been nore than an accident, | did recal

t he gunshots. There had been two of them | night even have glinpsed the
figure with the rifle - fleetingly, too late. O naybe that was pure fantasy.
It seened that | had, though. | had had sonmething like that in mnd when | had
headed out for Westchester. Even at this late tinme, though, when | held the

power in Anber, | was loath to admt this single deficiency. | had faked ny
way with Flora before with a lot less to go on. | decided to stick with a
Wi nni ng conbi nation

"I was in no position to get out and see what had been hit," | said. "I
heard the shots. | lost control. | had assuned that it was a tire, but | never

knew for sure. The only reason | raised the question was because | was curious
as to how you knew it was a tire."

"I already told you that Eric told ne about it."

"I't was the way that you said it that bothered ne. You made it sound as if
you al ready knew all the details before he contacted you."

She shook her head.

"Then pardon ny syntax," she said. "That sonetines happens when you | ook
at things after the fact. | amgoing to have to deny what you are inplying.
had nothing to do with it and I had no prior know edge that it had occurred."

"Since Eric is no longer around to confirmor deny anything, we wll
simply have to let it go," |I said, "for now," and | said it to nake her | ook
even harder to her defense, to direct her attention away from any possible
slip, either in word or expression, fromwhich she mght infer the small flaw
which still existed in my menory.

"Did you | ater becone aware of the identity of the person with the gun?"
asked.

"Never," she said. "Mdst likely sone hired thug. | don't know. "

"Have you any idea how |l ong I was unconsci ous before soneone found ne,
took me to a hospital ?"

She shook her head agai n.

Sonet hi ng was bothering me and | could not quite put nmy finger on it.

"Did Eric say what tinme | had been taken into the hospital ?"

"No. "

"When | was with you, why did you try wal king back to Anber rather than
using Eric's Trunmp?"

"I couldn't raise him"

"You coul d have call ed sormeone else to bring you through,"” | said. "Flora,
| think you are lying to ne."

It was really only a test, to observe her reaction. Wy not?

"About what ?" she asked. "I couldn't raise anyone else. They were al
ot herwi se occupied. Is that what you nean?"

She studi ed ne.

| raised my armand pointed at her and the lightning flashed at my back

just outside the window. | felt atingle, a mld jolt. The thunderclap was
al so inpressive. "You sin by omssion," | tried.

She covered her face with her hands and began to weep.

"I don't know what you nean!" she said. "I answered all your questions!
What do you want? | don't know where you were going or who shot at you or what
time it occurred! | just know the facts |'ve given you, dam it!"

She was either sincere or unbreakable by these neans, | decided.



VWhi chever, | was wasting ny tine and could get nothing nmore this way. Al so, |
had better switch us away fromthe acci dent before she began thinking too nmuch
about its inmportance to nme. If there was sonmething there that | was m ssing,
wanted to find it first.

"Come with ne," | said.

"Where are we goi ng?"

"I have sonething | want you to identify. | will tell you why after you
see it."

She rose and followed me. | took her up the hall to see the body before

gave her the story on Caine. She regarded the corpse quite di spassionately.
She nodded.

"Yes," she said, and, "Even if | did not know it |I would be glad to say
that | did, for you."

I grunted a nonconmittal. Family loyalty always touches nme, sonewhere.
could not tell whether she believed what | had said about Caine. But things

sort of cancel - to equal things sort of being equal to each other. It didn't
much seemto matter. | did not tell her anything about Brand and she did not
seemto possess any new i nformati on concerning him Her only other comrent
when everything I'd had to say was said, was, "You wear the jewel well. What
about the headpi ece?"

"It is too soon to talk of such things," | told her

"What ever ny support may be worth..."

"I know," | said. "I know"

My tonb is a quiet place. It stands alone in a rocky declivity, shielded
on three sides against the elements, surrounded by transported soil wherein a
pair of scrubby trees, mscellaneous shrubs, weeds, and great ropes of
mountain ivy are rooted, about two nmiles down, in back of the crest of Kolvir.
It is along, lowbuilding with two benches in front, and the ivy has
contrived to cover it to a great extent, mercifully masking nost of a
bonbastic statenent graven on its face beneath ny nanme. It is, understandably,
vacant nost of the tine.

That eveni ng, however, Ganelon and | repaired thither, acconpanied by a
good supply of wi ne and sone | oaves and cold cuts.

"You weren't joking!" he said, having di smounted, crossed over, and parted
the ivy, able to read by the nmoon's light the words that were rendered there.

"Of course not," | said, clinbing down and taking charge of the horses.
"It's mine all right."
Tethering our nounts to a nearby shrub, | unslung our bags of provisions

and carried themto the nearest bench. Ganelon joined ne as | opened the first
bottl e and poured us a dark, deep pair.

"I still don't understand," he said, accepting his.

"What's there to understand? |I'm dead and buried there," | said. "It's ny
cenotaph, is what it is - the nmonunent that gets set up when the body has not
been recovered. | only just |earned about mne recently. It was raised severa

centuries ago, when it was decided I wasn't coning back."

"Ki nd of spooky," he said. "What's inside then?"

"Not hi ng. Though they did thoughtfully provide a niche and a casket, just
in case ny remains put in an appearance. You cover both bets that way."

Ganel on made hinsel f a sandw ch.

"Whose idea was it?" he asked.

"Random thinks it was Brand's or Eric's. No one renenbers for sure. They
all seened to feel it was a good idea at the tine."

He chuckl ed, an evil noise that perfectly suited his creased, scarred, and
red- bearded sel f.

"What's to beconme of it now?"

| shrugged.
"l suppose sonme of themthink it's a shame to waste it this way and woul d
like to see me fill it. In the nmeantine, though, it's a good place to cone and

get drunk. | hadn't really paid ny respects yet.



| put together a pair of sandw ches and ate them both. This was the first
real breather | had had since my return, and perhaps the last for sonme tinme to
cone. It was inpossible to say. But | had not really had a chance to speak
with Ganelon at any length during the past week, and he was one of the few
persons | trusted. | wanted to tell himeverything. | had to. | had to talk
wi th someone who was not a part of it in the same way as the rest of us. So |
di d.

The noon noved a considerabl e di stance and the shards of broken gl ass
multiplied within my crypt.

"So how did the others take it?" he asked ne.

"Predictably," | answered. "I could tell that Julian did not believe a
word of it even though he said that he did. He knows how | feel about him and
he is in no position to challenge ne. | don't think Benedict believes ne

either, but he is a lot harder to read. He is biding his time, and | hope
giving ne the benefit of the doubt while he is about it. As for Gerard, | have
the feeling that this was the final weight, and whatever trust he had left for
me has just collapsed. Still, he will be returning to Arber early tonorrow, to
acconpany ne to the grove to recover Caine's body. No sense in turning it into
a safari, but | did want another family menber present. Deirdre now - she

seened happy about it. Didn't believe a word, |'msure. But no matter. She has
al ways been on ny side, and she has never liked Caine. |I'd say she is glad
that | seemto be consolidating nmy position. | can't really tell whether

Ll ewel I a believed me or not. She doesn't much give a damm what the rest of us
do to one another, so far as | can see. As to Fiona, she sinply seenmed anused
at the whol e busi ness. But then, she has always had this detached, superior
way of regarding things. You can never be certain what represents her rea

t hi nki ng. "

"Did you tell themthe business about Brand yet?"

"No. | told them about Caine and | told them!| wanted themall to be in
Anber by tonorrow evening. That is when the subject of Brand will be raised.

I've an idea | want to try out."

"You contacted all of them by neans of the Trunps?"

"That's right."

"There is sonething | have been meaning to ask you about that. Back on the
shadow worl d we visited to obtain the weapons, there are tel ephones..."

"Yes?"

"I learned about wiretaps and such while we were there. Is it possible, do
you think, that the Trumps coul d be bugged?"

| began to | augh, then caught nyself as sone of the inplications of his

suggestion sank in. Finally, "I don't really know," | said. "So much
concerning Dworkin's work remains a nystery - the thought just never occurred
to ne. |1've never tried it nyself. | wonder, though..."

"Do you know how many sets there are?"

"Well, everyone in the family has a pack or two and there were a dozen or
so spares in the library. | don't really know whether there are any others."

"It seens to nme that a lot could be |learned just by listening in."

"Yes. Dad's deck. Brand's, my original pack, the one Random|ost - Hell
There are quite a nunber unaccounted for these days. | don't know what to do
about it. Start an inventory and try sone experinments, | guess. Thanks for
mentioning it."

He nodded and we both sipped for a while in silence.

Then, "What are you going to do, Corw n?" he asked.

" About what ?"

"About everything. Wiat do we attack now, and in what order?"

"My original intention was to begin tracing the black road toward its

origin as soon as things were nore settled here in Anber,"” | said. "Now,

t hough, | have shifted my priorities. | want Brand returned as soon as
possible, if he is still living. If not, I want to find out what happened to
him"

"But will the eneny give you the breathing tine? He m ght be preparing a



new of f ensi ve right now "

"Yes, of course. | have considered that. | feel we have sone tinme, since
they were defeated so recently. They will have to pull themnsel ves together
again, beef up their forces, reassess the situation in |light of our new
weapons. What | have in mind for the noment is to establish a series of
| ookout stations along the road to give us advance warni ng of any new
noverments on their part. Benedict has already agreed to take charge of the
operation.”

"l wonder how nuch tine we have."

| poured himanother drink, as it was the only answer | could think of.

"Thi ngs were never this conplicated back in Avalon - our Avalon, | nean."

"True," | said. "You are not the only one who misses those days. At |east,
t hey seem sinpler now. "

He nodded. | offered hima cigarette, but he declined in favor of his
pipe. In the flanelight, he studied the Jewel of Judgnent which still hung

about my neck.

"You say you can really control the weather with that thing?" he asked.

"Yes," | said.

"How do you know?"

"I've tried it. It works."

"What did you do?"

"That stormthis afternoon. It was mne."

"I wonder..."

"What ?"

"I wonder what | would have done with that sort of power. \Wat | would do
withit."

"The first thing that crossed ny mind," | said, slapping the wall of ny
tomb, "was to destroy this place by lightning - strike it repeatedly and
reduce it to rubble. Leave no doubt in anyone's mnd as to ny feelings, ny
power . "

"Why didn't you?"

"CGot to thinking about it a bit nmore then. Decided - Hell! They m ght
really have a use for the place before too long, if I'mnot smart enough or

t ough enough or | ucky enough. Such being the case, | tried to decide where
woul d l'ike themto dunp ny bones. It caught me then that this is really a
pretty good spot - up high, clean, where the elenents still wal k naked.

Not hi ng in sight but rock and sky. Stars, clouds, sun, noon, wind, rain..
better conpany than a ot of other stiffs. Don't know why | should have to lie
besi de anyone | woul dn't want next to me now, and there aren't many."

"You're getting nmorbid, Corwin. O drunk. O both. Bitter, too. You don't
need that."

"Who the hell are you to say what | need?"

| felt himstiffen beside ne, then rel ax.

"I don't know," he finally said. "Just saying what | see."

"How are the troops hol ding up?" | asked.

"I think they are still bew |dered, Corwin. They came to fight a holy war
on the sl opes of heaven. They think that's what the shooting was all about
| ast week. So they are happy on that count, seeing as we won. But now this
waiting, in the city... They don't understand the place. Sone of the ones they
t hought to be enenies are now friends. They are confused. They know they are
bei ng kept ready for combat, but they have no idea agai nst whom or when. As
t hey have been restricted to the billets the whole time, they have not yet
realized the extent to which their presence is resented by the regul ars and
the popul ation at large. They will probably be catching on fairly soon
t hough. | had been waiting to raise the subject, but you ve been so busy
lately..."

| sat smoking for a tine.

Then, "I guess | had better have a talk with them™" | said. "Wn't have a
chance tonorrow, though, and sonething should be done soon. | think they
shoul d be nmoved - to a bivouac area in the Forest of Arden. Tonorrow, yes.



"Il locate it for you on the map when we get back. Tell themit is to keep
themclose to the black road. Tell themthat another attack could cone that

way at any tinme - which is no less than the truth. Drill them maintain their
fighting edge. 1'll cone down as soon as | can and talk to them"

"That will |eave you without a personal force in Anmber."

"True. It may prove a useful risk, though, both as a denonstration of
confidence and a gesture of consideration. Yes, | think it will turn out to be
a good nove. If not..." | shrugged.

| poured and tossed another enpty into ny tonb.

"By the way," | said, "I'msorry."

"What for?"

"I just noticed that | amnorbid and drunk and bitter. | don't need that."

He chuckl ed and clicked his gl ass agai nst nmy own.

"l know," he said. "I know "

So we sat there while the noon fell, till the last bottle was interred

anong its fellows. W talked for a tine of days gone by. At length we fel
silent and ny eyes drifted to the stars above Anber. It was good that we had
cone to this place, but now the city was calling me back. Know ng ny thoughts,
Ganel on rose and stretched, headed for the horses. | relieved nyself beside ny
tonb and foll owed him

The Sign of the Unicorn
Chapter 5

The Grove of the Unicorn lies in Arden to the southwest of Kolvir, near to
that jutting place where the land begins its final descent into the valley
called Garnath. Wiile Garnath had been cursed, burned, invaded, and fought
through in recent years, the adjacent highlands stood unnol ested. The grove
where Dad clained to have seen the unicorn ages before and to have experienced
the peculiar events which led to his adopting the beast as the patron of Anber
and placing it on his coat of arms, was, as near as we could tell, a spot now
but slightly screened fromthe |long view across Garnath to the sea - twenty or
thirty paces in fromthe upper edge of things: an asymmetrical gl ade where a
small spring trickled froma mass of rock, forned a clear pool, brimed into a
tiny creek, nmade its way off toward Garnath and on down.

It was to this place that Gerard and | rode the foll owi ng day, |eaving at
an hour that found us hal fway down our trail from Kolvir before the sun
ski pped fl akes of |ight across the ocean, then cast its whol e bucketful
agai nst the sky. CGerard drewrein as it was doing this. He disnmounted then and
notioned to me to do the sane. | did, leaving Star and the pack horse | was
| eadi ng there beside his own huge piebald. | followed himoff perhaps a dozen
paces into a basin half-filled with gravel. He halted and | cane up beside
hi m

"What is it?" | asked.

He turned and faced me and his eyes were narrow and his jaw cl anped tight.
He unfastened his cloak, folded it, and placed it on the ground. He uncl apped
his swordbelt and lay it atop the cloak

"CGet rid of your blade and your cloak," he said. "They will only get in

t he way."

I had an inkling of what was coming, and | decided | had better go al ong
withit. | folded ny cloak, placed the Jewel of Judgment beside G ayswandir,
and faced himonce again. | said only one word.

"\Why 2"

"It has been a long tinme," he said, "and you night have forgotten."

He cane at me slowy, and | got ny arns out in front of ne and backed
away. He did not swing at ne. | used to be faster than he was. W were both
crouched, and he was maki ng sl ow, pawi ng novenents with his left hand, his
right hand nearer to his body, twitching slightly.



If | had had to choose a place to fight with Gerard, this would not have
been it. He, of course, was aware of this. If | had to fight with Gerard at
all, 1 would not have chosen to do so with nmy hands. | am better than Gerard
with a blade or a quarterstaff. Anything that involved speed and strategy and
gave nme a chance to hit himoccasionally while keeping himat bay would permt
me to wear himdown eventually and provi de openi ngs for heavier and heavier
assaults. He, of course, was aware of this also. That is why he had trapped ne
as he had. | understood Gerard, though, and | had to play by his rul es now.

| brushed his hand away a couple of tinmes as he stepped up his novenents,
pressing nearer to nme with every pace. Finally | took a chance, ducked and

swung. | landed a fast, hard left just alittle above his mddle. It would
have broken a stout board or ruptured the insides of a |lesser nortal
Unfortunately, time had not softened Gerard. | heard himgrunt, but he bl ocked

my right, got his right hand under my left arm and caught ny shoul der from
behi nd.

| closed with himfast then, anticipating a shoulder lock |I night not be
able to break; and, turning, driving forward, catching his left shoulder in a

simlar fashion, | hooked my right |eg behind his knee and was able to cast
hi m backward to the ground.
He maintained his grip, though, and | cane down atop him | released ny

own hold and was able to drive ny right elbowinto his left side as we hit.
The angl e was not ideal and his left hand went up and across, reaching to
grasp his right sonewhere behind my head.

| was able to duck out of it, but he still had my arm For a nonent | had
a clear shot at his groin with ny right, but | restrained nyself. It is not
that | have any qual ns about hitting a man below his belt. | knew that if |
didit to Gerard just then his refl exes would probably cause himto break ny
shoul der. Instead, scraping ny forearmon the gravel, | managed to tw st ny
left armup behind his head, while at the sanme tinme sliding nmy right arm
between his | egs and catching himabout the left thigh. | rolled back as | did

this, attenpting to straighten ny | egs as soon as ny feet were beneath ne. |
wanted to raise himoff the ground and sl am hi m down again, driving ny
shoul der into his mddle for good neasure.

But CGerard scissored his legs and rolled to the left, forcing ne to
somersault across his body. | let go ny hold on his head and pulled ny left
armfree as | went over. | scranbled clockw se then, dragging my right arm
away and goi ng for a toehol d.

But Gerard woul d have none of that. He had gotten his arns beneath him by
then. Wth one great heave he tore hinself free and twi sted his way back to
his feet. |I straightened nyself and | eaped backwards. He began noving toward
me i mediately, and | decided that he was going to maul the hell out of ne if
| just kept grappling with him | had to take a few chances.

| watched his feet, and at what | judged to be the best nmoment | dove in
beneath his extended arms just as he was shifting his weight forward onto his
left foot and raising his right. | was able to catch hold of his right ankle
and hoist it about four feet high behind him He went over and down, forward
and to his left.

He scranbled to get to his feet and | caught himon the jawwith a |eft
t hat knocked hi m down agai n. He shook his head and bl ocked with his arns as he
canme up once nmore. | tried to kick himin the stomach, but missed as he
pi voted, catching himon the hip. He naintained his bal ance and advanced
agai n.

| threw jabs at his face and circled. | caught himtwice nore in the
stomach and danced away. He smiled. He knew | was afraid to close with him |
snapped a kick at his stonmach and connected. Hi s arnms dropped sufficiently for
me to chop him al ongside the neck, just above the coll arbone. At that nonent,
however, his arms shot forward and | ocked about ny waist. | slamed his jaw
with the heel of my hand, but it did not stop himfromtightening his grip and
rai sing nme above the ground. Too late to hit himagain. Those massive arns
were al ready crushing ny kidneys. | sought his carotids with ny thunbs,



squeezed.

But he kept raising nme, back, up over his head. My grip | oosened, slipped
away. Then he sl amed nme down on ny back in the gravel, as peasant wonen do
their laundry on rocks.

There were expl oding points of light and the world was a jittering,
hal f-real place as he dragged me to ny feet again. | saw his fist -

The sunrise was lovely, but the angle was wong. By about ninety
degrees. .

Suddenly | was assailed by vertigo. It cancel ed out the beginning
awar eness of a roadmap of pains that ran along ny back and reached the big
city sonewhere in the vicinity of ny chin.

I was hanging high in the air. By turning nmy head slightly |I could see for
a very great distance, down.

| felt a set of powerful clanmps affixed to ny body - shoul der and thigh

When | turned to ook at them | saw that they were hands. Twi sting ny neck
even farther, | saw that they were Gerard's hands. He was hol ding ne at ful
arms length above his head. He stood at the very edge of the trail, and

could see Garnath and the term nus of the black road far below. If he let go,
part of me might join the bird droppings that snmeared the cliff face and the
rest would cone to resenble washed-up jellyfish I had known on beaches past.

"Yes. Look down, Corwin," he said, feeling me stir, glancing up, neeting
nmy eyes. "All that | need to do is open ny hands."

"I hear you," | said softly, trying to figure a way to drag himalong with
me if he decided to do it.

"I amnot a clever man," he said. "But | had a thought - a terrible
thought. This is the only way that | know to do sonething about it. M thought
was that you had been away from Anmber for an awfully long while. | have no way
of knowi ng whet her the story about your |osing your nenory is entirely true.
You have come back and you have taken charge of things, but you do not yet
truly rule here. | was troubled by the deaths of Benedict's servants, as | am
troubl ed now by the death of Caine. But Eric has died recently also, and
Benedict is mainmed. It is not so easy to blame you for this part of things,

but it has occurred to me that it mght be possible - if it should be that you
are secretly allied with our enenies of the black road."

"I amnot," | said.

"It does not matter, for what | have to say," he said. "Just hear ne out.
Things will go the way that they will go. If, during your |ong absence, you

arranged this state of affairs - possibly even renmoving Dad and Brand as part
of your design - then | see you as out to destroy all famly resistance to
your usurpation.”

"Wwuld | have delivered nmyself to Eric to be blinded and inprisoned if
this were the case?"

"Hear me out!" he repeated. "You could easily have made m stakes that |ed
to that. It does not matter now. You may be as innocent as you say or as
guilty as possible. Look down, Corwin. That is all. Look down at the black
road. Death is the linit of the distance you travel if that is your doing. |
have shown you ny strength once again, |lest you have forgotten. | can kil
you, Corwin. Do not even be certain that your blade will protect you, if | can
get ny hands on you but once. And | will, to keep ny prom se. My pronmise is
only that if you are guilty I will kill you the monent | learn of it. Know
also that ny life is insured, Corwin, for it is |linked nowto your own."

"What do you nean?"

"Al'l of the others are with us at this noment, via my Trunp, watching,
listening. You cannot arrange my removal now without revealing your intentions
to the entire famly. That way, if | die forsworn, nmy prom se can still be
kept."

"I get the point," | said. "And if soneone else kills you? They renove ne,
al so. That |eaves Julian, Benedict, Random and the girls to nan the
barricades. Better and better - for whoever it is. Wose idea was this,



real ly?"

"Mne! Mne alone!" he said, and | felt his grip tighten, his arnms bend
and grow tense.

"You are just trying to confuse things! Like you always do!" he groaned.

"Things didn't go bad till you came back! Dam it, Corwin! | think it's your
faul t!"

Then he hurled ne into the air.

"Not quilty, Gerard!"™ was all | had time to shout.

Then he caught nme - a great, shoul der-wenching grab - and snatched ne
back fromthe precipice. He swng ne in and around and set nme on ny feet. He
wal ked of f i medi ately, headi ng back to the gravelly area where we had fought.
| followed himand we coll ected our things.

As he was clasping his big belt he | ooked up at ne and | ooked away agai n.

"We'll not tal k about it any nore," he said.

"Al'l right."

| turned and wal ked back to the horses. W nounted and continued on down
the trail

The spring made its small music in the grove. Hi gher now, the sun strung
lines of light through the trees. There was still some dew on the ground. The
sod that | had cut for Caine's grave was nmoist with it.

| fetched the spade that | had packed and opened the grave. Wthout a
word, Gerard hel ped nme nove the body onto a piece of sailcloth we had brought
for that purpose. We folded it about himand closed it with big, |oose
stitches.

"Corwi nl Look!"

It was a whisper, and Gerard's hand cl osed on ny el bow as he spoke.

| followed the direction of his gaze and froze. Neither of us noved as we
regarded the apparition: a soft, shimering white enconpassed it, as if it
were covered with down rather than fur and maning; its tiny, cloven hooves
were gol den, as was the delicate, whorled horn that rose fromits narrow head.
It stood atop one of the lesser rocks, nibbling at the Iichen that grew there.
Its eyes, when it raised themand | ooked in our direction, were a bright,
enerald green. It joined us in immobility for a pair of instants. Then it nade
a quick, nervous gesture with its front feet, pawing the air and striking the
stone, three times. And then it blurred and vani shed |ike a snowfl ake,
silently, perhaps in the woods to our right.

| rose and crossed to the stone. Cerard followed nme. There, in the noss, |
traced its tiny hoof marks.

"Then we really did see it," CGerard said.

| nodded.

"W saw sonething. Did you ever see it before?"

"No. Did you?"

I shook ny head.

"Julian clains he once sawit," he said, "in the distance. Says his hounds
refused to give chase.”
"I't was beautiful. That long, silky tail, those shiny hooves..."

"Yes. Dad always took it as a good onen."
"I"'d like to nyself."

"Strange tinme for it to appear... Al these years..."

| nodded agai n.

"I's there a special observance? It being our patron and all... is there
somet hi ng we should do?"

"If there is, Dad never told ne about it," | said

| patted the rock on which it had appeared.

"I'f you herald some turn in our fortunes, if you bring us some neasure of
grace - thanks, unicorn,"” | said. "And even if you do not, thanks for the
bri ght ness of your conpany at a dark tinme."

We went and drank fromthe spring then. W secured our grimparcel on the
back of the third horse. W led our nmounts until we were away fromthe place,
where, save for the water, things had become very still.



The Sign of the Unicorn
Chapter 6

Life's incessant cerenonies |eap everlasting, humans spring eternal on
hope's breast, and frying pans without fires are often far between: the sum of
my long life's wisdomthat evening, tendered in a spirit of creative anxiety,
answered by Randomwi th a nod and a friendly obscenity.

W were in the library, and | was seated on the edge of the big desk.
Random occupied a chair to ny right. Gerard stood at the other end of the
room inspecting sonme weapons that hung on the wall. O naybe it was Rein's
etching of the unicorn he was |ooking at. Wichever, along with ourselves, he
was al so ignoring Julian, who was slouched in an easy chair beside the display
cases, right center, |egs extended and crossed at the ankles, arns fol ded,
staring down at his scal ey boots. Fiona - five-two, perhaps, in height - green
eyes fixed on Flora's own blue as they spoke, there beside the fireplace, hair
nore than conpensating for the vacant hearth, snoldering, rem nded ne, as
al ways, of something fromwhich the artist had just drawn back, setting aside
his tools, questions slowy formng behind his snile. The place at the base of
her throat where his thunb had notched the coll arbone always drew ny eyes as
the mark of a nmaster craftsman, especially when she rai sed her head, quizzica
or inperious, to regard us taller others. She smled faintly, just then
doubt| ess aware of ny gaze, an al nost clairvoyant faculty the acceptance of
whi ch has never deprived of its ability to disconcert. Llewella, off in a
coner, pretending to study a book, had her back to the rest of us, her green
tresses bobbed a couple of inches above her dark collar. \Wether her
wi t hdrawal invol ved aninmus, self-conscious in her alienation, or sinple
caution, | could never be certain. Probably sonething of all these. Hers was
not that fanmiliar a presence in Anber.

And the fact that we constituted a collection of individuals rather
than a group, a famly, at a time when | wanted to achi eve some over-identity,
some will to cooperate, was what led to nmy observati ons and Randoni s
acknow edgenent .

| felt a famliar presence, heard a "Hello, Corwin" and there was Deirdre,
reaching toward nme. | extended ny hand, clasped her own, raised it. She took a
step forward, as if to the first strain of sonme formal dance, and noved cl ose,
facing me. For an instant a grilled wi ndow had framed her head and shoul ders
and a rich tapestry had adorned the wall to her left. Planned and posed, of
course. Still, effective. She held nmy Trunp in her left hand. She snmiled. The
ot hers gl anced our way as she appeared and she hit themall with that smle
like the Mona Lisa with a machine gun, turning slowy.

"Corwin," she said, kissing me briefly and withdrawi ng, "I fear | am
early."

"Never," | replied, turning toward Random who had just risen and who
antici pated me by seconds.

"May | fetch you a drink, sister?" he asked, taking her hand and noddi ng
toward the sideboard

"Why, yes. Thank you," and he led her off and poured her some w ne,
avoi ding or at |east postponing, | suppose, her usual clash with Flora. At
| east, | assumed nost of the old frictions were still alive as | remenbered
them So if it cost nme her conpany for the nmonment it al so maintained the
donmestic-tranquility index, which was inportant to nme just then. Random can be
good at such things when he wants to.

| drumed the side of the desk with my fingertips, | rubbed nmy aching
shoul der, | uncrossed and recrossed ny legs, | debated lighting a cigarette..

Suddenly he was there. At the far end of the room Gerard had turned to
his left, said sonmething, and extended his hand. An instant |later, he was
clasping the left and only hand of Benedict, the final nermber of our group



Al right. The fact that Benedict had chosen to come in on CGerard's Trunp
rather than mne was his way of expressing his feelings toward me. Was it al so
an indication of an alliance to keep me in check? It was at |east cal cul ated
to make me wonder. Could it have been Benedict who had put Gerard up to our
nmorni ng' s exerci se? Probably.

At that noment Julian rose to his feet, crossed the room gave Benedict a
word and a handcl asp.

This activity attracted Llewella. She turned, closing her book and | aying
it aside. Smling then, she advanced and greeted Benedi ct, nodded to Julian
said something to Gerard. The inpronptu conference warned, grew ani mated. Al
ri ght again, and again.

Four and three. And two in the middle..

| waited, staring at the group across the room W were all present, and
could have asked them for attention and proceeded with what | had in nind
However . .

It was too tenpting. Al of us could feel the tension, | knew It was as
if a pair of nmagnetic poles had suddenly been activated within the room | was
curious to see how all the filings would fall.

Fl ora gave nme one quick glance. | doubted that she had changed her nind
overni ght - unless, of course, there had been sonme new devel opnent. No, | felt
confident that | had anticipated the next nove.

Nor was | incorrect. | overheard her nentioning thirst and a gl ass of
wi ne. She turned partway and made a nove in ny direction, as if expecting
Fi ona to acconpany her. She hesitated for a nmonent when this did not occur
suddenly becane the focus of the entire conpany's attention, realized this
fact, nmade a quick decision, smled, and noved in ny direction

"Corwin," she said, "I believe | would like a glass of wine."

Wthout turning ny head or renoving nmy gaze fromthe tabl eau before me, |
cal l ed back over ny shoul der, "Random pour Flora a glass of w ne, would
you?"

"But of course," he replied, and | heard the necessary sounds.

Fl ora nodded, unsniled, and passed beyond me to the right.

Four and four, |eaving dear Fiona burning brightly in the mddle of the
room Totally self-conscious and enjoying it, she imrediately turned toward
the oval mirror with the dark, intricately carved frame, hanging in the space
between the two nearest tiers of shelves. She proceeded to adjust a stray
strand of hair in the vicinity of her left tenple.

Her nmovenent produced a flash of green and silver anbng the red and gold
geonetries of the carpet, near to the place where her left foot had rested.

I had sinmultaneous desires to curse and to snmile. The arrant bitch was
pl ayi ng ganes with us again. Always remarkable, though... Nothing had changed.
Nei t her cursing nor smling, | nmoved forward, as she had known | woul d.

But Julian too approached, and a trifle nore quickly than I. He had been a
bit nearer, may have spotted it a fraction of an instant sooner.

He scooped it up and dangled it gently.

"Your bracelet, sister," he said pleasantly. "It seens to have forsaken
your wist, foolish thing. Here - allow ne."

She extended her hand, giving himone of those | owered-eyel ash sniles
whi | e he unfastened her chain of emeralds. Conpleting the business, he folded
her hand within both of his own and began to turn back toward his corner, from
whence the others were casting sidelong glances while attenpting to seem
| ocal l y occupi ed.

"I believe you woul d be amused by a witticismwe are about to share," he
began.

Her smle grew even nore delightful as she di sengaged her hand.

"Thank you, Julian," she replied. "I amcertain that when | hear it | wll
| augh. Last, as usual, | fear." She turned and took my arm "I find that I
feel a greater desire,"” she said, "for a glass of wine."

So | took her back with ne and saw her refreshed. Five and four

Julian, who dislikes showi ng strong feelings, reached a decision a few



monents | ater and foll owed us over. He poured hinself a glass, sipped fromit,
studied nme for ten or fifteen seconds, then said, "I believe we are al
present now. \Wen do you plan to proceed with whatever you have in nind?"

"I see no reason for further delay," | said, "nowthat everyone has had
his turn." | raised ny voice then and directed it across the room "The tine
has come. Let us get confortable.”

The others drifted over. Chairs were dragged up and settled into. Mre
wi ne was poured. A mnute |later we had an audi ence.

"Thank you," | said when the final stirrings had subsided.

"I have a nunber of things | would like to say, and sone of them m ght
even get said. The course of it all will depend on what goes before, and we
will get into that right now Random tell themwhat you told ne yesterday."

"Al'l right."

| withdrew to the seat behind the desk and Random noved to occupy the edge
of it. | leaned back and listened again to the story of his comunication wth

Brand and his attenpt to rescue him It was a condensed version, bereft of the
specul ations which had not really strayed from ny consci ousness since Random
had put themthere. And despite their omi ssion, a tacit awareness of the

i mplications was occurring within all the others. |I knew that. It was the main
reason | had wanted Randomto speak first. Had | sinply come out with an
attenpt to make a case for ny suspicions, | would alnpst certainly have been

assuned to be engaged in the tine-honored practice of directing attention away
fromnyself - an act to be followed i medi ately by the separate, sharp
metallic clicks of mnds snapping shut against me. This way, despite any

t hought s that Random woul d say whatever | wanted himto say, they woul d hear

hi m out, wondering the while. They would toy with the ideas, attenpting to
foresee the point of nmy having called the assenbly in the first place. They
woul d allow the time that would permit the prenises to take root contingent
upon | ater corroboration. And they woul d be wonderi ng whet her we could produce
t he evidence. | was wondering that same thing nyself.

VWhile | waited and wondered | watched the others, a fruitless yet
i nevitabl e exercise. Sinple curiosity, nore than suspicion even, required that
| search these faces for reactions, clues, indications - the faces that | knew
better than any others, to the limts of ny understandi ng such things. And of
course they told me nothing. Perhaps it is true that you really only look at a
person the first time you see him and after that you do a quick bit of nental
short hand each tine you recognize him M/ brain is |lazy enough to give that
its likelihood, using its abstracting powers and a presunption of regularity
to avoid work whenever possible. This time | forced nyself to see, though, and
it still did not help. Julian maintained his slightly bored, slightly anmused
mask. Gerard appeared alternately surprised, angry, and w stful. Benedict just
| ooked bl eak and suspicious. Llewella seemed as sad and inscrutable as ever.
Deirdre | ooked distracted. Flora acqui escent, and Fiona was studying everyone
el se, nyself included, assenbling her own catal og of reactions.

The only thing that | could tell, after some tine, was that Random was
maki ng an i nmpression. Wile no one betrayed hinmself, | saw the boredom vani sh,
the ol d suspicion abate, the new suspicion come to life. Interest rose anong
nmy kin. Fascination, alnmost. Then everyone had questions. At first a few, then
a barrage.

"Wait," | finally interrupted. "Let himfinish. The whole thing. Some of
these will answer thenselves. CGet the others afterward.”

There were nods and grow s, and Random proceeded through to the real end.
That is, he carried it on to our fight with the beastmen at Flora's,

i ndicating that they were of the sane ilk as the one who had slain Caine.
Fl ora endorsed this part.

Then, when the questions canme, | watched themcarefully. So | ong as they
dealt with the matter of Random s story, they were all to the good. But |
wanted to cut things short of speculation as to the possibility of one of us
being behind it all. As soon as that came out, talk of me and the snell of red
herrings would also drift in. This could lead to ugly words and t he energence



of a mpbod | was not anxious to engender. Better to go for the proof first,
save on later recrimnations, corner the culprit right nowif possible, and
consol idate ny position on the spot.

So | watched and waited. When | felt that the vital noment had ticked its
way too near | stopped the clock

"None of this discussion, this specul ation, would be necessary,” | said,
"if we had all of the facts right now And there may be a way to get them -
right now That is why you are here."

That did it. | had them Attentive. Ready. Maybe even willing

"I propose we attenpt to reach Brand and bring himhone,"” | said, "now"
"How?" Benedi ct asked ne.
"The Trunps."

"It has been tried," said Julian. "He cannot be reached that way. No
response. "

"I was not referring to the ordinary usage." | said.

"I asked you all to bring full sets of Trunps with you. | trust that you
have t henf"

There were nods.

"Good," | said. "Let us shuffle out Brand's Trunp now. | propose that al

ni ne of us attenpt to contact him simultaneously."
"An interesting thought," Benedict said.
"Yes," Julian agreed, producing his deck and riffling through it. "Wrth

trying, at least. It may generate additional power. | do not really know "
| located Brand's Trunp. | waited until all the others had found it. Then
"Let us coordinate things," | said. "Is everyone ready?"

Ei ght assents were spoken. "Then go ahead. Try. Now. "

| studied ny card. Brand's features were simlar to my own, but he was
shorter and slenderer. His hair was like Fiona's. He wore a green riding suit.
He rode a white horse. How | ong ago? How | ong ago was that? | wondered.
Sonet hi ng of a dreaner, a nystic, a poet, Brand was always disillusioned or
el ated, cynical or wholly trusting. Hs feelings never seened to find a middle
ground. Manic-depressive is too facile a termfor his conmplex character, yet
it mght serve to indicate a direction of departure, multitudes of
qualifications lining the roadway thereafter. Pursuant to this state of
affairs, | nmust adnmit that there were tinmes when | found him so charm ng
consi derate, and loyal that | valued himabove all nmy other kin. Qher tines,
however, he could be so bitter, sarcastic, and downright savage that | tried
to avoid his company for fear that | mght do himharm Summ ng up, the |ast
time | had seen himhad been one of the latter occasions, just a bit before
Eric and | had had the falling out that led to my exile from Anber.

And those were ny thoughts and feelings as | studied his Trunp,

reaching out to himwith my mind, ny will, opening the vacant place | sought
himto fill. About me, the others shuffled their own nmenories and did the
sane.

Slowmy the card took on a dreamdust quality and acquired the illusion of

depth. There followed that famliar blurring, with the sense of movenent which
heral ds contact with the subject. The Trunp grew col der beneath ny fingertips,
and then things flowed and formed, achieving a sudden verity of vision
persistent, dramatic, full.

He seened to be in a cell. There was a stone wall behind him There was
straw on the floor. He was manacl ed, and his chain ran back through a huge
ring bolt set in the wall above and behind him It was a fairly long chain,
providing sufficient slack for nmovenent, and at the nonment he was taking
advant age of this fact, lying sprawl ed on a heap of straw and rags off in the
corner. Hs hair and beard were quite long, his face thinner than |I had ever
before seen it. His clothes were tattered and filthy. He seened to be
sl eeping. My mind went back to my own inprisonnent - the smells, the cold, the
wr et ched fare, the danpness, the |oneliness, the nmadness that canme and went.

At least he still had his eyes, for they flickered and | saw t hem when severa
of us spoke his nane; green they were, with a flat, vacant | ook



Was he drugged? Or did he believe hinmself to be hallucinating?

But suddenly his spirit returned. He raised hinmself. He extended his hand.

"Brothers!" he said. "Sisters..."

"I"mcomng!" came a shout that shook the room

CGerard had leaped to his feet, knocking over his chair. He dashed across
the room and snatched a great battle ax fromits pegs on the wall. He slung it
at his wist, holding the Trunp in that sane hand. For a noment he froze,
studying the card. Then he extended his free hand and suddenly he was there,
cl aspi ng Brand, who chose that noment to pass out again. The inmage wavered.
The contact was broken

Cursing, | sought through the pack after Gerard's own Trunmp. Several of
the others seened to be doing the sane thing. Locating it, | noved for
contact. Slowy, the nelting, the turning, the re-form ng occurred. There!

Gerard had drawn the chain taut across the stones of the wall and was
attacking it with the ax. It was a heavy thing, however, and resisted his
powerful blows for a long while. Eventually several of the Iinks were mashed
and scarred, but by then he had been at it for alnmpst two mnutes, and the
ringi ng, choppi ng sounds had alerted the jailers.

For there were noises fromthe left - a rattling sound, the sliding of
bolts, the creaking of hinges. Although ny field of perception did not extend
that far, it seemed obvious that the cell's door was bei ng opened. Brand
rai sed hinmself once nore. Gerard continued to hack at the chain.

"Gerard! The door!" | shouted.

"I know " he bell owed, wrapping the chain about his armand yanking it. It
did not vyield.

Then he let go of the chain and swng the ax, as one of the horny-handed
warriors rushed him blade upraised. The swordsman fell, to be replaced by
another. Then a third and a fourth crowded by them Ohers were close on their
heel s.

There was a blur of nmovement at that nmonent and Random knelt within the
tabl eau, his right hand clasped with Brand's, his left holding his chair
before himlike a shield, its |legs pointing outward. He sprang to his feet and
rushed the attackers, driving the chair like a battering ramamd them They
fell back. He raised the chair and swung it. One lay dead on the floor, felled
by Gerard' s ax. Another had drawn off to one side, clutching at the stunmp of
his right arm Random produced a dagger and left it in a nearby stonach,
brained two nore with the chair, and drove back the final man. Eerily, while
this was going on, the dead man rose above the floor and slowy drifted
upward, spilling and dripping the while. The one who had been stabbed
col l apsed to his knees, clutching at the bl ade.

In the meantine, Gerard had taken hold of the chain with both hands. He
braced one foot against the wall and commenced to pull. H's shoul ders rose as
the great muscles tightened across his back. The chain held. Ten seconds,
perhaps. Fifteen..

Then, with a snap and a rattle, it parted. Gerard stumnbl ed backward,
catching hinmself with an outflung hand. He gl anced back, apparently at Random
who was out of ny line of sight at the nonment. Seemingly satisfied, he turned
away, stooped and raised Brand, who had fallen unconscious again. Hol ding him
in his arnms, he turned and extended one hand from beneath the Iinp form
Random | eaped back into sight beside them sans chair, and gestured to us
al so.

Al'l of us reached for them and a nonment later they stood amid us and we
crowded around.

A sort of cheer had gone up as we rushed to touch him to see him our
br ot her who had been gone these many years and just now snatched back fromhis
nmysterious captors. And at |ast, hopefully, finally, some answers m ght also
have been |iberated. Only he | ooked so weak, so thin, so pale..

"Cet back!" Gerard shouted. "I'mtaking himto the couch! Then you can
| ook all you - "

Dead sil ence. For everyone had backed off, and then turned to stone. This



was because there was bl ood on Brand, and it was dripping. And this was
because there was a knife in his left side, to the rear. It had not been there
nmonents before. Sone one of us had just tried for his kidney and possibly
succeeded. | was not heartened by the fact that the Random Corw n Conjecture
that it was One O Us Behind It Al had just received a significant boost.

had an instant during which to concentrate all ny faculties in an attenpt to
ment al | y phot ograph everyone's position. Then the spell was broken. Gerard
bore Brand to the couch and we drew aside; and we all knew that we all
realized not only what had happened, but what it inplied.

CGerard set Brand down in a prone position and tore away his filthy shirt.

"Cet nme clean water to bathe him" he said. "And towels. Get ne saline
solution and glucose and sonething to hang themfrom Get me a whol e nedica
kit."

Deirdre and Flora noved toward the door

"My quarters are closest," said Random "One of you will find a nedica
kit there. But the only IV stuff is inthe lab on the third floor. 1'd better
cone and hel p." They departed together

We all had had nedical training somewhere along the Iine, both here and
abroad. That which we |earned in Shadow, though, had to be nodified in Anber.
Most antibiotics fromthe shadow worl ds, for exanple, were ineffectual here.
On the other hand, our personal imunol ogi cal processes appear to behave
differently fromthose of any other peoples we have studied, so that it is
much nmore difficult for us to become infected - and if infected we deal with
it more expeditiously. Then, too, we possess profound regenerative abilities.

Al of which is as it nust be, of course, the ideal necessarily being
superior to its shadows. And Anberites that we are, and aware of these facts
froman early age, all of us obtained nedical training relatively early in
life. Basically, despite what is often said about being your own physician, it
goes back to our not unjustified distrust of virtually everyone, and nost
particularly of those who m ght hold our lives in their hands. Al of which
partly explains why | did not rush to shoul der Gerard aside to undertake
Brand's treatnment nyself, despite the fact that | had been through a ned
school on the shadow Earth within the past couple of generations. The ot her
part of the explanation is that Gerard was not letting anyone el se near Brand.
Julian and Fiona had both noved forward, apparently with the sanme thing in
mnd, only to encounter Gerard's left armlike a gate at a railway crossing.

"No," he had said. "I know that | did not do it, and that is all that I
know. There will be no second chance for anyone else."

Wth any one of us sustaining that sort of wound while in an otherw se
sound condition, | would say that if he made it through the first half hour he
woul d make it. Brand, though... The shape he was in... There was no telling.

VWen the others returned with the materials and equi pnment, Gerard cl eaned
Brand, sutured the wound, and dressed it. He hooked up the IV, broke off the
manacl es with a hamrer and chi sel Random had | ocated, covered Brand with a
sheet and a bl anket, and took his pul se again.

"How is it?" | asked.

"Weak," he said, and he drew up a chair and seated hinself beside the
couch. "Soneone fetch me ny blade - and a glass of wine. | didn't have any.
Also, if there is any food | eft over there, |I'mhungry."

Ll ewel | a headed for the sideboard and Random got himhis blade fromthe
rack behind the door.

"Are you just going to canmp there?" Random asked, passing himthe weapon

"I am"

"What about moving Brand to a better bed?"

"He is all right where he is. | will decide when he can be noved. In the
nmeanti me, someone get a fire going. Then put out a few of those candles.”

Random nodded.

“I"ll doit," he said. Then he picked up the knife Gerard had drawn from
Brand's side, a thin stiletto, its bl ade about seven inches in length. He held
it across the pal mof his hand.



"Does anyone recogni ze this?" he asked.

"Not |," said Benedict.
"Nor |." said Julian.
"No," | said.

The girls shook their heads.

Random studied it.

"Easily concealed - up a sleeve, in a boot or bodice. It took real nerve
to use it that way..."

"Desperation," | said.

" And a very accurate anticipation of our nob scene. Inspired, alnost."

"Coul d one of the guards have done it?" Julian asked. "Back in the cell?"

"No," Cerard said. "None of them came near enough.”

"I't looks to be decently balanced for throwi ng," Deirdre said.

"It is," said Random shifting it about his fingertips. "Only none of them
had a clear shot or the opportunity. |'mpositive.

Llewella returned, bearing a tray containing slabs of nmeat, half a | oaf of
bread, a bottle of wine, and a goblet. | cleared a small table and set it

besi de Cerard's chair.
As Llewella deposited the tray, she asked, "But why? That only | eaves us.
Why woul d one of us want to do it?"

| sighed.

"\Whose prisoner do you think he m ght have been?" | asked.

"One of us?"

"I'f he possessed know edge whi ch someone was willing to go to this length

to suppress, what do you think? The sane reason al so served to put himwhere
he was and keep himthere."

Her brows tightened.

"That does not nake sense either. Wiy didn't they just kill himand be
done with it?"

| shrugged.

"Must have had sonme use for him" | said. "But there is really only one
person who can answer that question adequately. Wen you find him ask him™"

"Or her," Julian said. "Sister, you seem possessed of a superabundance of
nai vet,, suddenly."

Her gaze locked with Julian's own, a pair of icebergs reflecting frigid
infinities.

"As | recall," she said, "you rose fromyour seat when they cane through
turned to the left, rounded the desk, and stood slightly to Gerard's right.
You | eaned pretty far forward. | believe your hands were out of sight, below"

"And as | recall,"” he said, "you were within striking distance yourself,
off to Gerard's left - and | eaning forward."
"I would have had to do it with my left hand - and | amright-handed."

"Perhaps he owes what life he still possesses to that fact."
"You seem awful |l y anxious, Julian, to find that it was sonmeone else."
"AIl right," | said. "Al right! You knowthis is self defeating. Only one

of us did it, and this is not the way to snoke himout."
"Or her," Julian added.
Gerard rose, glowered, glared
"I will not have you disturbing my patient,’
said you were going to see to the fire."
"Ri ght away," Random said, and noved to do it.

he said. "And, Random you

"Let us adjourn to the sitting roomoff the main hall,"” | said,
"downstairs. Gerard, | will post a couple of guards outside the door here."

"No," Cerard said. "I would rather that anyone who wi shes to try it get
this far. I will hand you his head in the norning."

| nodded.

"Well, you can ring for anything you need - or call one of us on the
Trunps. W will fill you in in the nmorning on anything that we learn."

CGerard seated hinmself, grunted, and began eating. Random got the fire
goi ng and extingui shed sonme lights. Brand's bl anket rose and fell, slowy but



regularly. We filed quietly fromthe room and headed for the stairway, |eaving
themthere together with the flare and the crackle, the tubes and the bottl es.

The Sign of the Unicorn

Chapter 7

Many are the tinmes | have awakened, sonetines shaking, always afraid, from
the dreamthat | occupied my old cell, blind once nmore, in the dungeons
beneath Amber. It is not as if | were unfamiliar with the condition of
i mprisonnent. | have been | ocked away on a nunber of occasions, for various

periods of tine. But solitary, plus blindness with small hope of recovery,
made for a big charge at the sensory-deprivation counter in the departnent
store of the mnd. That, with the sense of finality to it all, had left its
marks. | generally keep these menories safely tucked away during waki ng hours,
but at night, sonetimes, they cone | oose, dance down the aisles and frolic
round the notions counter, one, two, three. Seeing Brand there in his cell had

brought them out again, along with an unseasonal chill; and that final thrust
served to establish a nore or |ess pernmanent residence for them Now, anmpong ny
kin in the shield-hung sitting room | could not avoid the thought that one or

nore of them had done unto Brand as Eric had done unto me. Wile this capacity
was in itself hardly a surprising discovery, the matter of occupying the sane
roomwi th the culprit and having no idea as to his identity was nore than a
little disturbing. My only consol ati on was that each of the others, according
to his means, nust be disturbed also. Including the guilty, now that the

exi stence theorem had shown a positive. | knew then that | had been hoping al
al ong that outsiders were entirely to blame. Now, though... On the one hand
felt even nore restricted than usual in what | could say. On the other, it
seened a good tinme to press for information, with everyone in an abnorma
state of mind. The desire to cooperate for purposes of dealing with the threat
could prove hel pful. And even the guilty party would want to behave the sane
as everyone el se. Who knew but that he mght slip up while making the effort?

"Well, have you any other interesting little experiments you would care to
conduct?" Julian asked ne, clasping his hands behind his head and | eani ng back
inmy favorite chair.

"Not at the nonent," | said.

"Pity," he replied. "I was hoping you woul d suggest we go | ooking for Dad
now i n the sane fashion. Then, if we are lucky, we find himand sonmeone puts
himout of the way with nore certainty. After that, we could all play Russian
roulette with those fine new weapons you've furnished - w nner take all."

"Your words are ill-considered,” | said.

"Not so. | considered every one of them" he answered. "W spend so nmuch
time lying to one another that | decided it night be anmusing to say what |
really felt. Just to see whether anyone noticed."

"Now you see that we have. We also notice that the real you is no
i mprovenent over the old one."

"\Whi chever you prefer, both of us have been wondering whether you have any
i dea what you are going to do next."

"I do," | said. "I nowintend to obtain answers to a nunber of questions
dealing with everything that is plaguing us. W might as well start with Brand
and his troubles."

Turni ng toward Benedict, who was sitting gazing into the fire, | said,
"Back in Aval on, Benedict, you told ne that Brand was one of the ones who
searched for me after ny di sappearance.”

"That is correct,"” Benedict answered.

"Al'l of us went |ooking," Julian said.

"Not at first," | replied. "Initially, it was Brand, Gerard, and yourself,
Benedict. Isn't that what you told ne?"

"Yes," he said. "The others did have a go at it later, though. | told you



that, too."

| nodded.

"Did Brand report anything unusual at that tinme?" | asked.

"Unusual ? I n what way?" said Benedict.

"I don't know. | am | ooking for sone connection between what happened to

hi m and what happened to ne."

"Then you are looking in the wong place," Benedict said. "He returned and
reported no success. And he was around for ages after that, unnolested."

"I gathered that much," | said. "I understand from what Random has told
me, though, that his final disappearance occurred approxi mately a nonth before
my own recovery and return. That al nbst strikes ne as peculiar. If he did not
report anything special after his return fromthe search, did he do so prior
to his disappearance? Or in the interin? Anyone? Anything? Say it if you' ve
got it!"

There foll owed sone nutual gl ancing about. The | ooks seemed nore curious
t han suspi ci ous or nervous, though

Finally, then, "Wll," Llewella said, "I do not know. Do not know whet her
it is significant, | mean."

Al eyes cane to rest upon her. She began to knot and unknot the ends of
her belt cord, slowy, as she spoke.

"It was in the interim and it may have no bearing," she went on. "It is
just sonething that struck me as peculiar. Brand came to Rebma |l ong ago - "

"How | ong ago?" | asked.

She furrowed her brow.

"Fifty, sixty, seventy years... | amnot certain."

| tried to sumon up the rough conversion factor | had worked out during
my long incarceration. A day in Anber, it seened, constituted a bit over two
and a half days on the shadow Earth where | had spent nmy exile. | wanted to
relate events in Anber to ny own time-scal e whenever possible, just in case
any peculiar correspondences turned up. So Brand had gone to Rebma sonetime in
what was, to me, the nineteenth century.

"\What ever the date," she said, "he came and visited ne. Stayed for severa
weeks." She gl anced at Random then. "He was aski ng about Martin."

Random narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. "Did he say why?" he asked
her .

"Not exactly," she said. "He inplied that he had met Martin sonmewhere in
his travels, and he gave the inmpression that he would Iike to get in touch
with himagain. |I did not realize until sonme tinme after his departure that
finding out everything he could concerning Martin was probably the entire
reason for his visit. You know how subtle Brand can be, finding out things
wi t hout seeming to be after them It was only after | had spoken with a numnber
of others whom he had visited that | began to see what had occurred. | never
did find out why, though."

"That is - nost peculiar," Random observed. "For it brings to mnd
something to which | had never attached any significance. He once questioned
me at great length concerning my son - and it may well have been at about the
sane time. He never indicated that he had nmet him however - or that he had
any desire to do so. It started out as a bit of banter on the subject of
bastards. Wen | took of fense he apol ogi zed and asked a nunber of nore proper
guesti ons about the boy, which | assuned he then put for the sake of
politeness - to leave me with a softer remenbrance. As you say, though, he had
a way of draw ng admi ssions frompeople. Wiy is it you never told ne of this
bef or e?"

She smled prettily.

"Why should | have?" she said.

Random nodded slowy, his face expressionless.

"Well, what did you tell hinP" he said. "What did he | earn? What do you
know about Martin that | don't?"

She shook her head, her smile fading.

"Nothing - actually,"” she said. "To ny knowl edge, no one in Rebna ever



heard from Martin after he took the Pattern and vani shed. | do not believe
that Brand departed knowi ng any nore than he did when he arrived."

"Strange..." | said. "Did he approach anyone el se on the subject?"

"l don't renenber,” Julian said.

"Nor |," said Benedict.

The ot hers shook their heads.

"Then let us note it and leave it for now," | said. "There are other
things | also need to know. Julian, | understand that you and Gerard attenpted
to follow the black road a while back, and that Gerard was injured along the
way. | believe you both stayed with Benedict for a tinme after that, while
CGerard recuperated. | would like to know about that expedition.”

"It seens as if you already do," Julian replied. "You have just stated
everyt hing that occurred.”
"Where did you learn of this, Corwi n," Benedict inquired.

"Back in Avalon," | said.

" Fr om whon®"

"Dara," | said.

He rose to his feet, came over, stood before ne, glared down.

"You still persist in that absurd story about the girl!"

| sighed.

"W have been round and round on this too many tinmes," | said. "By now

have tol d you everything that | know on the subject. Either you accept it or
you do not. She is the one who told ne, though."

"Apparently, then, there were some things you did not tell me. You never
mentioned that part before.”

"Is it true or isn't it? About Julian and Gerard."

"It is true,"” he said.
"Then forget the source for now and |l et us get on w th what happened.™
"Agreed," Benedict said. "I may speak candidly, now that the reason for

secrecy is no longer with us. Eric, of course. He was unaware of ny
wher eabouts, as were nost of the others. Gerard was my mmin source of news in
Amber. Eric grew nore and nore apprehensive concerning the black road and
finally decided to send scouts to trace it through Shadow to its source.
Julian and CGerard were selected. They were attacked by a very strong party of
its creatures at a point near Avalon. Gerard called to nme, via ny Trunp, for
assistance and | went to their aid. The eneny was di spatched. As Gerard had
sustained a broken leg in the fighting and Julian was a bit battered hinself,
| took them both hone with ne. | broke ny silence with Eric at that tine, to
tell himwhere they were and what had become of them He ordered themnot to
continue their journey, but to return to Anber after they had recovered. They
remained with me until they did. Then they went back."

"That is all?"

"That is all."

But it wasn't. Dara had also told ne something el se. She had nentioned
another visitor. | remenbered it quite distinctly. That day, beside the
stream a tiny rainbowin the m st above the waterfall, the nmill wheel turning

round and round, delivering dreans and grinding them that day we had fenced
and tal ked and wal ked i n Shadow, had passed through a prinordial wood, com ng
to a Spot beside a mighty torrent where turned a wheel fit for the granary of
t he gods, that day we had picnicked, flirted, gossiped, she had told nme many
t hi ngs, some of them doubtless false. But she had not |ied concerning the
journey of Julian and Gerard, and | believed it possible that she had al so
spoken truly when she said that Brand had visited Benedict in Aval on
"Frequently" was the word she had used.

Now, Benedict made no secret of the fact that he distrusted ne. | could
see this alone as sufficient reason for his w thholding i nformati on on
anyt hi ng he judged too sensitive to beconme my business. Hell, buying his
story, | would not have trusted nme either if our situations were reversed.
Only a fool would have called himon it at that nmonent, though. Because of the
other possibilities.



It could be that he planned to tell nme later, in private, of the
ci rcunmst ances surrounding Brand's visits. They could well have invol ved
somet hing he did not wish to discuss before the group, and especially before
Brand's woul d-be killer.

O - There was, of course, the possibility that Benedict hinmself was
behind it all. | did not even like to think about the consequences. Having
served under Napol eon, Lee, and MacArthur, | appreciated the tactician as well
as the strategist. Benedict was both, and he was the best | had ever known.
The recent loss of his right armhad in no way dimnished himin this, or for
that matter inpaired his personal fighting skills. Had | not been very | ucky
recently he could easily have turned ne into a pile of scallops over our

m sunderstanding. No, | did not want it to be Benedict, and | was not about to
grope after whatever he had at that noment seen fit to conceal. | only hoped
that he was just saving it for later.

So | settled for his, "That is all," and decided to nove on to other
natters.

"Flora," | said, "back when I first visited you, after ny accident, you
said something which | still do not quite understand. In that | had anple tine
relatively soon thereafter in which to review many things, | came across it in
nmy menories and occasionally puzzled over it. | still do not understand it. So

woul d you please tell nme what you nmeant when you said that the shadows
contai ned nore horrors than any had thought?"

"Way, | do not properly recall saying it," Flora said. "But | suppose that
| rmust have, if it nade such an inpression. You know the effect that | was
referring to: that Amber seens to act as sonething of a nagnet on adjacent
shadows, drawi ng things across fromthem the nearer you get to Anber the
easi er the road becones, even for shadowthings. Wiile there always seens to
be sone exchange of materials anong adj acent shadows thensel ves, the effect is
nore forceful and al so nore of a one-way process when it conmes to Anber. W
have al ways been alert for peculiar things slipping through. Well, for severa
years prior to your recovery, nore such things than usual seemed to be show ng
up in the vicinity of Anber. Dangerous things, alnost invariably. Many were
recogni zabl e creatures fromnearby realms. After a tine, though, things kept
coming in fromfarther and farther afield. Eventually, some which were totally
unknown made it through. No reason could be found for this sudden
transportati on of menaces, although we sought fairly far for disturbances
whi ch might be driving themthis way. In other words, highly inprobable
penetrations of Shadow were occurring.”

"This actually began while Dad was still around?"

"Ch yes. It started several years before your recovery - as | said.”

"I see. Did anyone consider the possibility of there being a connection
between this state of affairs and Dad' s departure?”

"Certainly," Benedict replied. "I still feel that that was the reason for
it. He went off to investigate, or to seek a renedy."

"But that is purely conjecture,” Julian said. "You know how he was. He
gave no reasons."

Benedi ct shrugged.

"It is a reasonable inference, though," he said. "I understand that he had
spoken of his concern over the - nonster migrations, if you like - on numerous
occasi ons. "

I withdrew ny cards fromtheir case, having recently gotten into the habit
of carrying a set of Trunps with nme at all times. | raised Gerard' s Trunp and
regarded it. The others were silent, watching me as | did this. Mnents later
there was contact.

Gerard was still seated in his chair, his blade across his knees. He was
still eating. He swall owed when he felt ny presence and said, "Yes, Corw n?
What do you want ?"

"How i s Brand?"

"Sleeping," he said. "His pulse is alittle stronger. H s breathing is the
same - regular. It's still too early - "



"I know," | said. "I mainly wanted to check your recollection of
somet hing: Near the end there, did you get the inpression from anything he
m ght have said or done that Dad's going away mi ght have been connected with
t he i ncreased nunber of Shadow beings that were slipping through into Anber?"

"That," said Julian, "is what is known as a | eading question."

Gerard wi ped his nouth.

"There coul d have been a connection, yes," he said. "He seemed di sturbed,
preoccupied with something. And he did talk about the creatures. But he never
really said that that was his main concern - or whether it was sonethi ng
entirely different."

"Li ke what ?"

He shook his head.

"Anything. | - yes... yes, there is sonething you probably ought to know,
for whatever it is worth. Sone tine after his disappearance, | did make an
effort to find out one thing. That was, whether | was indeed the |ast person
to see himbefore his departure. | amfairly certain that I was. | had been

here in the palace all evening, and | was preparing to return to the flagship.
Dad had retired about an hour earlier, but |I had stayed on in the guard room
pl ayi ng draughts with Captain Thoben. As we were sailing the follow ng
nmorning, | decided to take a book with me. So | cane up here to the library.
Dad was seated at the desk." He gestured with his head. "He was goi ng through
some ol d books, and he had not yet changed his garnments. He nodded to me when
| entered, and | told himl had just come up for a book. He said, 'You ve cone
to the right place,' and he kept on reading. Wile | was | ooking over the

shel ves, he said sonething to the effect that he could not sleep. | found a
book, told himgood night, he said, 'Good sailing,' and I left."

He | owered his eyes again. "Now | am positive he was wearing the Jewel of
Judgnent that night, that | sawit on himthen as plainly as | see it on you
now. | amequally certain that he had not had it on earlier that evening. For
a long while after, | thought that he had taken it along with him wherever he
went. There was no indication in his chanbers that he had | ater changed his
clothing. | never saw the stone again until you and Bl eys were defeated in
your assault on Amber. Then, Eric was wearing it. When | questioned himhe
clained that he had found it in Dad' s chambers. Lacking evidence to the
contrary, | had to accept his story. But | was never happy with it. Your
guestion - and seeing you wearing it - has brought it all back. So | thought
you had better know about it."

"Thanks," | said, and another question occurred to me but | decided
agai nst asking it at that nonent. For the benefit of the others, | closed off
by saying, "So do you think he needs any nore bl ankets? O anything el se?"

CGerard raised his glass to me, then took a drink.

"Very good. Keep up the good work," | said, and | passed ny hand over his
card.

"Brother Brand seens to be doing all right," | said, "and Gerard does not
recol l ect Dad's saying anything that would directly connect Shadow sli ppage
and his departure. | wonder how Brand will recall things, when he cones
around?"

"If he comes around,” Julian said.

"I think that he will," | said. "W have all taken sone pretty bad
beatings. Qur vitality is one of the few things we have come to trust. My
guess is that he will be tal king by norning."

"What do you propose doing with the guilty party," he asked, "if Brand
nanmes hi nP"

"Question him" | said.

"Then | would like to do the questioning. | ambeginning to feel that you
may be right this time, Corwin, and that the person who stabbed himmay al so
be responsible for our intermttent state of siege, for Dad' s di sappearance,
and for Caine's killing. So I would enjoy questioning himbefore we cut his
throat, and | would like to volunteer for that last part also."

"W will keep it in mnd," | said.



"You are not excluded fromthe reckoning, Corwin."
"I was aware of that."
"I have sonething to say," said Benedict, snothering a rejoinder from

Julian. "I find nyself troubled both by the strength and the apparent

obj ective of the opposition. | have encountered them now on several occasions,
and they are out for blood. Accepting for the nmoment your story of the girl
Dara, Corwin, her final words do seemto sumup their attitude: 'Anber will be

destroyed.' Not conquered, subjugated, or taught a | esson. Destroyed. Julian
you wouldn't mind ruling here, would you?" Julian sml ed.

"Perhaps next year this tine," he said. "Not today, thank you."

"What | amgetting at is that | could see you - or any of us - enploying
nmercenaries or obtaining allies to effect a takeover. | cannot see you
enpl oying a force so powerful that it would represent a grave problemitself
afterward. Not a force that seens bent on destruction rather than conquest.
cannot see you, me, Corwin, the others as actually trying to destroy Amber, or

willing to ganble with forces that would. That is the part | do not |ike about
Corwin's notion that one of us is behind this."

| had to nod. | was not unaware of the weakness of that link in nmy chain
of speculations. Still, there were so many unknowns... | could offer

al ternatives, such as Randomthen did, but guesses prove nothing.

"I't may be," Random said, "that one of us nade the deal but underestinated
his allies. The guilty party nmay now be sweating this thing as nmuch as the
rest of us. He may not be in a position to turn things off now, even if he
wants to."

"We could offer himthe opportunity,” Fiona said, "to betray his allies to
us now. If Julian could be persuaded to | eave his throat uncut and the rest of
us were willing to do the same, he might conme around - if Random s guess is
correct. He would not claimthe throne, but he was obviously not about to have
it before. He would have his life and he could save Anber quite a bit of

trouble. Is anyone willing to cormit hinmself to a position on this?"

"I am" | said. "I will give himlife if he will come across, with the
understanding that it will be spent in exile."

"I will go along with that," Benedict said.

"So will I," said Random

"On one condition,"” Julian said. "If he was not personally responsible for
Caine's death, | will go along with it. Oherwi se, no. And there would have to
be evidence.”

"Life, in exile," Deirdre said. "All right. | agree."

"So do I," said Flora

"And |," Llewella foll owed.

"Cerard will probably agree too," | said. "But | really wonder whet her
Brand will feel the sane as the rest of us. |I've a feeling he nay not."

"Let us check with Gerard," Benedict said. "If Brand nakes it and proves
the only holdout, the guilty party will know he has only one eneny to avoid -
and they can always work out their own terns on that count."”

"Al'l right," | said, snothering a few mi sgivings, and | recontacted

CGerard, who agreed al so.

So we rose to our feet and swore that nmuch by the Unicorn of Amber -
Julian's oath having an extra clause to it - and swore to enforce exile on any
of our own number who violated the oath. Frankly, | did not think it would net
us anything, but it is always nice to see fanmilies doing things together

After that, everyone made a point of nmentioning that he would be renaining
in the pal ace overnight, presumably to indicate that no one feared anything
Brand nmight have to say in the norning - and especially to indicate that no
one had a desire to get out of town, a thing that would not be forgotten, even
if Brand gave up the ghost during the night. In that | had no further
guestions to put to the group and no one had sprung forward to own up to the
nm sdeeds covered by the oath, | |eaned back and |istened for a time after
that. Things came apart, falling into a series of conversations and exchanges,
one of the main topics being an attenpted reconstruction of the library



t abl eau, each of us in his own place and, invariably, why each of us was in a
position to have done it, except for the speaker. | snoked; | said nothing on
the subject. Deirdre did spot an interesting possibility, however. Namely,
that Gerard coul d have done the stabbing hinmself while we were all crowded
around, and that his heroic efforts were not pronpted by any desire to save
Brand's neck, but rather to achieve a position where he could stop his tongue
- in which case Brand woul d never make it through the night. Ingenious, but I
just couldn't believe it. No one el se bought it either. At |east, no one

vol unteered to go upstairs and throw Gerard out. After a tine Fiona drifted
over and sat beside ne.

"Well, I've tried the only thing | could think of," she said. "I hope sone
good cones of it."
"It may," | said.

"I see that you have added a peculiar piece of ornamentation to your
war dr obe, " she said, raising the Jewel of Judgnent between her thunb and
forefinger and studying it.

Then she rai sed her eyes.

"Can you make it do tricks for you?" she asked.

"Sone, " | said.

"Then you knew how to attune it. It involves the Pattern, doesn't it?"

"Yes. Eric told me how to go about it, right before he died."

"I see."

She released it, settled back into her seat, regarded the fl anes.

"Did he give you any cautions to go along with it?" she asked.

"No," | said.

"I wonder whether that was a matter of design or circunstance?"

"Well, he was pretty busy dying at the time. That limted our conversation
consi derably."

"I know. | was wondering whether his hatred for you outwei ghed his hopes

for the realm or whether he was sinply ignorant of some of the principles
i nvol ved. "

"What do you know about it?"

"Think again of Eric's death, Corwin. | was not there when it occurred,
but | canme in early for the funeral. | was present when his body was bat hed,
shaved, dressed - and | exam ned his wounds. | do not believe that any of them
were fatal, in thenselves. There were three chest wounds, but only one | ooked
as if it mght have run into the nediastinal area - "

"One's enough, if "

"Wait," she said. "It was difficult, but | tried judging the angle of the

puncture with a thin glass rod. | wanted to nmake an incision, but Caine would
not permt it. Still, I do not believe that his heart or arteries were
damaged. It is still not too late to order an autopsy, if you would like me to
check further on this. | amcertain that his injuries and the general stress

contributed to his death, but | believe it was the jewel that nade the
difference.”

"Why do you think this?"

"Because of some things that Dworkin said when | studied with him- and
things that | noticed afterward, because of this. He indicated that while it
conferred unusual abilities, it also represented a drain on the vitality of
its master. The longer you wear it, the nore it sonehow takes out of you. |
paid attention after that, and | noticed that Dad wore it only sel dom and
never kept it on for long periods of tinme."

My thoughts returned to Eric, the day he lay dying on the slopes of
Kolvir, the battle raging about him | renmenbered nmy first look at him his

face pale, his breath | abored, blood on his chest... And the Jewel of
Judgnent, there on its chain, was pulsing, heartlike, among the noist folds of
his garnments. | had never seen it do that before, or since. | recalled that

the effect had grown fainter, weaker. And when he died and | folded his hands
atop it, the phenonenon had ceased.
"What do you know of its function?" | asked her



She shook her head.

"Dwor ki n considered that a state secret. | know the obvious - weat her
control - and | inferred fromsome of Dad's remarks that it has sonething to
do with a hei ghtened perception, or a higher perception. Dworkin had nentioned
it primarily as an exanple of the pervasiveness of the Pattern in everything
that gives us power - even the Trunps contain the Pattern, if you | ook
closely, look long enough - and he cited it as an instance of a conservation
principle: all of our special powers have their price. The greater the power,
the larger the investnment. The Trumps are a small matter, but there is stil
an el ement of fatigue involved in their enploynent. Wl king through Shadow,
which is an exercise of the imge of the Pattern which exists within us, is an
even greater expenditure. To essay the Pattern itself, physically, is a
massi ve drain on one's energies. But the jewel, he said, represents an even
hi gher octave of the same thing, and its cost to its enployer is exponentially
greater."

Thus, if correct, another anmbiguous insight into the character of my late
and | east favored brother. If he were aware of this phenonenon and had donned
the jewel and worn it overlong anyhow, in the defense of Anmber, it rmade him
somet hing of a hero. But then, seen in this light, his passing it along to ne,
wi t hout warni ngs, becane a deat hbed effort at a final piece of vengeance. But
he had exenpted me fromhis curse, he'd said, so as to spend it properly on
our enemes in the field. This, of course, only nmeant that he hated them a
little nore than he hated ne and was deploying his final energies as
strategically as possible, for Amber. | thought then of the partial character
of Dworkin's notes, as | had recovered themfromthe hiding place Eric had
indicated. Could it be that Eric had acquired themintact and had purposely
destroyed that portion containing the cautions so as to damm his successor?
That notion did not strike me as quite adequate, for he had had no way of
knowi ng that | would return when | did, as | did, that the course of battle
would run as it had, and that | would indeed be his successor. It could just
as easily have been one of his favorites that followed himto power, in which
case he would certainly not have wanted himto inherit any booby traps. No. As
| sawit, either Eric was not really aware of this property of the stone,
havi ng acquired only partial instructions for its use, or someone had gotten
to those papers before | had and renoved sufficient nmaterial to |leave me with
a nortal liability. It nmay well have been the hand of the real eneny, once
agai n.

"Do you know the safety factor?" | asked.

"No," she said. "I can give you only two pointers, for whatever they may
be worth. The first is that | do not recall Dad's ever wearing it for long
peri ods of tine. The second, | pieced together froma nunber of things that he
said, beginning with a conment to the effect that 'when people turn into
statues you are either in the wong place or in trouble.' | pressed himquite
a bit on that, over a long period of tine, and | eventually got the inpression
that the first sign of having worn it too long is sone sort of distortion of
your time sense. Apparently it begins speeding up the netabolism- everything
- with a net effect that the world seens to be sl owi ng down around you. This
must take quite a toll on a person. That is everything that | know about it,
and | admit that a large part of the last is guesswork. How | ong have you been
wearing it?"

"A while now," | said, taking nmy nmental pulse and gl anci ng about to see
whet her things seenmed to be sl ow ng down any.

| could not really tell, though of course | did not feel in the best of
shape. | had assuned it was totally Gerard's doing, though. | was not about to

yank it off, however, just because another famly menber had suggested it,
even if it was clever Fiona in one of her friendlier nbods. Perversity,

cussedness... No, independence. That was it. That and purely formal distrust.
I had only put it on for the evening a few hours before, anyway. 1'd wait.
"Well, you have made your point in wearing it," she was saying. "I sinply

wanted to advi se you agai nst prol onged exposure until you know nore about it.



"Thanks, Fi. I'll have it off soon, and | appreciate your telling ne. By
t he way, whatever becane of Dworkin?"
She tapped her tenple.

"His mnd finally went, poor man. | like to think that Dad had hi m put
away in sone restful retreat in Shadow. "
"I see what you nean," | said. "Yes, let us think that. Poor fellow"

Julian rose to his feet, concluding a conversation with Llewella. He
stretched, nodded to her, and strolled over

"Corwi n, have you thought of any nore questions for us?" he said.

"None that 1'd care to ask just now "

He smil ed.

"Anything nore that you want to tell us?"

"Not at the nonent."

"Any nore experinents, denonstrations, charades?"

" No.

"Good. Then I'mgoing to bed. Good night."

“Night."

He bowed to Fiona, waved to Benedict and Random nodded to Flora and
Deirdre as he passed themon the way to the door. He paused on the threshold,
turned back and said, "Now you can all talk about me," and went on out.

"Al'l right," Fiona said. "Let's. | think he's the one."

"Why?" | asked.

"I"ll go down the list, subjective, intuitive, and biased as it is.
Benedict, in ny opinion, is above suspicion. If he wanted the throne, he'd
have it by now, by direct, mlitary methods. Wth all the time he has had, he
could have managed an attack that woul d have succeeded, even agai nst Dad. He
is that good, and we all know it. You, on the other hand, have made a nunber
of bl unders which you woul d not have made had you been in full possession of
your faculties. That is why | believe your story, ammesia and all. No one gets
hi nsel f blinded as a piece of strategy. Gerard is well on the way to
establishing his own innocence. | alnost think he is up there with Brand now
nore for that reason than fromany desire to protect Brand. At any rate, we
wi Il know for sure before long - or el se have sone new suspici ons. Random has
simply been watched too closely these past years to have had the opportunity
to engi neer everything that has been happening. So he is out. OF us nore
delicate sorts. Flora hasn't the brains, Deirdre |acks the guts, Llewella
hasn't the motivations, as she is happy el sewhere but never here, and I, of
course, aminnocent of all but malice. That |eaves Julian. |Is he capabl e? Yes.
Does he want the throne? O course. Has he had tinme and opportunity? Again,
yes. He is your man."

"Woul d he have killed Caine?" | asked.

"They were buddies."

She curled her lip.

"Julian has no friends," she said. "That icy personality of his is thawed
only by thoughts of hinself. Oh, in recent years he seened closer to Cai ne

than to anyone el se. But even that... even that could have been a part of it.
Shamm ng a friendship | ong enough to make it seem believable, so that he would
not be suspect at this time. |I can believe Julian capable of that because

cannot believe himcapabl e of strong enotional attachnents."
I shook ny head.

"I don't know," | said. "His friendship with Caine is something that
occurred during my absence, so everything |I know concerning it is secondhand.
Still, if Julian were looking for friendship in the form of another
personality close to his own, | can see it. They were a lot alike. | tend to

think it was real, because |I don't think anybody is capabl e of deceiving
someone about his friendship for years. Unless the other party is awfully
stupid, which is sonmething Caine was not. And - well, you say your reasoning
was subjective, intuitive, and biased. So is mne, on sonething like this.
just don't like to think anybody is such a mserable wetch that he woul d use
his only friend that way. That's why | think there is sonething wong wth



your list."

She si ghed.

"For soneone who has been around for as |ong as you have, Corwi n, you say
some silly things. Were you changed by your long stay in that funny little
pl ace? Years ago you woul d have seen the obvious, as | do."

"Perhaps | have changed, for such things no | onger seem obvious. O could
it be that you have changed, Fiona? Atrifle nore cynical than the little girl
I once knew. It m ght not have been all that obvious to you, years ago."

She smled softly.

"Never tell a woman she has changed, Corwi n. Except for the better. You
used to know that, too. Could it be that you are really only one of Corwin's
shadows, sent back to suffer and intinidate here on his behalf? Is the rea
Corwi n sonmewhere el se. |aughing at us all?"

"I amhere, and | amnot laughing," | said. She | aughed.
"Yes, that is it!" she said. "I have just decided that you are not
your sel f!
"Announcenent, everybody!" she cried, springing to her feet. "I have just

noticed that this is not really Corwin! It has to be one of his shadows! It
has just announced a belief in friendship, dignity, nobility of spirit, and
t hose other things which figure prominently in popular romances! | am
obvi ously onto sonet hing!"

The others stared at her. She | aughed again, then sat down abruptly.

| heard Flora nmutter "drunk"” and return to her conversation with Deirdre.

Random sai d, "Let's hear it for shadows," and turned back to a di scussion
with Benedict and Ll ewell a.

"See?" she said.

"What ?"

"You're insubstantial," she said, patting ny knee. "And so am |, now that
| think about it. It has been a bad day, Corwin."

"I know. | feel like hell, too. | thought I had such a fine idea for
getting Brand back. Not only that, it worked. A lot of good it did him"

"Don't overl ook those bits of virtue you've acquired," she said. "You're
not to blane for the way it turned out."

"Thanks. "
"I believe that Julian m ght have had the right idea," she said. "I don't
feel like staying awake any | onger."

| rose with her, wal ked her to the door

“I'mall right," she said. "Really."

"Sure?"

She nodded sharply.

"See you in the norning then."

"I hope so," she said. "Now you can tal k about ne."

She wi nked and went out.

| turned back, saw that Benedict and Llewella were approaching.

"Turning in?" | asked.
Benedi ct nodded.
"Mght as well,"” Llewella said, and she kissed me on the cheek

"What was that for?"

"A nunber of things,’

"Good night."

Random was crouched on the hearth, poking at the fire. Deirdre turned to
hi mand said, "Don't throw on more wood just for us. Flora and | are going
too."

"Ckay." He set the poker aside and rose. "Sleep well,
t hem

Deirdre gave ne a sleepy smle and Flora a nervous one. | added ny good
ni ghts and watched them | eave.

"Learn anyt hi ng new and useful ?" Random asked.

| shrugged.

"Did you?"

she said. "Good night."

he called after



"Opi nions, conjectures. No new facts,"'
who m ght be next on the list."

he said. "W were trying to decide

"And...?"

"Benedict thinks it's a toss-up. You or him Providing you are not behind
it all, of course. He al so thinks your buddy Ganel on ought to watch his
step.”

"Ganelon... Yes, that's a thought - and it should have been mine. | think

he is right about the toss-up, too. It may even be slightly wei ghted against
him since they know I'm alert because of the attenpted franeup.”
"I would say that all of us are now aware that Benedict is alert hinself.

He managed to nention his opinion to everyone. | believe that he would wel cone
an attenpt."

| chuckl ed.

"That bal ances the coin again. | guess it is a toss-up."

"He said that, too. Naturally, he knew | would tell you."

"Naturally, I wish he would start talking to ne again. Well... not much I
can do about it now," | said. "The hell with everything. I'mgoing to bed."

He nodded.

"Look under it first."

We | eft the room headed up the hall

"Corwin, | wish youd had the foresight to bring some coffee back with
you, along with the guns," he said. "I could use a cup."

"Doesn't it keep you awake?"

"No. | like a couple of cups in the evening."

"I mss it nornings. We'll have to inmport some when this ness is al
settled. "

"Smal | confort, but a good idea. What got into Fi, anyhow?"

"She thinks Julian is our man."

"She may be right."

"What about Cai ne?"

"Supposing it was not a single individual,"’

he said as we nounted the

stair. "Say it was two, like Julian and Caine. They finally had a falling out,
Cai ne lost, Julian disposed of himand used the death, to weaken your position
as well. Former friends nake the worst enenmies.”

"I't's no use," | said. "I get dizzy when | start sorting the

possibilities. W are either going to have to wait for something nore to
happen, or make sonet hi ng happen. Probably the latter. But not tonight -

"Hey! Wit up!"

"Sorry." | paused at the landing. "Don't know what got into me. Finishing
spurt, | guess."

"Nervous energy," he said, conming abreast of ne once nore. W continued on
up, and I nade an effort to match his pace, fighting down a desire to hurry.

"Well, sleep well,"” he said finally.

"Good ni ght. Random"

He continued on up the stair and | headed off along the corridor toward ny
quarters. | was feeling jittery by then, which nust be why | dropped nmy key.

| reached and plucked it out of the air before it had fallen very far
Si mul t aneously, | was struck by the inpression that its nmotion was sonewhat
slower than it should have been. | inserted it in the lock and turned it.

The room was dark, but | decided against lighting a candle or an oil |anp.
I had gotten used to the dark a long tinme ago. | | ocked and bolted the door
My eyes were already half adjusted to the gloom fromthe di mhallway.
turned. There was sone starlight |eaking in about the drapes, too. | crossed
the room unfastening nmy collar.

He was waiting in ny bed chanber, to the left of the entrance. He was
perfectly positioned and he did nothing to give hinself away. | wal ked ri ght
intoit. He had the ideal station, he held the dagger ready, he had the
el ement of total surprise going for him By rights | should have died - not in
nmy bed, but just there at its foot.

| caught a glinpse of the novenent, realized the presence and its



significance as | stepped over the threshold.

| knew that it was too late to avoid the thrust even as | raised ny armto
try to block it. But one peculiarity struck me before the blade itself did: ny
assail ant seemed to be noving too slowy. Quick, with all the tension of his
wait behind it, that is how it should have been. | should never have known it
was occurring until after the act, if then. | should not have had time to turn
partway and swing ny armas far as | did. A ruddy haze filled my vision and
felt my forearmstrike the side of the outflung armat about the sanme nonent
as the steel touched nmy belly and bit. Wthin the redness there seenmed a faint
tracing of that cosmic version of the Pattern | had followed earlier in the

day. As | doubled and fell, unable to think but still for a noment consci ous,
it cane clearer, came nearer, the design. | wanted to flee, but horse my body
stunmbl ed. | was thrown.

The Sign of the Unicorn

Chapter 8

Qut of every life alittle blood rmust spill. Unfortunately, it was my turn
again, and it felt like nmore than a little. | was |lying, doubled up, on ny
right side, both arnms clutching at ny mddle. I was wet, and every now and
then something trickled along the creases of ny belly. Front, lower left, just
above the beltline, |I felt like a casually opened envel ope. These were ny

first sensations as consciousness cane around again. And ny first thought was,
"What is he waiting for?" Obviously, the coup de grace had been w t hhel d. Wy?
| opened nmy eyes. They had taken advantage of whatever tinme had el apsed to

adj ust thenselves to the darkness. | turned ny head. | did not see anyone el se
inthe roomwi th nme. But sonething peculiar had occurred and I could not quite
place it. |I closed nmy eyes and let ny head fall back to the mattress once

nore. Sonething was wong, yet at the sane tine right..

The mattress... Yes, | was lying on ny bed. | doubted ny ability to have
gotten there unassisted. But it would be absurd to knife nme and them hel p ne
to bed.

My bed... It was ny bed, yet it was not.

| squeezed ny eyes tight. | gritted nmy teeth. |I did not understand. | knew
that my thinking could not be nornmal there on the fringes of shock, ny bl ood
pooling in my guts and then leaking out. | tried to force nyself to think

clearly. It was not easy.

My bed. Before you are fully aware of anything el se, you are aware whet her
you are awakening in your own bed. And | was, but -

| fought down an enormous inpulse to sneeze, because | felt it would tear

me apart. | conpressed ny nostrils and breathed in short gasps through ny
nouth. The taste, snell and feel of dust was all about ne.

The nasal assault subsided and | opened ny eyes. | knew then where | was.
| did not understand the why and how of it, but |I had come once nore to a
pl ace I had never expected to see again. | lowered nmy right hand, used it to

rai se nysel f.
It was nmy bedroomin ny house. The old one. The place which had been m ne

back when I was Carl Corey. | had been returned to Shadow, to that world heavy
wi th dust. The bed had not been made up since the last tine | had slept init,
over half a decade before. | knew the state of the house fully, having | ooked

inonit only a few weeks earlier
| pushed myself further, managed to slide ny feet out over the edge of the
bed and down. Then | doubl ed up again and sat there. It was bad.

VWile | felt tenporarily safe fromfurther assault, | knew that | required
nore than safety just then. | had to have help, and | was in no position to
hel p nyself. | was not even certain how nuch |onger | mght remain conscious.

So | had to get down and get out. The phone woul d be dead, the nearest house
was not too close by. | would have to get down to the road, at |east.



reflected grimy that one of ny reasons for locating where | had was that it
was not a well-traveled road. | enjoy ny solitude, at |east sone of the tine.

Wth ny right hand | drew up the nearest pillow and slipped off its case.
| turned it inside out, tried to fold it, gave up, wadded it, slipped it
beneath ny shirt, and pressed it against nmy wound. Then | sat there, just
holding it in place. It had been a major exertion and | found it painful to
take too deep a breath.

After a time, though, | drew the second pillowto me, held it across ny
knees and let it slip out of its case.

| wanted the pillowslip to wave at a passing notorist, for ny garnents, as

usual , were dark. Before | could draw it through nmy belt, though, | was
confounded by the behavior of the pillowitself. It had not yet reached the
floor. I had released it, nothing was supporting it, and it was noving. But it

was moving quite slowy, descending with a dreamike deliberation

| thought of the fall of the key as | had dropped it outside nmy room |
t hought of ny uni ntended qui ckness on nounting the stair with Random |
t hought of Fiona's words and of the Jewel of Judgnent, which still hung about
my neck now pulsating in time with the throbbing of my side. It mght have
saved ny life, at least for the noment; yes, it probably had, if Fiona's
notions were correct. It had probably given nme a nonent or so nmore than woul d
ot herwi se have been ny due when the assailant struck, letting me turn, letting
me swing nmy arm It mght, sonehow, even have been responsible for ny sudden
transportation. But | would have to think about such things at another tine,
shoul d I succeed in maintaining a nmeani ngful relationship with the future. For
now, the jewel had to go - in case Fiona's fears concerning it were al so
correct - and | had to get noving.

| tucked away the second pillow cover, then tried to stand, holding on to
t he footboard. No good! Dizziness and too much pain. | |owered nyself to the
floor, afraid of passing out on the way down. | made it. | rested. Then |
began to nove, a slow craw .

The front door, as | recalled, was now nailed shut. Al right. Qut the
back, then.

| made it to the bedroom and halted, |eaning against its frame. As |
rested there | renoved the Jewel of Judgnent from ny neck and wapped its
chain about ny wist. | had to cache it soneplace, and the safe in nmy study
was too far out of the way. Besides, | believed that | was |leaving a trail of
bl ood. Anyone finding and following it mght well be curious enough to
i nvestigate and spring the small thing. And | |acked the tinme and the
energy. . .

| made ny way out, around, and through. | had to rise and exert nyself to
get the back door open. | nade the mnmistake of not resting first.

VWhen | regai ned consciousness, | was |lying across the threshold. The night
was raw and clouds filled rmuch of the sky. A mean wind rattled branches above
the patio. | felt several drops of noisture on the back of my outflung hand.

| pushed up and crawl ed out. The snow was about two inches deep. The icy
air helped to revive me. Wth somet hing near panic, | realized just how foggy
nmy m nd had been during nmuch of ny course fromthe bedroom It was possible
that I might go under at any tine.

| started inmrediately for the far corner of the house, deviating only to
reach the conpost heap, tear ny way into it, drop the jewel, and reposition
the clunmp of dead grasses | had broken | oose. | brushed snow over it and
continued on.

Once | nade it about the corner, | was shielded fromthe wi nd and headed
down a slight incline. | reached the front of the house and rested once nore.
A car had just passed and | watched its taillights dwindle. It was the only
vehicle in sight.

Icy crystals stung ny face as | noved again. My knees were wet and burning
cold. The front yard sloped, gently at first, then dropped sharply toward the
road. There was a dip about a hundred yards to the right, where notorists
generally hit their brakes. It seened that this mght give me a few nonents



nmore in the headlights of anyone coning fromthat direction - one of those
smal | assurances the mind al ways seeks when things get serious, an aspirin for

the enotions. Wth three rest stops, | nmade it down to the roadside, then over
to the big rock that bore my house nunber. | sat on it and | eaned back agai nst
the icy enbanknent. | hauled out the second pill ow case and draped it across
ny knees.

| waited. | knew that ny mnd was fuzzy. | believe that | drifted into and

out of consciousness a number of times. Wenever | caught nyself at it, |
attenpted to i mpose sonme version of order on my thoughts, to assess what had
happened in the Iight of everything else that had just happened, to seek other
safety measures. The former effort proved too nuch, however. It was sinply too
difficult to think beyond the |l evel of responding to circunstance. Wth a sort

of numb enlightenment, though, it occurred to me that | was still in
possession of my Trunps. | could contact soneone in Anber, have himtransport
me back.

But who? | was not so far gone that | failed to realize I mght be
contacting the one responsible for nmy condition. Wuld it be better to ganble

that way, or to take ny chances here? Still, Random or Gerard - | thought that
| heard a car. Faint, distant... The wind and ny pul sebeat were conpeting wh
perception, though. | turned ny head. | concentrated.

There... Again. Yes. It was an engine. | got ready to wave the cloth.

Even then, mnmy mind kept straying. And one thought that flitted through was
that | mght already be unable to muster sufficient concentration to
mani pul ate the Trunps.

The sound grew | ouder. | raised the cloth. Mnments later, the farthest
visible point along the road to ny right was touched with light. Shortly
after, | sawthe car at the top of the rise. | lost sight of it once nore as
it descended the hill. Then it clinbed again and cane on, snowfl akes fl ashi ng

t hrough its headbeans.

| began waving as it approached the dip. The lights caught me as it cane
up out of it, and the driver could not have mi ssed seeing nme. He went by,
though, a man in a |l ate nodel sedan, a wonman in the passenger seat. The wonan
turned and | ooked at nme, but the driver did not even sl ow down.

A couple of minutes |ater another car cane by, a bit older, a wonman
driving, no visible passengers. It did slow down, but only for a nonment. She
must not have liked ny | ooks. She stepped on the gas and was gone in an
i nstant .

| sagged back and rested. A prince of Amber can hardly invoke the
br ot herhood of man for purposes of noral condemnation. At least not with a
straight face, and it hurt too nmuch to | augh just then

Wthout strength, concentration, and some ability to nove, ny power over

Shadow was useless. | would use it first, | decided, to get to sonme warm
place... | wondered whether | could make it back up the hill, to the conpost
heap. | had not thought of trying to use the jewel to alter the weat her

Probably I was too weak for that too, though. Probably the effort would kil
me. Still...

| shook ny head. | was drifting off, nmore than half a dream | had to stay
awake. Was that another car? Maybe. | tried to raise the cloth and dropped it.
When | | eaned forward to retrieve it, | just had to rest ny head on ny knees
for a noment. Deirdre... | would call ny dear sister. If anyone would hel p ne,
Deirdre would. | would get out her Trunp and call her. In a mnute. If only
she weren't ny sister... | had to rest. | ama knave, not a fool. Perhaps,
sonmetines, when | rest, | ameven sorry for things. Sone things. If only it
were warner... But it wasn't too bad, bent over this way... Was that a car?
wanted to raise ny head but found that | could not. It would not nake that
much di fference in being seen, though, | decided.

| felt light on ny eyelids and | heard the engine. Now it was neither
advanci ng nor retreating. Just a steady cycling of grows. Then | heard a
shout. Then the click-pause-chunk of a car door opening and closing. | felt
that | could open nmy eyes but | did not want to. | was afraid that | would



| ook only on the dark and enpty road, that the sounds would resolve into
pul sebeats and wind once nore. It was better to keep what | had than to

ganbl e.
"Hey! What's the matter? You hurt?"
Footsteps... This was real
| opened ny eyes. | forced nyself up once again.

"Corey! My God! It's you!"
| forced a grin, cut nmy nod short of a topple.

"It's me. Bill. How ve you been?"

"What happened?”

“I'mhurt," | said. "Maybe bad. Need a doctor."

"Can you walk if | help? O should | carry you?"

"Let's try walking," | said.

He got me to ny feet and | leaned on him W started for his car. | only

renmenber the first few steps

VWen that | ow sw nging sweet chariot turned sour and swung hi gh once nore
| tried to raise my arm realized that it was restrained, settled for a
consi deration of the tube affixed thereto, and decided that | was going to

live. | had sniffed hospital smells and consulted ny internal clock. Having
made it this far, | felt that | owed it to nmyself to continue. And | was warm
and as confortable as recent history allowed. That settled, |I closed ny eyes,

| owered ny head, and went back to sl eep

Later, when | canme around again, felt nore fit and was spotted by a nurse,
she told ne that it was seven hours since | had been brought in and that a
doctor would be by to talk with me shortly. She also got nme a glass of water
and told ne that it had stopped snow ng. She was curious as to what had
happened to ne.

| decided that it was tine to start plotting nmy story. The sinpler the

better. Al right. | was conming hone after an extended stay abroad. | had
hi t chhi ked out, gone on in, and been attacked by sone vandal or drifter | had
surprised inside. I crawl ed back out and sought help. Finis.

When | told it to the doctor | could not tell at first whether he believed
nme. He was a heavy man whose face had sagged and set |ong ago. Hi s nane was
Bail ey, Mrris Bailey, and he nodded as | spoke and then asked me, "Did you
get a look at the fell ow?"

I shook ny head.

"I't was dark,"” | said.

"Did he rob you too?"

"I don't know. "

"Were you carrying a wallet?"

| decided | had better say yes to that one.

"Well, you didn't have it when you canme in here, so he nust have taken

"Must have," | agreed.

"Do you renenber nme at all?"

"Can't say that | do. Should I?"

"You seemed vaguely familiar to me when they brought you in. That was all
at first..."

"And...?" | asked.

"What sort of garments were you wearing? They seemed sonething like a
uniform"

"Latest thing. Over There, these days. You were saying that | |ooked
fam liar?"

"Yes," he agreed. "Wiere is Over There, anyway? Were did you conme fron?
Wher e have you been?"

"I travel alot," | said. "You were going to tell ne sonething a nonment
ago. "

"Yes," he said. "W are a small clinic, and sone time ago a fast-talking

sal esman persuaded the directors to invest in a conmputerized nedi cal -records



system |If the area had devel oped nmore and we had expanded a lot, it m ght
have been worthwhile. Neither of these things happened, though, and it is an
expensive item It even encouraged a certain | aziness anong the clerical help.
Ad files just don't get purged the way they used to, even for the energency
room Space there for a |ot of usel ess backlog. So, when M. Roth gave nme your
nane and | ran a routine check on you, | found sonmething and |I realized why
you | ooked fam liar. | had been working the emergency roomthat night too,
around seven years ago, when you had your auto accident. | remenbered worKking
on you then - and how | thought you weren't going to nake it. You surprised
me, though, and you still do. | can't even find the scars that should be
there. You did a nice job of healing up."

"Thanks. A tribute to the physician. I'd say."

"May | have your age, for the record?"

"Thirty-six," | said. That's always safe.
He jotted it somewhere in the folder he held across his knees.
"You know, | would have sworn - once | got to checking you over and

renmenbering - that that's about what you | ooked the last tine | saw you."

"Clean living."

"Do you know about your bl ood type?"

"It's an exotic. But you can treat it as an AB positive for all practica
purposes. | can take anything, but don't give nmine to anybody else.”

He nodded.

"The nature of your mishap is going to require a police report, you
know. "

"l had guessed that."

"Just thought you m ght want to be thinking about it.

"Thanks," | said.

"So you were on duty that night, and you patched nme up? Interesting. \Wat
el se do you recall about it?"

"What do you nean?"

"The circunstances under which | was brought in that tine. My own nenory
is a blank fromright before the accident until some time after | had been
transferred up to the other place - Geenwod. Do you recall how | arrived?"

He frowned, just when | had deci ded he had one face for all occasions.

"We sent an anbul ance,” he said.

"I'n response to what? Who reported the acci dent? How?"

"I see what you nean," he said. "It was the State Patrol that called for
t he anmbul ance. As | recollect, soneone had seen the accident and phoned their
headquarters. They then radioed a car in the vicinity. It went to the |ake,
verified the report, gave you first aid, and called for the ambul ance. And
that was it."

"Any record of who called in the report in the first place?"

He shrugged.

"That's not the sort of thing we keep track of," he said. "Didn't your
i nsurance conpany investigate? Wasn't there a clain? They coul d probably -

"I had to |l eave the country right after | recovered,” | said. "I never
pursued the matter. | suppose there woul d have been a police report, though."

"Surely. But | have no idea how | ong they keep them around." He chuckl ed.
"Unl ess, of course, that sane sal esman got to them too... It is rather late
to be tal king about that though, isn't it? It seens to ne there is a statute
of limtations on things of that sort. Your friend Roth will tell you for sure

"It isn't a claimthat | have in nmind," | said. "Just a desire to know
what really happened. | have wondered about it on and off for a nunber of
years now. You see, | have this touch of retrograde amesia going."

"Have you ever talked it over with a psychiatrist?" he said, and there was
somet hi ng about the way he said it that | did not |ike. Came one of those
little flashes of insight then: Could Flora have nmanaged to get ne certified
i nsane before nmy transfer to Greenwod? Was that on ny record here? And was |
still on escape status fromthat place? Alot of time had passed and | knew



nothing of the legalities involved. If this was indeed the case, however,
i magi ned they woul d have no way of know ng whether | had been certified sane
again in some other jurisdiction. Prudence, | guess it was, cautioned me to
| ean forward and gl ance at the doctor's wist. | seemed possessed of a
sublimnal nenory that he had consulted a cal endar watch when taking ny pul se.
Yes, he had, | squinted. Al right. Day and nonth: Novenber 28. | did a quick
calcul ation with ny two-and-a-hal f-to-one conversion and had the year. It was
seven, as he had indicated.

"No, | haven't," | said. "I just assuned it was organic rather than
functional and wote the tine off as a |oss."

"I see," he said. "You use such phrases rather glibly. People who' ve been
in therapy sonetinmes do that."

"I know," | said. "lI've read a |lot about it."

He sighed. He stood.

"Look," he said. "I amgoing to call M. Roth and | et him know you are

awake. It is probably best."

"What do you nean by that?"

"I mean that with your friend being an attorney, there m ght be things you
want to discuss with himbefore you talk to the police."

He opened the fol der wherein he had somewhere jotted ny age, raised his
pen, furrowed his brow, and said, "Wat's the date, anyway?"

| wanted my Trunps. | imagi ned ny bel ongi ngs would be in the drawer of the
bedsi de table, but getting at it involved too much twi sting and |I did not want
to put the strain on ny sutures. It was not all that urgent, though. Ei ght
hours' sleep in Anber would come to around twenty hours here, so everyone
shoul d still have been respectably retired back home. | wanted to get hold of
Random though, to cone up with some sort of cover story for ny not being
there in the nmorning. Later.

| did not want to | ook suspicious at a tine like this. Also, | wanted to
know i medi atel y whatever Brand had to say. | wanted to be in a position to
act onit. | did a quick bit of mental juggling. If I could do the worst of ny
recovering here in Shadow, it would nmean |l ess wasted time for me back in
Amber. | would have to budget ny tine carefully and avoid conplications on
this end. | hoped that Bill would arrive soon. | was anxi ous to know what the
picture was in this place.

Bill was a native of the area, had gone to school in Buffalo, cone back

married, joined the famly firm and that was that. He had known ne as a
retired Arny officer who sonetinmes travel ed on vague business. W both

bel onged to the country club, which was where | had met him | had known him
for over a year without our exchanging nmore than a few words. Then one eveni ng
| happened to be next to himin the bar and it had somehow conme out that he
was hot on military history, particularly the Napol eonic Wars. The next thing
we knew, they were closing up the place around us. W were close friends from
then on, right up until the tine of ny difficulties. | had occasionally
wonder ed about himsince. In fact, the only thing that had prevented ne from
seeing himthe last tine | had passed through was that he woul d doubtl ess have
had all sorts of questions as to what had beconme of nme, and | had had too many
things on my mind to deal with themall that gracefully and still enjoy
nmysel f. | had even thought once or twi ce of comi ng back and seeing himif |
coul d, when everything was finally settled in Anber. Next to the fact that
this was not the case, | regretted not being able to meet himin the club

| ounge.

He arrived within the hour, short, heavy, ruddy, a bit grayer on the
sides, grinning, nodding. | had propped nyself up by then, already tried a few
deep breaths and decided they were premature. He clasped ny hand and t ook the
bedsi de chair. He had his briefcase with him

"You scared the hell out of nme last night, Carl. Thought | was seeing a
ghost," he said.

| nodded.



"Abit later, and | m ght have been one," | said. "Thanks. How have you
been?"

Bi Il sighed.

"Busy. You know. The sane old stuff, only nore of it."

"And Alice?"

"She's fine. And we've got two new grandsons - Bill Jr.'s - twins. Wit a

mnute." He fished out his wallet and | ocated a photo. "Here."
| studied it, noted the fam |y resenbl ances.

"Hard to believe," | said.

"You don't | ook much worse for the years." | chuckled and patted ny
abdonen.

"Subtracting that, | nean," he said. "Were have you been?"

"CGod! Where haven't | been!" | said. "So many places |'ve lost count."
He renai ned expressionl ess, caught ny eyes and stared.
"Carl, what kind of trouble are you in?" be asked.

| smled.

"I'f you mean am1l in trouble with the law, the answer is no. My troubles
actual ly involve another country, and | am going to have to go back there
shortly."

Hi s face rel axed again, and there was a small glint behind his bifocals.

"Are you some sort of military adviser in that place?"

| nodded.

"Can you tell me where?"

| shook nmy head. "Sorry."

"That | can sort of understand,"” he said. "Dr. Roth told me what you said
had happened last night. Of the record now, was it connected wth whatever
you have been doi ng?"

| nodded agai n.

"That makes things a little clearer,’

he said. "Not much, but enough.

won't even ask you which agency, or even if there is one. | have always known
you to be a gentleman, and a rational one at that. That was why | grew curious
at the tinme of your disappearance and did sone investigating. | felt a bit

of ficious and self-conscious about it. But your civil status was quite
puzzling, and | wanted to know what had happened. Minly, because | was

concerned about you. | hope that doesn't disturb you."
"Disturb me?" | said. "There aren't that many peopl e who care what happens
to nme. I'mgrateful. Al so, curious what you di scovered. | never had the tine

to look into it, you know, to straighten things out. How about telling ne what
you | ear ned?"

He opened the briefcase and withdrew a manila folder. Spreading it across
hi s knees, he shuffled out several sheets of yellow paper covered with neat
handwiting. Raising the first of these, he regarded it a nonment, then said,
"After you escaped fromthe hospital in A bany and had your accident, Brandon
apparently dropped out of the picture and - "

"Stop!" | said, raising ny hand, trying to sit up

"What ?" he asked.

"You have the order wong, also the place," | said. "First cane the
accident, and Greenwood is not in Al bany."

"I know," he said. "I was referring to the Porter Sanitarium where you

spent two days and then escaped. You had your accident that sane day, and you
were brought here as a result of it. Then your sister Evelyn entered the

pi cture. She had you transferred to G eenwood, where you spent a coupl e of
weeks before departing on your own notion once again. Right?"

"Partly," | said. "Nanely, the last part. As | was telling the doctor
earlier, ny nenory is shot for a couple of days prior to the accident. This
busi ness about a place in Al bany does sort of seemto ring a bell, but only
very faintly. Do you have nmore on it?"

"Ch yes," he said. "It nmay even have sonething to do with the state of

your nmenory. You were committed on a bum order -
"By whon?" He shook the paper and peered.



"' Brother, Brandon Corey; attendant physician, Hllary B. Rand,
psychiatrist," he read. "Hear any nore bells?"

"Quite possibly,"” |I said. "Go ahead."

"Well, an order got signed on that basis," he said. "You were duly
certified, taken into custody, and transported. Then, concerning your
menory..."

"Yes?"

"I don't know that much about the practice and its effects on the nenory,
but you were subjected to el ectroshock therapy while you were at Porter. Then
as | said, the record indicates that you escaped after the second day. You
apparently recovered your car from sone unspecified |ocal e and were heading
back this way when you had the accident."

"That seens right," | said. "It does." For a nonent, when he had begun
talking, | had had a wild vision of having been returned to the wong shadow -
one where everything was simlar, but not congruent. Now, though, | did not
believe this to be the case. | was responding to this story on sone |evel.

"Now, about that order,"” he said. "It was based on fal se evidence, but

there was no way of the court's knowing it at the tine. The real Dr. Rand was
i n Engl and when everythi ng happened, and when | contacted himlater he had
never heard of you. His office had been broken into while he was away, though
Al so, peculiarly, his mddle initial is not B. He had never heard of Brandon
Corey either."

"What did beconme of Brandon?"

"He sinply vani shed. Several attenpts were nmade to contact himat the tine
of your escape from Porter, but he could not be found. Then you had the
acci dent, were brought here and treated. At that time, a woman nanmed Evel yn
Fl aurmel , who represented herself as your sister, contacted this place, told
t hem you had been probated and that the famly wanted you transferred to
Greenwood. I n the absence of Brandon, who had been appoi nted your guardi an,
her instructions were followed, as the only avail abl e next of kin. That was
how it canme about that you were sent to the other place. You escaped again, a
coupl e of weeks later, and that is where nmy chronol ogy ends."

"Then what is ny legal status right now?" | asked.

"Ch, you've been made whole," he said. "Dr. Rand went down after | talked
with himand gave the court an affidavit reciting these facts. The order was
vacated. "

"Then why is the doctor here acting as if |I mght be a psycho case?"

"Ch ny! That is a thought. It hadn't occurred to me. All their records

here woul d show is that one time you apparently were. | had better see himon
the way out. | have a copy of the journal entry in here, too. | can showit to
him"

"How I ong was it after |I left Greenwood that things were set right with
the court?"

"The following nonth," he said. "It was several weeks before | could bring
nyself to get nosy."

"You coul dn't know how happy | amthat you did," | said. "And you have
given me several pieces of information |I think are going to prove extrenely
i mportant."

"It is nice to be able to help a friend sonetinme," he said, closing the
folder and replacing it in his briefcase. "One thing... Wen this is all over
- whatever you are doing - if you are permitted to talk about it, | would Iike
to hear the story."

"l can't promse," | said

"I know. Just thought I'd nention it. By the way, what do you want to do
about the house?"

"Mne? Do | still hold title to it?"

"Yes, but it will probably be sold this year for back taxes if you don't
do anyt hing about it."

"I"'msurprised that hasn't already happened."

"You gave the bank power of attorney for paying your bills."



"I never thought of that. 1'd just set it up for utilities and ny charge
accounts. Stuff like that."

"Well, the account is nearly enpty now," he said. "I was talking to
McNal |y over there the other day. That nmeans the house will go next year if
you don't do anything."

"I"ve got no use for it now," | said. "They can do whatever they want wth
it."

"Then you nmight as well sell it and realize what you can."

"I won't be around that long."

"I could handle it for you. Send the nbney wherever you want."

"All right," | said. "I'll sign anything necessary. Pay ny hospital bil
out of it and keep the rest."

"I couldn't do that."

| shrugged.

"Do what ever you think best, but be sure and take a good fee."

“I"1l put the balance in your account."

"Al'l right. Thanks. By the way, before I forget, would you |l ook in the
drawer of that table and see if there is a deck of cards there? | can't reach
it yet, and I'll be wanting themlater."

"Surely."

He reached over, opened it.

"A big brown envel ope,"” he said. "Kind of bulgy. They probably put
what ever was in your pockets in it."

"Open it."

"Yes, here's a pack of cards," he said, reaching inside.

"Say! That's a beautiful case! My |7?"

"I - " \What could | say?

He slipped the case.

"Lovely..." he nmurnured. "Sone kind of tarots... Are they antique?"

“Yes."

"Cold as ice... | never saw anything |like these. Say, that's you! Dressed
up like sone kind of knight! What's their purpose?”

"A very conplicated ganme," | said.

"How coul d that be you if they are antique?"
"I didn't say it was ne. You did."
"Yes, so | did. Ancestor?"

"Sort of."

"Now that's a good-1ooking gal! But so is the redhead..."

"I think..."

He squared the deck and replaced it in the case. He passed it to ne.

"Ni ce unicorn, too," he added. "I shouldn't have | ooked at them should

| ?"

"That's all right."

He sighed and | eaned back in the chair, clasping his hands behind his
head.

"I couldn't help it,” he said. "It is just that there is something very
strange about you, Carl, beyond any hush-hush work you may be doing - and
nmysteries intrigue me. |'ve never been this close to a real puzzler before.™

"Because you just slipped yourself a cold deck of tarots?" | asked.

"No, that just adds atnosphere,"” he said. "Wiile what you have been doing
all these years is admttedly none of ny business, there is one recent
i ncident | amunable to conprehend.”

"What is that?"

"After | brought you here and took Alice home last night, | went back to
your place, hoping to get some sort of idea as to what had happened. The snow
had let up by then, though it started in again later, and your track was stil
clearly visible, going around the house and down the front yard." | nodded.

"But there were no tracks going in - nothing to indicate your arrival. And
for that matter, there were no other tracks departing - nothing to show the
flight of your assailant."



| chuckl ed.

"You think the wound was self-inflicted?"

"No, of course not. There wasn't even a weapon in sight. | followed the
bl oodst ai ns back to the bedroom to your bed. | had only my flashlight to see
by, of course, but what | saw gave nme an eerie feeling. It seemed as if you
had just suddenly appeared there on the bed, bleeding, and then gotten up and
made your way out."

"I mpossi bl e, of course.”

"I wonder about the |ack of tracks, though."

"The wi nd nust have bl own snow over them"

"And not the others?" He shook his head. "No, | don't think so. | just
want to go on the record as interested in the answer to that one too, if you
ever do want to tell ne about things."

"I ' will remenber,” | said.

"Yes," he said. "But | wonder... |'ve a peculiar feeling that | may never
see you again. It is as if | were one of those minor characters in a mnel odranma
who gets shuffled offstage wi thout ever |earning how things turn out."

"I can appreciate the feeling," | said. "My own rol e sonetinmes nakes ne
want to strangle the author. But look at it this way: inside stories seldom
live up to one's expectations. Usually they are grubby little things, reducing

down to the basest of notives when all is known. Conjectures and illusions are
often the better possessions.”
He smil ed.

"You talk the same as always," he said, "yet | have known occasi ons when
you have been tenpted to virtue. Several of them.."

"How did we get fromthe footprints to ne?" | said. "I was about to tel
you that | suddenly recall ed having approached the house by exactly the sane
route as | left it. My departure obviously obliterated the signs of ny
arrival."

"Not bad," he said. "And your attacker followed the sanme route?"

"Must have."

"Pretty good," he acknow edged. "You know how to rai se a reasonabl e doubt.
But | still feel that the preponderance of evidence indicates the weird."

"Weird? No. Peculiar, perhaps. A matter of interpretation.”
"Or semantics. Have you read the police report on your accident?"
"No. Have you?"

"Uh-huh. What if it was nore than peculiar? Then will you grant me ny
word, as | used it: "weird ?"
"Very well."

And answer one question?"

"I don't know. .."

"A sinple yes-or-no question. That's all."

"Ckay, it's a deal. What did it say?"

"It said that they received report of the accident and a patrol car
proceeded to the scene. There they encountered a strangely garbed man in the
process of giving you first aid. He stated that he had pulled you fromthe
wrecked car in the |ake. This seenmed believable in that he was al so soaki ng
wet . Average height, light build, red hair. He had on a green outfit that one
of the officers said | ooked |ike something out of a Robin Hood novie. He
refused to identify hinmself, to acconpany themor to give a statenment of any
sort. Wen they insisted that he do so, he whistled and a white horse cane
trotting up. He |l eaped onto its back and rode off. He was not seen again."

| laughed. It hurt, but | couldn't help it.

“"I'"ll be damed!" | said. "Things are starting to nmake sense."

Bill just stared at me for a noment. Then, "Really?" he said.

"Yes, | think so. It may well have been worth getting stabbed and com ng
back for what | |earned today."

"You put the two in peculiar order," he said, massaging his chin.

"Yes, | do. But | am beginning to see sonme order where | had seen not hing
before. This one may have been worth the price of adm ssion, all unintended."



"Al'l because of a guy on a white horse?"

"Partly, partly... Bill, I amgoing to be | eaving here soon."

"You are not goi ng anywhere for a while."

"Just the sane - those papers you nentioned... | think |I had better get
t hem si gned today. "

"Al'l right. I'lIl get themover this afternoon. But | don't want you doing
anyt hi ng foolish."

"I grow nmore cautious by the nonent," | said, "believe ne."

"I hope so," he said, snapping his briefcase shut and rising. "Well, get
your rest. I'll clear things up with the doctor and have those papers sent
over today."

"Thanks again." | shook his hand.

"By the way," he said, "you did agree to answer a question."

"I did, didn't |? What is it?"

"Are you human?" he asked, still gripping ny hand, no special expression
on his face.

| started in on a grin, then threw it away.

"I don't know. I - | like to think so. But | don't really - O course
am That's a silly... Ch hell! You really nmean it, don't you? And | said I'd
be honest..."

| chewed nmy lip and thought for a nmoment. Then, "I don't think so,"
sai d.

"Neither do I," he said, and he smled. "It doesn't make any rea
difference to me, but | thought it might to you - to know that someone knows
you are different and doesn't care."

"Il remenber that, too," | said.

"Well... see you around."

"Right."

The Sign of the Unicorn
Chapter 9

It was just after the state patrolman left... Late afternoon. | was |ying
there feeling better, and feeling better that | felt better. Lying there,
reflecting on the hazards involved in living in Arber. Brand and | were both
laid up by means of the famly's favorite weapon. | wondered who had gotten it
wor se. Probably he had. It m ght have reached his kidney, and he was in poor
condition to begin wth.

I had stunbl ed across the room and back again twi ce before Bill's clerk
canme over with the papers for me to sign. It was necessary that | know ny
l[imts. It always is. Since | tended to heal several times faster than those
about me in that shadow, | felt that | ought to be able to stand and wal k
some, to performin the same fashion as one of these after, say, a day and a
hal f, maybe two. | established that | could. It did hurt, and | was dizzy the
first time, less dizzy the second. That was sonething, anyway. So | lay there
feeling better.

| had fanned the Trunps dozens of times, dealt private solitaires, read
anbi guous fortunes anong familiar faces. And each tine | had restrained
nmysel f, suppressing ny desire to contact Random to tell himwhat had
happened, to inquire after new devel opments. Later, | kept telling myself.
Each additional hour they sleep is two and a half for you, here. Each two and
a half for you, here, is the equivalent of seven or eight for some |esser
nortal, here. Abide. Think. Regenerate.

And so it came to pass that a little after dinnertine, just as the sky was
dar keni ng again, | was beaten to the punch. | had already told a well-starched
young nenber of the State Patrol everything that | was going to tell him |
have no i dea whet her he believed me, but he was polite and he did not stay
long. In fact, it was only nmonents after he left that things began to happen



Lying there, feeling better, | was waiting for Dr. Bailey to stop by and
check whether | was still oriented. Lying there, assessing all of the things
Bill had told ne, trying to fit themtogether with other things that | knew or
had guessed at. ..

Contact! | had been anticipated. Someone in Anber was an early riser
"Corwin!" It was Random agitated.

"Corwi n! Get up! Open the door! Brand's cone around, and he's asking for

you.
"Have you been poundi ng on that door, trying to get me up?"
"That's right."
"Are you al one?"
“Yes."
"CGood. | amnot inside. You have reached ne in Shadow. "
"l do not understand."
"Neither doI. I amhurt, but I will live. I will give you the story

later. Tell ne about Brand."
"He woke up just a little while ago. Told Gerard he had to talk to you
right away. CGerard rang up a servant, sent himto your room Wen he couldn't

rouse you, he canme to nme. | just sent himback to tell Gerard |I'd be bringing
you al ong shortly."

"I see," | said, stretching slowy and sitting up. "Get in sone place
where you can't be seen, and I'Il come through. | will need a robe or
somet hing. | am m ssing sone cl othes."

"I't could probably be best if | went back to ny roonms, then."

"Ckay. Go ahead."

"A mnute, then."

And sil ence.

| moved ny legs slowy. | sat on the edge of the bed. |I gathered up ny
Trunps and replaced themin their case. | felt it inmportant that |I mask ny
injury back in Anber. Even in normal times one never advertises one's
vul nerability.

| took a deep breath and stood, holding on to the bed frane. My practice
had paid off. | breathed normally and rel axed nmy grip. Not bad, if |I noved
slowy, if I did not exert nyself beyond the barest essentials required for

appearances' sake... | mght be able to carry it until ny strength really
ret ur ned.
Just then | heard a footfall, and a friendly nurse was framed in the

doorway, crisp, symmetrical, differing froma snowflake mainly in that they
are all of themalike.

"CGet back in that bed, M. Corey! You are not supposed to be up!"

"Madam " | said, "it is quite necessary that | be up. | have to go."

"You coul d have rung for a pan," she said, entering the room and
advanci ng.

| gave ny head a weary shake just as Random s presence reached nme once
nore. | wondered how she would report this one - and if she would nention ny
prismatic afterinmage as | trunped out. Another entry, | suppose, for the
growi ng record of folklore | tend to | eave behi nd.

"Think of it this way, ny dear," | told her. "Qurs has been a purely
physical relationship all along. There will be others... many others. Adieu!"

| bowed and bl ew her a kiss as | stepped forward into Anber, |eaving her
to clutch at rainbows as | caught hold of Random s shoul der and staggered.

"Corwi n! What the hell - "

"I'f blood be the price of admralty, |'ve just bought nme a naval
conmission," | said. "Gve nme sonething to wear."

He draped a | ong, heavy cl oak about ny shoulders - and | funbled to clasp
it at my throat. "All set,” | said. "Take me to him™"

He led nme out the door, into the hall, toward the stair. | |eaned on him

heavily as we went.
"How bad is it?" he asked ne.
"Knife," | said, and laid ny hand on the spot. "Soneone attacked nme in ny



room | ast night."

"Who?"

"Well, it couldn't have been you, because | had just left you," | said,
"and Gerard was up in the library with Brand. Subtract the three of you from
the rest and start guessing. That is the best - "

"Julian," he said.

"His stock is definitely bearish,” | said. "Fiona was just running him
down for ne the other night, and of course it is no secret that he is not ny
favorite.™

"Corwi n, he's gone. He cut out during the night. The servant who came to
get ne told ne that Julian had departed. \What does that | ook like to you?"

We reached the stair. | kept one hand on Random and rested there briefly.
"I don't know," | said. "It can sonetinmes be just as bad to extend the
benefit of the doubt too far as not to grant it at all. But it does occur to

me that if he thought he had di sposed of me, he would | ook a |ot better by
staying here and acting surprised to learn of it than by getting the hell out.
That does | ook suspicious. | aminclined to think he mght have departed
because he was afraid of what Brand woul d have to say when he canme around.”

"But you lived, Corwin. You got away from whoever attacked you, and he
could not be certain he had done you in. If it were ne, | would be worlds away
by now. "

"There is that," | acknow edged, and we started on down again. "Yes, you
m ght well be right. Let us leave it academ c for now And no one is to know
have been injured."”

He nodded.

"As you say. Silence beats a chanmber pot in Anber."

"How s that ?"

" 'Tis gilt, mlord, like a royal flush."

"Your wit pains both wounded and unwounded parts, Random Spend sone
figuring how the assailant entered my room"

"Your panel ?"

"It secures fromthe inside. | keep it that way now And the door's |ock
is a new one. Tricky."

"Al'l right, |I have it. My answer requires that it be a famly nenber,
too."

"Tell me."

"Someone was willing to psyche hinmself up and tough it through the Pattern

again for a shot at you. He went below, walked it, projected hinself into your
room and attacked you."

"That woul d be perfect except for one thing. W all left at pretty much
the sane tinme. The attack did not occur later on in the evening. It happened
i mediately on ny entering. | do not believe there was sufficient tinme for one

of us to get down to the chanber, | et alone negotiate the Pattern. The
attacker was already waiting. So if it was one of us, he had gotten in by sone
ot her neans."

"Then he picked your lock, tricks and all."

"Possibly," |I said as we reached the | anding and continued on. "W w ||
rest at the comer so that | can go on into the library unassisted."

"Sure thing."

We did that. | conposed nyself, drew the cloak conpl etely about ne,

squared ny shoul ders, advanced, and knocked on the door
"Just a minute." Cerard' s voice. Footsteps approaching the door. ..

"Who is it?"

"Corwin," | said. "Randomis with ne."

| heard himcall back, "You want Random too?" and | heard a soft "No" in
reply.

The door opened.

"Just you. Corwin," Cerard said.
| nodded and turned to Random
"Later," | told him



He returned ny nod and headed back in the direction from which we had
cone. | entered the library.
"Open your cloak, Corwin," Gerard ordered

"That is not necessary," Brand said, and | |ooked over and saw that he was
propped up by a nunber of cushions and showi ng a yell owtoothed smile
"Sorry, | amnot as trusting as Brand," Gerard said, "and | will not have

my work wasted. Let's have a | ook."

"I said that it is not necessary,'
st abbed ne."

Gerard turned quickly.

"How do you know he isn't?" he asked.

"Because | know who did, of course. Don't be an ass, Cerard. | wouldn't
have asked for himif | had reason to fear him"

"You were unconsci ous when | brought you through. You couldn't know who
didit."

"Are you certain of that?"

"Well... Way didn't you tell ne, then?"

"I have my reasons, and they are valid ones. | want to speak with Corw n
al one now. "

Gerard | owered his head..

"You had better not be delirious," he said. He stepped to the door, opened
it again. "I'll be within hailing distance,"” he added, and closed it behind
hi m

| nmoved nearer. Brand reached up and | clasped his hand.

"Good to see that you nmade it back," he said.

"Vice versa," | said, and then | took Gerard's chair, trying not to
collapse into it.

"How do you feel now?" | asked.

"Rotten, in one sense. But better than | have in years, in another. It's
all relative."

"Most things are.”

Brand repeated. "He is not the one who

"Not Amber."

| sighed.

"Al'l right. I wasn't getting technical. Wat the hell happened?”

H s gaze was nost intense. He was studying ne, |ooking for sonething.
What ? Knowl edge, |'d guess. O, nore correctly, ignorance. Negatives being

harder to gauge, his mnd had to be noving fast, must have been fromthe
nmonent he had conme around. Knowing him he was nore interested in what | did
not know than in what | knew. He wasn't going to give away anything if he
could help it. He wanted to know the ni ni mum enli ghtenment he need shed in
order to get what he wanted. Not a watt nmore would he willingly spend. For
this was his way, and of course he wanted sonething. Unless... Mre strongly
in recent years than ever before | have tried to convince nyself that people
do change, that the passage of time does not serve nerely to accentuate that
which is already there, that qualitative changes do sonetinmes occur in people
because of things they have done, seen, thought, and felt. It would provide
some snall solace in tinmes such as these when everything el se seens to be
goi ng wong, not to nention pepping up ny nundane phil osophy no end. And Brand
had probably been responsible for saving nmy life and ny nenory, whatever his
reasons. Very well, | resolved to give himthe doubt's benefit w thout
exposi ng ny back. A small concession here, ny nove against the sinple

psychol ogy of hunors which generally governs the openings of our ganes.

"Things are never what they seem Corwin," he began. "Your friend today is
your eneny tonorrow and - "

"Cut it out!" | said. "Cards-on-the-table tine is here. | do appreciate
what Brandon Corey did for ne, and it was ny idea to try the trick we used to
| ocate you and bring you back."

He nodded.

"I fancy there were good reasons for a recrudescence of fraterna
sentiment after all this tinme."



"I mght suppose you had additional reasons for hel ping nme, also."

He smiled again, raised his right hand and lowered it.

"Then we are either even or in each other's debt, dependi ng upon how one
| ooks at these things. As it would seem we now have need of each other, it
woul d be well to regard ourselves in the nost flattering light."

"You are stalling, Brand. You are trying to psych ne. You are al so
spoiling ny day's effort at idealism You got me out of bed to tell ne
somet hi ng. Be ny guest."

"Same old Corwin," he said, chuckling. Then he | ooked away. "Or are you?
wonder... Did it change you, do you think? Living all that while in Shadow?
Not knowi ng who you really were? Being a part of sonething el se?"

"Maybe," | said. "l don't know Yes, | guess | did. | knowthat it
shortened my tenper when it cones to fanmly politics.™

"Pl ai n- speaki ng, blunt, plain-dealing? You mss sone of the fun that way.
But then there is a value to such novelty. Keep everyone unbal anced with it...

revert when they |least expect it... Yes, it might prove val uable. Refreshing
too. Al right! Panic not. Thus end ny prelininaries. Al pleasantries are now
exchanged. |1'Il bare the basics, bridle the beast Unreason, and wrest from

murky mystery the pearl of sweetest sense. But one thing first, if you woul d.
Have you anythi ng snokable with you? It has been a nunmber of years, and I'd
like some foul weed or other - to celebrate my homecom ng."

| started to say no. But | was sure there were sone cigarettes in the

desk, left there by ne. | did not really want the exercise, but, "Just a
mnute," | said.

| tried to nake ny novements | ook casual rather than stiff as I rose and
crossed the room | attenpted to make it seemas if | were resting my hand
natural ly upon the desktop as | rummaged through it, rather than |eaning as
heavily as | was. | masked nmy movenents with ny body and my cl oak as nuch as
possi bl e.

| located the package and returned as | had cone, stopping to light a pair
at the hearth. Brand was slow in taking his from ne.

"Your hand is rather shaky," he said. "What is the matter?"

"Too much partying last night," | said, returning to ny chair.

"I hadn't thought of that. | imagine there would have been, woul dn't
there? O course. Everyone together in one room.. Unexpected success in
finding me, bringing nme back... A desperate nove on the part of a very
nervous, very guilty person... Half success there. Me injured and num but for
how | ong? Then - "

"You said that you knew who did it. Wre you ki ddi ng?"

"No, | was not."

"Who t hen?"

"Inits place, dear brother. In its place. Sequence and order, time and
stress - they are nost inportant in this natter. Allow nme to savor the dramm
of the event in safe retrospect. | see ne punctured and all of you gathered
round. Ah! what would | not give to witness that tableau! Could you possibly
describe for me the expression on each face?"

"I"'mafraid their faces were ny | east concern at the tine." He sighed and
bl ew snoke.

"Ah, that is good," he said. "Never mind, | can see their faces. |'ve a
vivid imagi nati on, you know. Shock, distress, puzzlement - shading over into
suspi cion, fear. Then all of you departed, I'mtold, and gentle Gerard ny

nursemai d here." He paused, stared into the snpoke, and for a noment the note
of nockery was absent.
"He is the only decent one anong us, you know. "

"He's high on nmy list," | said.
"He took good care of me. He's always | ooked out for the rest of us." He
chuckl ed suddenly. "Frankly, | can't see why he bothers. As | was nusing,

t hough - pronpted by your recuperating self - you must have adjourned to talk
things over. There is another party I'"'msad | missed. All those enotions and
suspi cions and |lies bouncing off one another - and no one wanting to be the



first to say good night. It nust have gotten shrill after a time. Everyone on
his own best behavior, with an eye out to blacken the rest. Attenpts to
intimdate the one guilty person. Perhaps a few stones shied at scapegoats.
But, all in all, nothing nmuch really acconplished. AmI right?"

| nodded, appreciative of the way his nmind worked, and resigned to letting
himtell it his way.

"You know you're right," | said.

He gave ne a sharp | ook at that, then went on. "But everyone did finally
go off, to lie awake worrying, or to get together with an acconplice, to
schene. There were hidden turnmoils in the night. It is flattering to know that
nmy wel |l -being was on everyone's nind. Sone, of course, were for it, others

against. And in the mdst of it all, | rallied - nay, flourished - not w shing
to di sappoint ny supporters. CGerard spent a long while bringing me up to date
on recent history. Wien | had enough of this, | sent for you."

"In case you haven't noticed. |'mhere. Wiat did you want to tell ne?"

"Patience, brother! Patience! Consider all the years you spent in Shadow,
not even remenbering - this." He gestured widely with his cigarette. "Consider
all that time you waited, unknowi ng, until | succeeded in |ocating you and
tried to remedy your plight. Surely a few nonents now are not so pricel ess by
contrast."

"I was told that you had sought me," | said. "I wondered at that, for we
had not exactly parted on the best of terns the last tinme we were together."
He nodded.

"I cannot deny it,"'
eventual ly."

he said. "But | always get over such things,

| snorted.

"I have been deciding how nuch to tell you, and what you woul d believe,"
he continued. "I doubted you would accept it if | had sinply come out and said
that, save for a few snall itens, my present notives are alnost entirely

altruistic."”

| snorted again.

"But this is true,"” he went on, "and to lay your suspicions, | add that it
i s because | have small choice in it. Beginnings are always difficult.
VWherever | begin, sonething preceded it. You were gone for so long. If one

must nanme a single thing, however, then let it be the throne. There. | have
said it. W had thought of a way to take it, you see. This was just after your
di sappearance, and in some ways, | suppose, pronpted by it. Dad suspected Eric

of having slain you. But there was no evidence. W worked on this feeling,
t hough - a word here and there, every now and then. Years passed, with you
unreachabl e by any neans, and it seenmed nore and nore likely that you were
i ndeed dead. Dad | ooked upon Eric with growi ng disfavor. Then, one night,
pursuant to a discussion | had begun on a totally neutral matter - nobst of us
present at the table - he said that no fratricide would ever take the throne,
and he was | ooking at Eric as he said it. You know how his eyes coul d get.
Eric grew bright as a sunset and could not swallow for a long while. But then
Dad took things nuch further than any of us had anticipated or desired. In
fairness to you, | do not know whether he spoke solely to vent his feelings,
or whether he actually neant what he said. But he told us that he had nore
than hal f deci ded upon you as his successor, so that he took whatever
m sadventure had befallen you quite personally. He woul d not have spoken of
it, but that he was convinced as to your passing. In the months that foll owed,
we reared you a cenotaph to give sone solid formto this conclusion, and we
made certain that no one forgot Dad's feelings toward Eric. Al along, after
yourself, Eric was the one we felt had to be gotten around to reach the
throne.”

"We! Who were the others?”

"Patience, Corwi n. Sequence and order, time and stress! Accent,
enphasis... Listen."

He took another cigarette, chain-lit it fromthe butt, stabbed the air
with its burning tip.



"The next step required that we get Dad out of Amber. This was the npst
cruci al and dangerous part of it, and it was here that we disagreed. | did not
like the idea of an alliance with a power | did not fully understand,
especially one that gave them some hold on us. Using shadows is one thing;
allowing themto use you is ill-considered, whatever the circunstances.
argued against it, but the majority had it otherwise." He smled. "Two to one.
Yes, there were three of us. W& went ahead then. The trap was set and Dad went
after the bait - "

"I's he still living?" | asked.

"I do not know," Brand said. "Things went wong afterward, and then I'd
troubles of ny own to concern ne. After Dad's departure though, our next nove
was to consolidate our position while waiting a respectable period of time for
a presunption of death to seemwarranted. ldeally, all that we required was
t he cooperation of one person. Either Caine or Julian - it did not matter
whi ch. You see, Bleys had al ready gone off into Shadow and was in the process
of putting together a large mlitary force - "

"Bl eys! He was one of you?"

"I ndeed. W intended himfor the throne - with sufficient strings on him
of course, so that it would have anounted to a de facto triunvirate. So, he
went off to assenble troops, as | was saying. W hoped for a bloodl ess
t akeover, but we had to be ready in the event that words proved insufficient
to win our case. If Julian gave us the land route in, or Caine the waves, we
could have transported the troops with di spatch and held the day by force of

arms, should that have proven necessary. Unfortunately, | chose the wong nan.
In ny estimate. Caine was Julian's superior in matters of corruption. So, with
nmeasured delicacy | sounded himon the matter. He seened willing to go al ong

with things, at first. But he either reconsidered subsequently or deceived ne
quite skillfully fromthe beginning. Naturally, | prefer to believe that it
was the forner. \Whatever, at sonme point he cane to the conclusion that he
stood to benefit nore by supporting a rival claimant. To wit, Eric. Now Eric's
hopes had been sonmewhat dashed by Dad's attitude toward him- but Dad was
gone, and our intended nove gave Eric the chance to act as defender of the
throne. Unfortunately for us, such a position would al so put himbut a step
away fromthe throne itself. To make matters darker, Julian went along with
Caine in pledging the loyalty of his troops to Eric, as defender. Thus was the
other trio formed. So Eric took a public oath to defend the throne, and the
lines were thereby drawn. | was naturally in a somewhat emnbarrassing position
at this tinme. | bore the brunt of their aninosity, as they did not know who ny
fellows were. Yet they could not inprison or torture me, for | would
i medi ately be trunped out of their hands. And if they were to kill me, they
realized there mght well be a reprisal by parties unknown. So it had to stand
as a stalemate for a tine. They al so saw that | could no | onger nmove directly
agai nst them They kept me under heavy surveillance. So a nore devious route
was charted. Again | disagreed and again | lost, two to one. W were to enpl oy
the sane forces we had called upon to deal with Dad, this tinme for purposes of
di screditing Eric. If the job of defending Anber, so confidently assuned, were
to prove too rmuch for himand Bleys then came onto the scene and handl ed the
situation with dispatch, why Bleys woul d even have popul ar support as he noved
on to assune the role of defender hinself and - after a fit period of time -
suffered the thrusting of sovereignty upon him for the good of Amber."

"Question," | interrupted. "What about Benedict? | know he was off being
di scontent in his Avalon, but if something really threatened Amber..."

"Yes," he said, nodding, "and for that reason, a part of our deal was to
i nvol ve Benedict with a nunber of problens of his own."

| thought of the harassment of Benedict's Aval on by the hell maids.
t hought of the stunp of his right arm | opened ny mouth to speak again, but
Brand rai sed his hand.

"Let me finish in ny own fashion, Corwin. I am not unm ndful of your
t hought processes as you speak. | feel the pain in your side, twin to ny own.
Yes, | know these things and nany nore."



Hi s eyes burned strangely as he took another cigarette into his hand and
it lit of its own accord. He drew heavily upon it and spoke as he exhal ed.

"I broke with the others over this decision. | sawit as involving too
great a peril, as placing Anber herself in jeopardy. Broke with them.."

He wat ched the snoke for several nonments before he continued.

"But things were too far advanced that | mght sinmply walk away. | had to

oppose them in order to defend myself as well as Anber. It was too late to
swing over to Eric's side. He would not have protected ne if he could have -
and besides, | was certain he was going to lose. It was then that | decided to
enpl oy certain new abilities | had acquired. | had often wondered at the
strange rel ationship between Eric and Flora, off on that shadow Earth she
pretended so to enjoy. | had had a slight suspicion that there was sonething
about that place which concerned him and that she might be his agent there.
VWhile |I could not get close enough to himto achieve any satisfaction on this
count, | felt confident that it would not take too rmuch in the way of

i nvestigation, direct and otherwi se, to | earn what Flora was about. And so
did. Then suddenly the pace accelerated. My own party was concerned as to ny
wher eabouts. Then when | picked you up and shocked back a few nenories, Eric

| earned from Flora that sonething was suddenly quite am ss. Consequently, both
sides were soon |l ooking for ne. | had decided that your return would throw
everyone's plans out the wi ndow and get me out of the pocket | was in |ong
enough to cone up with an alternative to the way things were going. Eric's

cl ai mwoul d be cl ouded once again, you would have had supporters of your own,
my party woul d have | ost the purpose for its entire maneuver and | had assuned
you woul d not be ungrateful to me for ny part in things. Then you went and
escaped from Porter, and things really got conplicated. Al of us were |ooking
for you, as | later learned, for different reasons. But ny forner associates
had somet hing very extra going for them They |earned what was happeni ng,

| ocated you, and got there first. Cbviously, there was a very sinple way to
preserve the status quo, where they would continue to hold the edge. Bleys

fired the shots that put you and your car into the lake. | arrived just as
this was occurring. He departed al nost i mediately, for it |ooked as if he had
done a thorough job. | dragged you out, though, and there was enough left to

start treating. It was frustrating now that | think back on it, not know ng
whet her the treatment had really been effective, whether you woul d awaken as
Corwin or Corey. It was frustrating afterward, also, still not know ng... |
hel | rode out when help arrived. My associates caught up with ne sonewhat |ater
and put me where you found me. Do you know the rest of the story?"

"Not all of it."

"Then stop me whenever we've caught up on this. | only obtained it later
nmysel f. Eric's crowd | earned of the accident, got your location, and had you
transferred to a private place. Wiere you could be better protected, and kept
you heavily sedated, so that they could be protected."

"Why should Eric protect me, especially if my presence was going to weck
his plans?"

"By then, seven of us knew you were still living. That was too many. It
was sinply too late to do what he would have liked to do. He was still trying
to live down Dad's words. |If anything had happened to you once you were in his
power, it would have bl ocked his novenent to the throne. |If Benedict ever got
word of it, or Gerard... No, he'd not have nade it. Afterward, yes. Before,
no. What happened was that general know edge of the fact of your existence
forced his hand. He schedul ed his coronation and resol ved to keep you out of
the way until it had occurred. An extrenely premature bit of business, not
that | see he had nmuch of a choice. | guess you know what happened after that,
since it happened to you."

"I fell inwith Bleys, just as he was making his nmove. Not too fortunate."
He shrugged.

"Ch, it mght have been - if you had won, and if you had been able to do
somet hi ng about Bl eys. You hadn't a chance, though, not really. My grasp of
their notivations begins to dissolve at this point, but | believe that that



entire assault really constituted some sort of feint."

n W]y?ll

"As | said, | do not know. But they already had Eric Just about where they
wanted him It should not have been necessary to call that attack."

| shook ny head. Too much, too fast... Many of the facts sounded true,
once | subtracted the narrator's bias. But still...

"I don't know..." | began.

"Of course," he said. "But if you ask me | will tell you."

"Who was the third menber of your group?"

"The sane person who stabbed ne, of course. Wuld you care to venture a
guess?"

"Just tell ne.

"Fi ona. The whol e thing was her idea."

"Way didn't you tell ne that right away?"

"Because you woul d not have sat still |ong enough to hear the rest of what
| had to say. You woul d have dashed off to put her under restraint, discovered
that she was gone, roused all the others, started an investigation, and wasted
a lot of valuable tine. You still may, but it at |east provided me with your
attention for a sufficient time for ne to convince you that | know what | am
about. Now, when | tell you that time is essential and that you must hear the

rest of what | have to say as soon as possible - if Anber is to have any
chance at all - you mght listen rather than chase a crazy |ady."

| had already half risen fromny chair.

"I shouldn't go after her?" | said.

"The hell with her, for now You've got bigger problens. You had better
sit down again."
So | did.

The Sign of the Unicorn

Chapter 10
A raft of noonbeanms... the ghostly torchlight, like fires in
bl ack-and-white filnms... stars... a fewfine filanents of mst..
| leaned upon the rail, | |ooked across the world... Utter silence held

the night, the dreamdrenched city, the entire universe fromhere. D stant
things - the sea, Anber, Arden, Garnath, the Lighthouse of Cabra, the G ove of
the Unicorn, ny tonb atop Kolvir... Silent, far below, yet clear, distinct..

A god's eye view. |'d say, or that of a soul cut loose and drifting high... In
the nmiddle of the night..

| had cone to the place where the ghosts play at being ghosts, where the
onens, portents, signs, and aninmate desires thread the nightly avenues and
pal ace high halls of Anmber in the sky, Tir-na Nog'th..

Turning, ny back to the rail and dayworld's vestiges below, | regarded the
avenues and dark terraces, the halls of the lords, the quarters of the low...
The noonlight is intense in Tir-na Nog'th, silvers over the facing sides of
all our imged places... Stick in hand, | passed forward, and the strangelings
nmoved about me, appeared at w ndows, on bal conies, on benches, at gates..
Unseen | passed, for truly put, in this place | was the ghost to whatever
their substance..

Silence and silver... Only the tapping of ny stick, and that nostly
muted... More mists adrift toward the heart of things... The palace a white
bonfire of it... Dew, |ike drops of mercury on the finely sanded petal s and
stens in the gardens by the wal ks... The passing noon as painful to the eye as
the sun at mdday, the stars outshone, dinmred by it... Silver and silence..
The shi ne..

I had not planned on coming, for its onens - if that they truly be - are
deceitful, its simlarities to the lives and pl aces bel ow unsettling, its

spectacl e often disconcerting. Still, | had conme... A part of nmy bargain with



tine...

After | had left Brand to continue his recovery in the keeping of Cerard,
| had realized that | required additional rest nyself and sought to obtain it
wi t hout betraying ny disability. Fiona was indeed flown, and neither she nor
Julian could be reached by neans of the Trunps. Had | told Benedict and CGerard
what Brand had told nme, | was certain that they would have insisted we begin
efforts at tracking her down, at tracking both of them | was equally certain
that such efforts woul d prove usel ess.

| had sent for Random and Ganelon and retired to nmy quarters, giving out

that | intended to pass the day in rest and quiet thought in anticipation of
spending the night in Tir-na Nog' th - reasonabl e behavior for any Amberite
with a serious problem | did not put nuch stock in the practice, but nost of

the others did. As it was the perfect time for me to be about such a thing, |
felt that it would make nmy day's retirenment believable. O course, this
obliged me to follow through on it that night. But this, too, was good. It
gave me a day, a night, and part of the followi ng day in which to hea
sufficiently to carry ny wound that nuch the better. | felt that it would be
time well spent.

You' ve got to tell someone, though. | told Random and | told Ganel on
Propped in ny bed, |I told themof the plans of Brand, Fiona, and Bl eys, and of
the Eric-Julian-Caine cabal. | told themwhat Brand had sai d concerning ny
return and his own inprisonnment by his fell ow conspirators. They saw why the
survivors of both factions - Fiona and Julian - had run off: doubtless to
mar shal their forces, hopefully to expend them on one another, but probably
not. Not inmmediately, anyhow. More |likely, one or the other would nove to take
Anber first.

"They will just have to take nunbers and wait their turns, |ike everyone
el se,"” Random had sai d.
"Not exactly,"” | remenbered saying. "Fiona's allies and the things that

have been coming in on the black road are the sane guys."

"And the Circle in Lorraine?" Ganelon had asked.

"The sane. That was how it manifested itself in that shadow. They cane a
great distance."

"Ubi qui t ous bastards,"” Random had sai d.

Nodding, | had tried to explain.

And so | cane to Tir-na Nog'th. When the noon rose and the apparition
of Anber cane faintly into the heavens, stars showi ng through it, pale halo
about its towers, tiny flecks of nmovenment upon its walls, | waited, waited
wi th Ganel on and Random waited on the highest crop of Kolvir, there where the
three steps are fashioned, roughly, out of the stone..

VWen the moonlight touched them the outline of the entire stairway began
to take shape, spanning the great gulf to that point above the sea the vision
city held. Wen the noonlight fell full upon it, the stair had taken as much
of substance as it would ever possess, and | set ny foot on the stone..

Random hel d a full deck of Trunps and I'd mine within ny jacket. G ayswandir,
forged upon this very stone by nmoonlight, held power in the city in the sky,
and so | bore ny blade along. | had rested all day, and | held a staff to | ean
upon. Il lusion of distance and time... The stairs through the Corwin -

i gnoring sky escal ate sonehow, for it is not a sinple arithmetic progression
up them once notion has comenced. | was here, | was there, | was a quarter of
the way up before ny shoul der had forgotten the clasp of Ganelon's hand... If

| looked too hard at any portion of the stair, it lost its shinmering opacity
and | saw the ocean far below as through a translucent lens... | lost track of
time, though it seens it's never long, afterward... As far beneath the waves
as |'d soon be above them off to ny right, glittering and curling, the
outline of Rebma appeared within the sea. | thought of Mire, wondered how she
fared. What woul d becone of our deepwater double should Anber ever fall? Wuld
the i mage remain unshattered in its mrror? O would building bl ocks and bones
be taken and shaken alike, dice in the deepwater casino canyons our fleets fly
over? No answer in the man drowni ng, Corwin - confounding waters, though



felt a twinge in ny side

At the head of the stair, | entered, coming into the ghost city as one
woul d enter Anber after nounting the great forestair up Kolvir's seaward face
| leaned upon the rail, |ooked across the world.

The black road led off to the south. | could not see it by night. Not that
it mttered. | knew now where it led. O rather where Brand said that it |ed.
As he appeared to have used up a life's worth of reasons for lying, | believed
that | knew where it |ed.

Al the way.

Fromthe brightness of Anber and the power and cl ean-shini ng spl endor of
adj acent Shadow, off through the progressively darkening slices of image that
| ead away in any direction, farther, through the tw sted | andscapes, and
farther still, on through places seen only when drunk, delirious, or
dreamingly silly, and farther yet again, running beyond the place where
stop... Wiere | stop..

How to put sinply that which is not a sinple thing...? Solipsism |
suppose, is where we have to begin - the notion that nothing exists but the
self, or, at least, that we cannot truly be aware of anything but our own
exi stence and experience. | can find, somewhere, off in Shadow, anything | can
visualize. Any of us can. This, in good faith, does not transcend the limts
of the ego. It may be argued, and in fact has, by nobst of us, that we create
the shadows we visit out of the stuff of our own psyches, that we alone truly
exi st, that the shadows we traverse are but projections of our own desires..
What ever the nmerits of this argument, and there are several, it does go far
toward expl ai ning much of the famly's attitude toward people, places, and
t hi ngs outside of Amber. Nanely, we are toymakers and they, our playthings -
somet i nes dangerously aninated, to be sure; but this, too, is part of the
gane. W are inpresarios by tenperanent, and we treat one another accordingly.
Whil e solipsismdoes tend to | eave one slightly enbarrassed on questions of
etiol ogy, one can easily avoid the enbarrassnent by refusing to admt the
validity of the questions. Mst of us are, as | have often observed, al nost
entirely pragmatic in the conduct of our affairs. Al nost..

Yet - yet there is a disturbing element in the picture. There is a place
where the shadows go nmad... Wen you purposely push yourself through |ayer
after layer of Shadow, surrendering - again, purposely - a piece of your
under st andi ng every step of the way, you conme at last to a mad place beyond
whi ch you cannot go. Why do this? In hope of an insight. 1'd say, or a new
gane... But when you cone to this place, as we all have, you realize that you
have reached the limt of Shadow or the end of yourself - synonynmous terns, as
we had al ways thought. Now, though..

Now | know that it is not so, now as | stand, waiting, wthout the Courts
of Chaos, telling you what it was like, | knowthat it is not so. But | knew
wel | enough then, that night, in Tir-na Nog'th, had known earlier, when | had
fought the goat-man in the Black Circle of Lorraine, had known that day in the
Li ght house of Cabra, after ny escape fromthe dungeons of Anber, when | had
| ooked upon ruined Garnath... | knew that that was not all there was to it. |
knew because | knew that the bl ack road ran beyond that point. It passed
t hrough madness into chaos and kept going, the things that travel ed across it
cane from sonewhere, but they were not ny things. | had sonehow hel ped to
grant themthis passage, but they did not spring fromnmy version of reality.
They were their own, or someone else's - small matter there - and they tore
holes in that small metaphysic we had woven over the ages. They had entered
our preserve, they were not of it, they threatened it, they threatened us.

Fi ona and Brand had reached beyond everything and found sonet hi ng, where none
of the rest of us had believed anything to exist. The danger rel eased was, on
sone | evel, alnost worth the evidence obtained: we were not alone, nor were
shadows truly our toys. Whatever our relationship with Shadow, | could
nevernore regard it in the old light..

Al'l because the black road headed south and ran beyond the end of the
worl d, where | stop.



Silence and silver... Walking away fromthe rail, l[eaning on nmy stick
passi ng t hrough the fog-spun, m st-woven, noonlight-brushed fabric of vision
within the troubling city... Chosts... Shadows of shadows... |nages of
probability... M ght-bes and m ght-have-beens... Probability |ost..
Probability regai ned. .

Wal ki ng, across the pronmenade now... Figures, faces, many of them
famliar... Wat are they about? Hard to say... Sone |ips nove, sone faces
show ani mati on. There are no words there for nme. | pass anong them unnot ed.

There... One such figure... Alone, but waiting... Fingers unknotting
m nutes, casting them away... Face averted, and | wish to see it... A sign
that I will or should... She sits on a stone bench beneath a gnarly tree..
She gazes in the direction of the palace... Her formis quite famliar..
Approaching, | see that it is Lorraine... She continues to regard a point far
beyond ne, does not hear me say that | have avenged her death.

But mine is the power to be heard here... It hangs in the sheath at ny
si de.

Drawi ng Grayswandir, | raise ny blade overhead where noonlight tricks its
patterns into a kind of notion. | place it on the ground between us.

"Corwi n!"

Her head snaps back, her hair rusts in the noonlight, her eyes focus.

"Where did you conme fronP? You're early."

"You wait for me?"

"Of course. You told ne to -

"How did you cone to this place?"

"Thi s bench...?"

"No. This city."

"Anber? I do not understand. You brought me yourself. | -

"Are you happy here?"

"You know that | am so long as | amw th you."

I had not forgotten the evenness of her teeth, the hint of freckles
beneath the soft light's veil...

"What happened? It is very inportant. Pretend for a nmoment that | do not
know, and tell nme everything that happened to us after the battle of the Bl ack
Crcle in Lorraine."”

She frowned. She stood. She turned away.

"W had that argument," she said. "You foll owed nme, drove away Melkin, and
we talked. | sawthat | was wong and | went with you to Aval on. There, your
br ot her Benedi ct persuaded you to talk with Eric. You were not reconciled, but
you agreed to a truce because of sonething that he told you. He swore not to
harm you and you swore to defend Anber, with Benedict to witness both oaths.
W remai ned in Aval on while you obtained chenicals, and we went to anot her
pl ace |l ater, a place where you purchased strange weapons. W won the battle,
but Eric Iies wounded now. "

She stood and faced ne.

"Are you thinking of ending the truce? Is that it, Corw n?"

I shook ny head, and though | knew better | reached to enbrace her. |
wanted to hold her, despite the fact that one of us did not exist, could not
exi st, when that tiny gap of space between our skins was crossed, to tell her
t hat what ever bad happened or woul d happen -

The shock was not severe, but it caused nme to stunble. | lay across
Grayswandir... My staff had fallen to the grass several paces away. Rising to
nmy knees, | saw that the col or had gone out of her face, her eyes, her hair.
Her mouth shaped ghost words as her head turned, searching. Sheathing
Grayswandir, recovering my staff, | rose once again. Her seeing passed through
me and focused. Her face grew snmooth, she sniled, started forward. | noved
asi de and turned, watching her run toward the man who approached, seeing her
clasped in his arms, glinpsing his face as he bent it toward her own, |ucky
ghost, silver rose at the throat of his garnment, kissing her, this man | woul d
never know, silver on silence, and silver..

Wal ki ng away... Not | ooking back... Crossing the pronenade..



The voi ce of Random "Corwin, are you all right?"
“Yes."

"Anyt hi ng interesting happeni ng?"

"Later, Random "

"Sorry."

And sudden, the gleam ng stair before the palace grounds... Up it, and a
turn to the right... Slow and easy now, into the garden... Ghost flowers throb
on their stalks all about ne, ghost shrubs spill blossons |ike frozen firework
di spl ays. Sans colors, all... Only the essentials sketched in, degrees of

lum nosity in silver the ternms of their claimon the eye. Only the essentials
here. Is Tir-na Nog'th a special sphere of Shadow in the real world, swayed by
the promptings of the id - a full-sized projective test in the sky, perhaps
even a therapeutic device? Despite the silver. I1'd say, if this is a piece of
the soul, the night is very dark... And silent..

Wal ki ng... By fountains, benches, groves, cunning al coves in nmazes of
hedgi ng. .. Passing along the wal ks, up an occasional step, across snall
bridges... Moving past ponds, anmong trees, by an odd piece of statuary, a
boul der, a sundial (rmoondial, here?), bearing to nmy right, pressing steadily
ahead, rounding, after a time, the northern end of the palace, swinging |left
t hen, past a courtyard overhung by bal conies, nore ghosts here and there upon
them behind them within..

Crcling around to the rear, just to see the back gardens this way, again,
for they are lovely by normal noonlight in the true Amber.

A few nore figures, talking, standing... No notion but my own is apparent.
And feel nyself drawn to the right. As one should never turn down a
free oracle, | go
Toward a nmass of high hedging, a small open area within, if it is not
overgrown... Long ago there was...

Two figures, enbracing, within. They part as | begin to turn away. None of
my affair, but... Deirdre... One of themis Deirdre. |I know who the man will
be before he turns. It is a cruel joke by whatever powers rule that silver,
that silence... Back, back, away fromthat hedge... Turning, stunbling, rising

agai n, going, away, now, quickly..
The voi ce of Random "Corwi n? Are you all right?"
"Later! Damm it! Later!"
"It is not too long till sunrise, Corwin. |I felt | had better renmnd you -

"Consi der me rem nded!"
Away, now, quickly... Tine, too, is a dreamin Tir-na Nog'th. Small
confort, but better than none. Quickly, now, away, going, again..

Toward t he pal ace, bright architecture of the mind or spirit, nore
clearly standing now than the real ever did... To judge perfection is to
render a worthless verdict, but |I nmust see what lies within... This nust be an
end of sorts, for I amdriven. | had not paused to recover ny staff fromwhere
it had fallen this tine, anong the sparkling grasses. | know where | nust go,
what | rust do. Cbvious now, though the |ogic which has seized nme is not that
of the waki ng ni nd.

Hurrying, clinbing, up to the rearward portal... The side-biting soreness
cones home again... Across the threshold, in..
Into an absence of starshine and nmoonlight. The illum nation is wthout

direction, seeming alnmost to drift and to pool, ainlessly. Wierever it m sses,
t he shadows are absolute, occulting |arge sections of room hallway, closet,
and stair.

Among them through them al most running now... Monochrome of ny hone..

Appr ehensi on overtakes nme... The bl ack spots seemlike holes in this piece of
reality now .. | fear to pass too near. Fall in and be lost..
Turning... Crossing... Finally... Entering... The throne room.. Bushels

of bl ackness stacked where nmy eyes would drive down |lines of seeing to the
throne itself..
There, though, is novenent.



Adrifting, to my right, as |I advance.

Alifting, with the drifting.

The boots on feet on legs cone into view as forward pressing | near the
pl ace' s base.

Grayswandir comes into ny hand, finding its way into a patch of |ight,
renewi ng its eyetricking, shapeshifting stretch, acquiring a glow of its
own. . .

| place ny left foot on the step, rest my left hand on ny knee.

Di stracting but bearable, the throb of nmy healing gut. | wait for the
bl ackness, the enptiness, to be drawn, appropriate curtain for the theatrics
wi th which I am burdened this night.

And it slides aside, revealing a hand, an arm a shoulder, the arma
glinting, netallic thing, its planes like the facets of a gem its wist and
el bow wondr ous weaves of silver cable, pinned with flecks of fire, the hand,
stylized, skeletal, a Swiss toy, a mechanical insect, functional, deadly,
beautiful in its way..

And it slides aside, revealing the rest of the man..

Benedi ct stands rel axed beside the throne, his left and human hand | aid
l[ightly upon it. He leans toward the throne. Hi s |ips are noving.

And it slides aside, revealing the throne's occupant..

" Dar al "
Turned toward her right, she smles, she nods to Benedict, her |ips nove.
| advance and extend Grayswandir till its point rests lightly in the concavity

beneat h her sternum. ..

Slowmy, quite slowy, she turns her head and neets my eyes. She takes on
color and life. Her lips nove again, and this time her words reach ne.

"\What are you?"

"No. That is ny question. You answer it. Now "

"I am Dara. Dara of Amber, Queen Dara. | hold this throne by right of
bl ood and conquest. Who are you?"

"Corwin. Also of Anber. Don't nove! | did not ask who you are -

"Corwin is dead these many centuries. | have seen his tonb."

"Enmpty."

"Not so. His body lies within."

"G ve me your |lineage!"

Her eyes nove to her right, where the shade of Benedict still stands. A
bl ade has appeared in his new hand, seem ng al nost an extension of it, but he
holds it loosely, casually. His left hand now rests on her arm Hi s eyes seek
me in back of Grayswandir's hilt. Failing, they go again to that which is
visible - Grayswandir - recognizing its design..

"I amthe great-granddaughter of Benedict and the hellmaid Lintra, whom he
loved and | ater slew " Benedict winces at this, but She continues. "I never
knew her. My nother and ny nother's nother were born in a place where tine
does not run as in Anber. | amthe first of ny nother's line to bear all the
mar ks of humanity. And you, Lord Corwin, are but a ghost froma | ong dead
past, al beit a dangerous shade. How you cane here, | do not know. But it was
wrong of you. Return to your grave. Trouble not the living."

My hand wavers. Grayswandir strays no nore than half an inch. Yet that is
suf ficient.

Benedict's thrust is below nmy threshold of perception. His new armdrives
t he new hand that holds the blade that strikes Gayswandir, as his old arm
draws his old hand, which has seized upon Dara, back across the arm of the
throne... This sublininal inmpression reaches me nonents later, as | fall back
cutting air, recover and strike an en garde, reflexively... It is ridicul ous
for a pair of ghosts to fight. Here, it is uneven. He cannot even reach ne,
whereas Gayswandir -

But no! His bl ade changes hands as he rel eases Dara and pivots, bringing
them together, old hand and new. H's left wist rotates as he slides it
forward and down, noving into what would be corps a corps, were we two facing
nortal bodies. For a nonent our guards are | ocked. That nonent is enough..



That gl eam ng, nechani cal hand cones forward, a thing of noonlight and
fire, blackness and snoot hness, all angles, no curves, fingers slightly
flexed, palmsilverscribbled with a half-famliar design, cones forward, comes
forward and catches at ny throat..

M ssing, the fingers catch nmy shoul der and the thunb goes hooking -
whet her for clavicle or larynx, | do not know | throw one punch with ny left,
toward his mdsection, and there is nothing there..

The voi ce of Random "Corwi n! The sun is about to rise! You ve got to cone
down now "

I cannot even answer. A second or two and that hand woul d tear away
what ever it held. That hand... Gayswandir and that hand, which strangely
resenbles it, are the only two things which seemto coexist in ny world and
the city of ghosts. ..

"I see it, Corwin! Pull away and reach for me! The Trunp -

| spin Grayswandir out of the bind and bring it around and down in a |ong,
sl ashing arc...

Only a ghost coul d have beaten Benedict or Benedict's ghost with that
maneuver. W stand too close for himto block my blade, but his countercut,
perfectly placed, would have renmoved ny arm had there been an armthere to
meet it...

As there is not, | conplete the stroke, delivering the blow with the ful
force of ny right arm high upon that |ethal device of noonlight and fire,
bl ackness and snoot hness, near to the point where it is joined with him

Wth an evil tearing at ny shoul der, the arm conmes away from Benedi ct and
grows still... W both fall.

"CGet up! By the unicorn, Corwin, get up! The sun is rising! The city wll
cone apart about you!"

The fl oor beneath me wavers to and froma misty transparency. | glinpse a
light-scal ed expanse of water. | roll to nmy feet, barely avoiding the ghost's
rush to clutch at the armhe has lost. It clings |like a dead parasite and ny
side is hurting again..

Suddenly | am heavy and the vision of ocean does not fade. | begin to sink
through the floor. Color returns to the world, wavering stripes of pink. The
Corwi n-spurning floor parts and the Corwin-killing gulf is opened..

I fall...

"This way, Corwi n! Now "

Random st ands on a nountai ntop and reaches for me. | extend ny hand..

The Sign of the Unicorn

Chapter 11
And frying pans without fires are often far between...
W unt angl ed ourselves and rose. | sat down again inmmediately, on the
bottonmost stair. | worked the netal hand | oose from ny shoul der - no bl ood

there, but a promise of bruises to come - then cast it and its armto the
ground. The light of early norning did not detract fromits exquisite and
nenaci ng appear ance.

Ganel on and Random st ood besi de ne.

"You all right, Corwi n?"

"Yes. Just let me catch ny breath."

"I brought food," Random said. "W could have breakfast right here."

"Cood idea."

As Random began unpacki ng provi sions, Ganel on nudged the armwith the toe
of his boot.

"What the hell,"” he asked, "is that?"
| shook ny head.
"I lopped it off the ghost of Benedict," |I told him "For reasons | do not

understand, it was able to reach ne."



He stooped and picked it up, studied it.

"Alot lighter than I thought it would be," he observed. He raked the air
with it. "You could do quite a job on soneone, with a hand like that."

"I know. "

He worked the fingers.

"Maybe the real Benedict could use it."

"Maybe," | said. "My feelings are quite mxed when it comes to offering it
to him but possibly you're right..."

"How s the side?"

| prodded it gently.

"Not especially bad, everything considered. I'll be able to ride after
breakfast, so long as we take it nice and easy."

"Good. Say, Corwin, while Randomis getting things ready, | have a
guestion that may be out of order, but it has been bothering ne all along."

"Ask it."
"Well, let me put it this way: | amall for you, or | would not be here. |
will fight for you to have your throne, no matter what. But every tinme tal k of

t he successi on occurs, soneone gets angry and breaks it off or the subject
gets changed. Like Random did, while you were up there. | suppose that it is
not absolutely essential for ne to know the basis of your claimto the throne,
or that of any of the others, but | cannot help being curious as to the
reasons for all the friction."

| sighed, then sat silent for a tine.

"AI'l right," | said after a while, and then I chuckled. "All right. If we
cannot agree on these things ourselves, | would guess that they nust seem
pretty confused to an outsider. Benedict is the eldest. H s nother was Cymnea.
She bore Dad two ot her sons, also - Osric and Finndo. Then - how does one put
these things? - Faiella bore Eric. After that, Dad found sone defect in his
marriage with Cymmea and had it dissolved - ab initio, as they would say in ny
ol d shadow - fromthe beginning. Neat trick, that. But he was the king."

"Didn't that make all of themillegitimte?"

"Well, it left their status less certain. Gsric and Finndo were nore than
alittleirritated, as | understand it, but they died shortly thereafter
Benedi ct was either less irritated or nore politic about the entire affair. He
never raised a fuss. Dad then married Faiella."

"And that nade Eric legitimte?"

"I't would have, if he had acknow edged Eric as his son. He treated him as
if he were, but he never did anything forrmal in that regard. It involved the
snoot hi ng-over process with Cymmea's fanmily, which had becorme a bit stronger
around that tine."

"Still, if he treated himas his own..."

"Ah! But he later did acknow edge Llewella formally. She was born out of
wedl ock, but he decided to recogni ze her, poor girl. Al of Eric's supporters
hated her for its effect on his status. Anyway, Faiella was |later to beconme ny
mother. | was born safely in wedlock, making ne the first with a clean claim
on the throne. Talk to one of the others and you may get a different |ine of
reasoni ng, but those are the facts it will have to be based on. Sonehow it
does not seemquite as inmportant as it once did, though, with Eric dead and
Benedict not really interested... But that is where | stand."

"I see - sort of," he said. "Just one nore thing, then..."

"What ?"

"Who is next? That is to say, if anything were to happen to you...?'

I shook ny head.

"It gets even nore conplicated there, now Caine would have been next wth
himdead, | see it as swinging over to Clarissa's brood - the redheads. Bleys
woul d have fol |l owed, then Brand."

"d arissa? Wiat becane of your nother?"

"She died in childbirth. Deirdre was the child. Dad did not remarry for
many years after nother's death. Wen he did, it was a redheaded wench froma
far southern shadow. | never liked her. He began feeling the same way after a



time and started fooling around again. They had one reconciliation after
Llewella's birth in Rebrma, and Brand was the result. \When they were finally
di vorced, he recognized Llewella to spite Clarissa. At |least, that is what |
t hi nk happened. "

"So you are not counting the ladies in the succession?"

"No. They are neither interested nor fit. If | were, though, Fiona would
precede Bleys and Llewella would follow him After Clarissa's crowd, it would
swi ng over to Julian, Cerard, and Random in that order. Excuse me - count
Fl ora before Julian. The marriage data is even nore invol ved, but no one wll
di spute the final order. Let it go at that."

"dadly," he said. "So now Brand gets it if you die, right?"

"Well... He is a self-confessed traitor and he rubs everybody the w ong
way. | do not believe the rest of them would have him as he stands now. But |
do not believe he has by any neans given up."

"But the alternative is Julian.” | shrugged.

"The fact that | do not |ike Julian does not make himunfit. In fact, he
m ght even be a very effective monarch.™”

"So he knifed you for the chance to prove it,"'
and eat."

"I still don't think so," | said, getting to ny feet and heading for the
food. "First, | don't see how he could have gotten to ne. Second, it would
have been too dammed obvious. Third, if |I die in the near future Benedict wll
have the real say as to the succession. Everyone knows that. He's got the
seniority, he's got the wits, and he's got the power. He could sinply say, for
exanpl e. The hell with all this bickering, | am backing Gerard, and that would
be it."

"What if he decided to reinterpret his own status and take it hinsel f?"
Ganel on asked.

W seated ourselves on the ground and took the tin di shes Random had
filled.

"He could have had it long before this, had he wanted it," | said. "There
are several ways of regarding the offspring of a void marriage, and the npst
favorabl e one woul d be the nost likely in his case. Osric and Finndo rushed to
judgrment, taking the worst view Benedict knew better. He just waited. So..

It is possible. Unlikely, though. 1'd say."

Random cal |l ed out. "Cone on

"Then - in the normal course of affairs - if anything happened to you, it
could still be very much in the air?"
"Very much. "

"But why was Caine killed?" Random asked. Then, between mout hfuls, he
answered his own question. "So that when they got you, it would swi ng over to
Clarissa's kids imediately. It has occurred to nme that Bleys is probably
still living, and he is next in line. H's body was never found. My guess is
this: He trunped off to Fiona during your attack and returned to Shadow to
rebuild his forces, |eaving you to what he hoped woul d be your death at the
hands of Eric. He is finally ready to nove again. So they killed Caine and
tried for you. If they are really allied with the bl ack-road horde, they could
have arranged for another assault fromthat quarter. Then he could have done
the sane thing you did - arrive at the last hour, turn back the invaders, and
nmove on in. And there he would be, next in line and first in force. Sinple.
Except that you survived and Brand has been returned. If we are to believe
Brand's accusation of Fiona - and | see no reason why we should not - then it
follows fromtheir original program’

| nodded.

"Possibly," | said. "I asked Brand just those things. He adnmitted their
possibility, but he di savowed any know edge as to whether Bleys was stil
living. Personally, | think he was lying."

" \Why 2"

"It is possible that he wi shes to conbine revenge for his inprisonnent and
the attenpt on his life with the renoval of the one inpedi ment, save for
nmysel f, to his own succession. | think he feels that | will be expended in a



schene he is evolving to deal with the black road. The destruction of his own
cabal and the removal of the road could make him |l ook pretty decent,
especially after all the penance he has had thrust upon him Then, maybe then
he woul d have a chance - or thinks that he would."

"Then you think Bleys is still living, too?"

"Just a feeling," | said. "But yes, | do."

"What is their strength, anyway?"

"An endor senment of higher education," | said. "Fiona and Brand paid

attention to Dworkin while the rest of us were off indul ging our assorted
passi ons in Shadow. Consequently, they seemto have obtained a better grasp of
principles than we possess. They know nmore about Shadow and what |ies beyond
it, more about the Pattern, nore about the Trunps than we do. That is why
Brand was able to send you his message.”

"An interesting thought..." Random nused. "Do you think they night have
di sposed of Dworkin after they felt they had | earned enough fromhin? It would
certainly help to keep things exclusive, if anything happened to Dad."

"That thought had not occurred to ne," | said.

And | wondered, could they have done sonething that had affected his m nd?
Sonething that left himas he was when last | had seen hin? If so, were they

aware that he was possibly still living, somewhere? O mght they have assuned
his total destruction?
"Yes, an interesting thought," | said. "l suppose that it is possible."

The sun inched its way upward, and the food restored me. No trace of
Tir-na Nog'th remained in the norning's light. My nmenories of it had al ready
taken on the quality of inages in a dimmrror. Ganelon fetched its only other
token, the arm and Random packed it away along with the di shes. By daylight,
the first three steps |ooked less like stairs and nore |like junbled rock

Random gestured with his head. "Take the sane way back?" he asked.

"Yes," | said, and we nounted.
We had come by way of a trail that wound about Kolvir to the south. It was
| onger but |ess rugged than the route across the crest. 1'd a hunor to panper

nmysel f so long as ny side protested.

So we bore to the right, moving single file. Randomin the |ead, Ganelon
to the rear. The trail ran gently upward, then cut back down again. The air
was cool, and it bore the aromas of verdure and noist earth, a thing quite
unusual in that stark place, at that altitude. Straying air currents, |
reasoned, fromthe forest far bel ow

We | et the horses pick their own casual pace down through the dip and up
the next rise. As we neared its crest, Randonmi s horse whinnied and began to
rear. He controlled it inmediately, and | gl anced about but saw not hi ng that
m ght have startled it.

When he reached its sunmt, Random sl owed and call ed back, "Take a | ook at
that sunrise now, will you?"

It would have been rather difficult to avoid doing so, though I did not
remark on the fact. Random was sel dom given to sentinmentality over vegetation

geol ogy, or illunm nation
| almpst drew rein nyself as | topped the rise, for the sun was a
fantastic golden ball. It seemed half again its normal size, and its peculiar

coloration was unlike anything | renmenbered having seen before. It did
marvel ous things to the band of ocean that had come into view above the next

rise, and the tints of cloud and sky were indeed singular. | did not halt,
t hough, for the sudden brightness was al nost pai nful
"You're right," | called out, following himdown into the next declivity.

Behi nd nme, Ganel on snorted an appreciative oath.

VWhen | had blinked away the aftereffects of that display | noticed that
t he vegetation was heavier than | had remenbered in this little pocket in the
sky. | had thought there were several scrubby trees and some patches of
lichen, but there were actually several dozen trees, larger than | recalled,
and greener, with a clutch of grasses here and there and a vine or two
softening the outlines of the rocks. However, since ny return | had only



passed this way after dark. And now that | thought of it, it was probably the
source of the aromas that had cone to nme earlier
Passing through, it seemed that the little holl ow was al so wi der than |

recalled it. By the time we had crossed and were ascendi ng once nore, | was
certain of it.
"Random " | called out, "has this place changed recently?"

"Hard to say," he answered. "Eric didn't let ne out much. It seens to have
growmn up a bit."

"It seens bigger - wder."

"Yes, it does. | had thought that that was just my inmagination."

VWen we reached the next crest | was not dazzl ed agai n because the sun was
bl ocked by foliage. The area ahead of us contained many nore trees than the
one we had just departed - and they were larger and closer together. W drew
rein.

"I don't remenber this," he said. "Even passing through at night, it would
have registered. W nust have taken a wong turn."

"I don't see how Still, we know about where we are. | would rather go
ahead than go back and start again. W should keep aware of conditions around
Anber, anyway."

"True. "

He headed down toward the wood. W fol |l owed.

"It's kind of unusual, at this altitude - a growth like this," he called
back.

"There also seens to be a lot nore soil than | recall.”

"l believe you are right."

The trail curved to the left as we entered anong the trees. | could see no
reason for this deviation fromthe direct route. W stayed with it, however,
and it added to the illusion of distance. After a few nmoments it swung

suddenly to the right again. The prospect on cutting back was peculiar. The
trees seened even taller and were now so dense as to puzzle the eye that
sought their penetration. Wien it turned once nore it broadened, and the way
was straight for a great distance ahead. Too great, in fact. Qur little del
just wasn't that w de.

Random hal t ed agai n.

"Dam it, Corwin! This is ridiculous!"™ he said. "You are not playing
ganmes, are you?"

"I couldn't if I would,” |I said. "I have never been able to manipul ate
Shadow anywhere on Kolvir. There isn't supposed to be any to work with here.”

"That has al ways been ny understandi ng, too. Amber casts Shadow but is not
of it. | don't like this at all. What do you say we turn back?"

"I"'ve a feeling we m ght not be able to retrace our way," | said. "There
has to be a reason for this, and I want to knowit."

"It occurs to nme that it mght be some sort of a trap.”

"Even so," | said.

He nodded and we rode on, down that shaded way, under trees now grown nore
stately. The wood was silent about us. The ground renained |level, the trai
straight. Half consciously, we pushed the horses to a greater pace.

About five m nutes passed before we spoke again. Then Random sai d,
"Corwin, this can't be Shadow. "

"\Why not ?"

"I have been trying to influence it and not hi ng happens. Have you tried?"

"No. "

"Why don't you?"

"Al'l right."

A rock could jut beyond the comng tree, a norning glory twi ne and bel
within that shrubby stand... There ought a patch of sky come clear, a w spy
cloud upon it... Then let there be a fallen linb, a stair of fungus up its
side... A scumed-over puddle... Afrog... Falling feather, drifting seed... A
l[inb that twists just so... Another trail upon our way, fresh-cut,

deep- mar ked, past the place the feather should have fallen..



"No good," | said.

"If it is not Shadow, what is it?"

"Somet hi ng el se, of course.”

He shook his head and checked again to see that his blade was |l oose inits
scabbard. Automatically, | did the same. Mnents later, | heard Ganel on's make
a small clicking noise behind ne.

Ahead, the trail began to narrow, and shortly thereafter it comrenced to
wander. W were forced to slow our pace once again, and the trees pressed
nearer with branches sweeping | ower than at any tine before. The trail becane
a path. It jogged, it curved, it gave a final twist and then quit.

Random ducked a linb, then raised his hand and halted. W canme up beside
him For as far as | could see ahead there was no indication of the trail's
pi cki ng up agai n. Looking back, | failed to |locate any sign of it either

"Suggestions," he said, "are nowin order. W do not know where we have
been or where we are going, let alone where we are. My suggestion is the hel
with curiosity. Let's get out of here the fastest way we know how. "

"The Trunps?" Ganel on asked.

"Yes. What do you say, Corw n?"

"Ckay. | don't like it either, and | can't think of anything better to
try. Go ahead."

"Who should I try for?" he asked, producing his deck and uncasing it.

"Cerard?"

“Yes."

He shuffled through his cards, located Guard's, stared at it. W stared at
him Time went its way.

"I can't seemto reach him" he finally announced.

"Try Benedict."

"Ckay. "

Repeat performance. No contact.

"Try Deirdre," | said, drawing forth my own deck and searching out her
Tr unp.

"Il join you. W will see whether it nakes a difference with two of us
trying."

And agai n. And agai n.

"Nothing," | said after a long effort.

Random shook hi s head.

"Did you notice anything unusual about your Trunps?" he asked.

"Yes, but | don't know what it is. They do seemdifferent."

"M ne seemto have lost that quality of col dness they once possessed," he

sai d.

| shuffled mine slowy. | ran ny fingertips across them

"Yes, you are right," | said. "That's it. But let us try again. Say,
Flora."

"Ckay. "

The results were the sane. And with Llewella. And Brand.

"Any idea what could be wong?" Random asked.

"Not the slightest. They couldn't all be blocking us. They couldn't all be
dead... On, | suppose they could. But it is highly unlikely. Sonething seens
to have affected the Trunps thenselves, is what it is. And | never knew of
anyt hing that could do that."

"Well, they are not guaranteed one hundred percent,'
"according to the nmanufacturer."

"What do you know that | don't?"

He chuckl ed.

"You never forget the day you come of age and wal k the Pattern,"” he said.
"I remenber it as though it were |last year. Wien | had succeeded - all flushed
with excitenent, with glory - Damorkin presented ne with ny first set of Trunps
and instructed ne in their use. | distinctly recall asking hi mwhether they
wor ked everywhere. And | renenber his answer: 'No,' he said. 'But they should
serve in any place you will ever be.' He never much |iked me, you know. "

Random sai d,



"But did you ask himwhat be neant by that?"

"Yes, and he said, '|I doubt that you will ever achieve a state where they
will fail to serve you. Wiy don't you run along now?' And | did. | was anxious
to go play with the Trunps all by nyself."

" "Achieve a state?' He didn't say 'reach a place' ?"

"No. | have a very good menory for certain things."

"Peculiar - though not nuch help that | can see. Smacks of the
nmet aphysi cal . "

"“I'd wager Brand woul d know. "

"I"'ve a feeling you're right, for all the good that does us."

"W ought to do sonething other than di scuss netaphysics,"” Ganel on
commented. "If you can't manipul ate Shadow and you can't work the Trunps, it
woul d seemthat the next thing to do is determ ne Were we are. And then go
| ooking for help."

| nodded.

"Since we are not in Amber, | think it is safe to assume that we are in
Shadow - a very special place, quite near to Anmber, since the changeover was
not abrupt. In that we were transported wi thout active cooperation on our
part, there had to be sone agency and presumably sone intent behind the
maneuver. If it is going to attack us, nowis as good a tine as any. If there
is sonething else it wants, then it is going to have to show us, because we
aren't even in a position to nake a good guess."

"So you propose we do not hi ng?"

"I propose we wait. | don't see any value in wandering about, |o0sing
oursel ves further."

"I seemto remenber your once telling nme that adjacent shadows tend to be
somewhat congruent,"” Ganel on sai d.

"Yes, | probably did. So what ?"

"Then, if we are as near to Anber as you suppose, we need but ride toward
the rising sun to cone to a spot that parallels the city itself."

"It is not quite that sinple. But supposing it were, what good would it do
us?"

"Perhaps the Trunmps woul d function again at the point of maxi num
congruity.”

Random | ooked at Ganel on, |ooked at ne.

"That may be worth trying," he said. "Wat have we got to | ose?"

"What ever small orientation we still possess,” | said. "Look, it is not a
bad idea. If nothing devel ops here, we will try it. However, |ooking back, it
seens that the road behind us closes in direct proportion to the distance we
advance. W are not sinply noving in space. Under these circunstances, | am
loath to wander until | amsatisfied that we have no other option. If soneone
desires our presence at a particular location, it is up to himnow to phrase
the invitation a little nore legibly. W wait."

They both nodded. Random began to di snount, then froze, one foot in the
stirrup, one on the ground.

"After all these years," he said, and, "I never really believed it..."

"VWhat is it?" | whispered

"The option," he said, and he mounted again.

He persuaded his horse to nove very slowy forward. | followed, and a
monent later | glinpsed it, white as | had seen it in the grove, standing,
hal f hi dden, amd a clunp of ferns: the unicorn

It turned as we noved, and seconds |ater flashed ahead, to stand partly
conceal ed once nore by the trunks of several trees.

"I see it!" Ganel on whispered. "To think there really is such a beast..
Your famly's enblem isn't it?"

"Yes."

"A good sign, |I'd say."

| did not answer, but followed, keeping it in sight. That it was neant to
be followed | did not doubt.

It had a way of remaining partly concealed the entire while - |ooking out



from behi nd sonet hi ng, passing fromcover to cover, noving with an incredible
swi ft ness when it did nove, avoiding open areas, favoring gl ade and shade. W
foll owed, deeper and deeper into the wood which had given up all senblance of
anything to be found on Kolvir's slopes. It resenbled Arden now, nore than
anyt hing el se near Anber, as the ground was relatively |level and the trees
grew nore and nore stately.

An hour had passed, | guessed, and another had followed it, before we cane
to a small, clear streamand the unicorn turned and headed up it. As we rode
al ong the bank. Random commented, "This is starting to | ook sort of famliar."

"Yes," | said, "but only sort of. | can't quite say why."

“Nor |."

We entered upon a slope shortly thereafter, and it grew steeper before
very long. The going becanme nore difficult for the horses, but the unicorn
adjusted its pace to accombpdate them The ground becane rockier, the trees
smal ler. The streamcurved in its splashing course. | lost track of its twists
and turns, but we were finally nearing the top of the small nount up which we
had been traveling.

W achieved a level area and continued along it toward the wood from which
the streamissued. At this point |I caught an oblique view - ahead and to the
right, through a place where the land fell away - of an icy blue sea, quite
far bel ow us.

"We're pretty high up," Ganelon said. "It seened like | ow and, but -

"The Grove of the Unicorn!"™ Randominterrupted. "That's what it | ooks
i kel Seel™

Nor was he incorrect. Ahead lay an area strewn with boul ders. Amid thema
spring uttered the streamwe followed. This place was |arger and nore | ush,
its situation incorrect in terms of nmy internal conpass. Yet the simlarity
had to be nore than coincidental. The unicorn nounted the rock nearest the
spring, |looked at us, then turned away. It m ght have been staring down at the
ocean.

Then, as we continued, the grove, the unicorn, the trees about us, the
stream besi de us took on an unusual clarity, all, as though each were
radi ati ng some special illumnation, causing it to quiver with the intensity
of its color while at the sane tinme wavering, slightly, just at the edges of
perception. This produced in ne an incipient feeling |ike the beginning of the
enoti onal acconpaninment to a hellride.

Then, then and then, with each stride of ny nount, something went out of
the world about us. An adjustment in the relationshi ps of objects suddenly
occurred, eroding, ny sense of depth, destroying perspective, rearranging the
di splay of articles within nmy field of vision, so that everything presented
its entire outer surface w thout sinultaneously appearing to occupy an
i ncreased area: angles predom nated, and relative sizes seened suddenly
ridi cul ous. Random s horse reared and nei ghed, massive, apocalyptic, instantly
recalling Guernica to my mind. And to my distress | saw that we oursel ves had
not been untouched by the phenonmenon - but that Random struggling with his
mount, and Ganelon, still nmanaging to control Firedrake, had, |ike everything
el se, been transfigured by this cubist dream of space.

But Star was a veteran of many a hellride; Firedrake, also, had been
through a lot. We clung to themand felt the novenents that we coul d not
accurately gauge. And Random succeeded, at last, in inposing his will upon his
mount, though the prospect continued to alter as we advanced.

Li ght values shifted next. The sky grew bl ack, not as night, but like a
flat, nonreflecting surface. So did certain vacant areas between objects. The
only light left in the world seemed to originate fromthings thensel ves, and
all of it was gradually bleached. Various intensities of white emerged from
t he planes of existence, and brightest of all, imense, awful, the unicorn
suddenly reared, pawing at the air, filling perhaps ninety percent of creation
wi th what becanme a slownotion gesture | feared would annihilate us if we
advanced anot her pace.

Then there was only the light. Then absolute still ness.



Then the |ight was gone and there was nothing. Not even bl ackness. A gap
i n existence, which might have |lasted an instant or an eternity...

Then the bl ackness returned, and the light. Only they were reversed. Light
filled the interstices, outlining voids that nmust be objects. The first sound
that | heard was the rushing of water, and | knew sonehow t hat we were halted
besi de the spring. The first thing that | felt was Star's quivering. Then |
snel l ed the sea.

Then the Pattern came into view, or a distorted negative of it...

| leaned forward and nore |ight | eaked around the edges of things.
| eaned back; it went away. Forward again, this time farther than before..

The light spread, introduced various shades of gray into the schene of
things. Wth ny knees then, gently, | suggested that Star advance.

Wth each pace, sonmething returned to the world. Surfaces, textures,
colors. ..

Behind me, | heard the others begin to follow Below ne, the Pattern
surrendered nothing of its nystery, but it acquired a context which, by
degrees, found its place within the |larger reshaping of the world about us.

Conti nuing downhill, a sense of depth reenerged. The sea, now plainly
visible off to the right, underwent a possibly purely optical separation from
the sky, with which it seemed nonmentarily to have been joined in sone sort of
Urneer of the waters above and the waters below. Unsettling upon reflection
but unnoted while in effect. W were headi ng down a steep, rocky incline which
seened to have taken its beginning at the rear of the grove to which the
uni corn had |l ed us. Perhaps a hundred nmeters bel ow us was a perfectly |evel
area which appeared to be solid, unfractured rock - roughly oval in shape, a
coupl e of hundred neters along its major axis. The sl ope down which we rode
swung off to the left and returned, describing a vast arc, a parenthesis, half
cupping the smooth shelf. Beyond its rightward jutting there was nothing -
that is to say the land fell away in steep descent toward that peculiar sea.

And, continuing, all three dinmensions seened to reassert thensel ves once
nore. The sun was that great orb of nolten gold we had seen earlier. The sky
was a deeper blue than that of Anber, and there were no clouds in it. That sea
was a matching blue, unspecked by sail or island. | saw no birds, and |I heard
no sounds other than our own. An enornous silence |lay upon this place, this
day. In the bow of ny suddenly clear vision, the Pattern at |ast achieved its

di sposition upon the surface below. | thought at first that it was inscribed
in the rock, but as we drew nearer | saw that it was contained within it -
gold-pink swirls, like veining in an exotic marble, natural-seem ng despite

t he obvi ous purpose to the design

| drew rein and the others canme up beside me. Randomto ny right, Ganelon
to nmy left.

We regarded it in silence for a long while. A dark, rough-edged snudge had
obliterated an area of the section imredi ately beneath us, running fromits
outer rimto the center

"You know," Randomfinally said, "it is as if someone had shaved the top
of f Kolvir, cutting at about the |level of the dungeons."

"Yes," | said.

"Then - 1ooking for congruence - that would be about where our own Pattern
lies."

"Yes," | said again.

"And that blotted area is to the south, from whence comes the black road."

I nodded slowy as the understanding arrived and forged itself into a
certainty.

"What does it nmean?" he asked. "It seens to correspond to the true state
of affairs, but beyond that | do not understand its significance. Wiy have we
been brought here and shown this thing?"

"It does not correspond to the true state of affairs,” |I said. "It is the
true state of affairs.”

Ganel on turned toward us.

"On that shadow Earth we visited - where you had spent so nany years -



heard a poem about two roads that diverged in a wood," he said. "It ends, 'l
took the one less traveled by, and that has nade all the difference.' When
heard it, | thought of something you had once said - 'Al roads lead to Anber'
- and | wondered then, as | do now, at the difference the choice may nake,
despite the end' s apparent inevitability to those of your blood."

"You know?" | said. "You understand?"’

"I think so."

He nodded, then pointed.

"That is the real Anber down there, isn't it?"

"Yes," | said. "Yes, it is."”

[end, The Sign O The Uni corn]



