Sign O Chaos
Chapter 1

| felt vaguely uneasy, though | couldn't say why. It did not seemall that
unusual to be drinking with a Wiite Rabbit, a short guy who resenbl ed Bertrand
Russell, a grinning Cat, and ny old friend Luke Raynard, who was singing Irish
bal | ads while a peculiar |andscape shifted fromnural to reality at his back
Vll, | was inpressed by the huge blue Caterpillar snoking the hookah atop the
gi ant mushroom because | know how hard it is to keep a water pipe lit. Still
that wasn't it. It was a convivial scene, and Luke was known to keep pretty
strange company on occasion. So why should | feel uneasy?

The beer was good and there was even a free lunch. The denons tornenting
the red-haired wonan tied to the stake had been so shiny they'd hurt to | ook
at. Gone now, but the whole thing had, been beautiful. Everything was
beautiful. Wen Luke sang of Galway Bay it had been so sparkling and |ovely
that 1'd wanted to dive in and | ose nyself there. Sad, too.

Sonething to do with the feeling... Yes. Funny thought. Wen Luke sang a
sad song | felt nmelancholy. Wen it was a happy one | was greatly cheered.
There seened an unusual anount of enpathy in the air. No matter, | guess. The
i ght show was superb..

| sipped nmy drink and watched Hunpty teeter, there at the end of the bar
For a nonent | tried to remenber when 1'd conme into this place, but that
cylinder wasn't hitting. It would cone to ne, eventually. Nice party...

| watched and listened and tasted and felt, and it was all great. Anything
that caught ny attention was fascinating. Was there something |'d wanted to
ask Luke? It seemed there was, but he was busy singing and | coul dn't think of
it now, anyway.

VWat had | been doing before I'd cone into this place? Trying to recal
just didn't seemworth the effort either. Not when everything was so
interesting right here and now.

It seened that it m ght have been something inmportant, though. Could that
be why | felt uneasy? Mght it be there was business | had left unfinished and
shoul d be getting back to?

| turned to ask the Cat but he was fading again, still seeming vastly
anused. It occurred to ne then that I, too, could do that. Fade, |I nean, and
go somepl ace el se. Was that how | had come here and how | night depart?
Possibly. | put down ny drink and rubbed ny eyes and ny tenples. Things seened
to be swi nmng inside ny head, too.

| suddenly recalled a picture of me. On a giant card. A Trunp. Yes. That
was how |'d gotten here. Through the card..

A hand fell upon my shoulder and | turned. It belonged to Luke, who
grinned at nme as he edged up to the bar for a refill.

"Great party, huh?" he said.

"Yeah, great. How d you find this place?" |I asked him

He shrugged. "I forget. \Wo cares?"

He turned away, a brief blizzard of crystals swirling between us. The
Caterpillar exhaled a purple cloud. A blue nmoon was rising.

VWhat is wong with this picture? | asked nysel f.

| had a sudden feeling that my critical faculty had been shot off in the
war, because | couldn't focus on the anonmalies | felt nust be present. | knew
that | was caught up in the nonent, but | couldn't see ny way clear

I was caught up..

| was caught. ..

How?

Wll... It had all started when I'd shaken ny own hand. No. Wong. That
sounds like Zen and that's not how it was. The hand | shook emerged fromthe
space occupi ed by the image of myself on the card that went away. Yes, that
was it... After a fashion

| clenched ny teeth. The nusic began again. There canme a soft scraping
sound near to ny hand on the bar. Wien | |ooked | saw that ny tankard had been



refilled. Maybe 1'd had too much already. Maybe that's what kept getting in
the way of ny thinking. | turned away. | |ooked off to my left, past the place
where the rmural on the wall becane the real |andscape. Did that nake ne a part
of the nural ? | wondered suddenly.

No matter. If | couldn't think here... | began running... to the left.
Sonet hi ng about this place was nessing with ny head, and it seened inpossible
to consider the process while | was a part of it. | had to get away in order

to think straight, to determ ne what was goi ng on
I was across the bar and into that interface area where the painted rocks

and trees becane three-dinensional. | punped nmy arnms as | dug in. | head the
wi nd without feeling it.

Not hing that |ay before ne seemed any nearer. | was nmoving, but Luke began
si ngi ng agai n.

| halted. | turned, slowy, because it sounded as if he were standing
practically beside nme. He was. | was only a few paces renoved fromthe bar
Luke sniled and kept singing.

"What's going on?" | asked the Caterpillar. "You' re | ooped in Luke's
loop," it replied. "Cone again?" | said.

It blew a blue snoke ring, sighed softly, and said, "Luke's locked in a
| oop and you're lost in the lyrics. That's all."

"How d it happen?" | asked.

"I have no idea," it replied

"Uh, how does one get unl ooped?"

"Couldn't tell you that either."

| turned to the Cat, who was coal esci ng about his grin once again.

"I don't suppose you'd know - " | began.

"I saw himconme in and | saw you conme in later," said the Cat, smrking.
"And even for this place your arrivals were somewhat... unusual, leading me to
conclude that at |east one of you is associated with nagic."

| nodded.

"Your own com ngs and goi ngs night give one pause," | observed.

"I keep my paws to nyself,

"What do you nean?"

"He's caught in a contagious trap."

"How does it work?" | asked.

But he was gone again, and this tinme the grin went too.

Cont agi ous trap? That seemed to indicate that the problemwas Luke's, and
that | had been sucked into it in sone fashion. This felt right, though it

he replied. "Wiich is nmore than Luke can say."

still gave ne no idea as to what the problemwas or what | mght do about it.
| reached for ny tankard. If | couldn't solve ny problem | mght as well

enjoy it. As | took a slow sip | becane aware of a strange pair of pale,

burni ng eyes gazing into my own. | hadn't noticed them before, and the thing

that made them strange was that they occupied a shadow coner of the mura
across the roomfromme that, and the fact that they were - noving, drifting
slowy to ny left.

It was kind of fascinating, when | |ost sight of the eyes but was stil
able to foll ow whatever it was fromthe swaying of grasses as it passed into
the area toward which I had been headed earlier. And far, far off to ny right,
beyond Luke | now detected a slimgentleman in a dark jacket, palette and
brush in hand, who was slowy extending the rmural. | took another sip and
returned nmy attention to the progress of whatever it was that had noved from
flat reality to 3-D. A gunmetal snout protruded from between a rock and a
shrub, the pale eyes blazed above it, blue saliva dripped fromthe dark rmuzzle
and steamed upon the ground. It was either quite short or very crouched, and
couldn't make up ny mnd whether it was the entire crowmd of us that it was
studying or ne in particular. | |leaned to one side and caught Hunpty by the
belt or the necktie, whichever it was, just as he was about to slunp to the
si de. ..

"Excuse me," | said. "Could you tell me what sort of creature that is?"

| pointed just as it energed - many-legged, |ong-tailed, dark-scal ed,



undul ating, and fast. Its claws were red, and it raised its tail as it raced
toward us.
Hunpty's bl eary eyes noved toward ny own, drifted past.

"I amnot here, sir," he began, "to renmedy your zool ogi cal ignor - M
God! It's - "

It flashed across the di stance, approaching rapidly. Wuld it reach a spot
shortly where its cunning woul d becone a treadm || operation, or had that

effect only applied to ne on trying to get away fromthis place?

The segments of its body slid fromside to side, it hissed |like a |eaky
pressure cooker, and steaming slaver marked its trail fromthe fiction of
pai nt. Rather than slowing, its speed seemed to increase.

My left hand jerked forward of its own volition and a series of words rose
unbi dden to nmy lips. | spoke themjust as the creature crossed the interface
had been unable to pierce earlier, rearing as it upset a vacant table and
bunching its nenbers as if about to spring.

"A Bandersnatch!" soneone cried

"A frum ous Bandersnatch! " Hunpty corrected.

As | spoke the final word and performed the ultimte gesture, the inmage of
the Logrus swam before my inner vision. The dark creature, having just
extended its forenost tal ons, suddenly drew them back, clutched with them
agai nst the upper left quadrant of its breast, rolled its eyes, emtted a soft
nmoani ng sound, exhal ed heavily, collapsed, fell to the floor, and rolled over
onto its back, its many feet extended upward into the air.

The Cat's grin appeared above the creature. The nouth noved.

"A dead frumi ous Bandersnatch," it stated

The grin drifted toward nme, the rest of the Cat occurring about it like an
af t ert hought .

"That was a cardiac arrest spell, wasn't it?" it inquired.

"I guess so," | said. "It was sort of a reflex. Yeah, | renenber now. I
did still have that spell hangi ng around."

"I thought so," it observed. "I was sure that there was magic involved in
this party."

The i mage of the Logrus which had appeared to me during the spell's
operation had al so served the purpose of switching on a small light in the

musty attic of my mnd. Sorcery. OF course.

I, Merlin, son of Corwin, ama sorcerer, of a variety sel dom encountered
in the areas | have frequented in recent years. Lucas Raynard, also known as
Prince Rinaldo of Kashfa, is hinmself a sorcerer, albeit of a style different
than my own. And the Cat, who seened somewhat sophisticated in these matters,
could well have been correct in assessing our situation as the interior of a
spell. Such a location is one of the few environments where ny sensitivity and
training would do little to informme as to the nature of my predicanent.
This, because ny faculties would al so be caught up in the manifestation and
subject to 'its forces, if the thing were at all self consistent. It struck ne
as sonmething simlar to color blindness. | could think of no way of telling
for certain what was going on, w thout outside help.

As | nmused over these matters, the King's horses and nmen arrived beyond
t he swinging doors at the front of the place. The nmen entered and fastened
i nes upon the carcass of the Bandersnatch. The horses dragged the thing off.
Hurmpty had clinbed down to visit the rest roomwhile this was goi ng on. Upon
his return he discovered that he was unable to achieve his forner position
atop the barstool. He shouted to the King's nen to give hima hand, but they
wer e busy gui ding the defunct Bandersnatch anmong tables and they ignored him

Luke strolled up, smling.

"So that was a Bandersnatch,"” he observed. "I'd al ways wondered what they
were like. Now, if we could just get a Jabberwock to stop by - "
"Sh!"™ cautioned the Cat. "It must be off in the nmural sonmewhere, and

likely it's been listening. Don't stir it up! It may come whiffling through
the tul gey wood after your ass. Remenber the jaws that bite, the claws that
catch! Don't go | ooking for troub - "



The Cat cast a quick glance toward the wall and phased into and out of
exi stence several tines in quick succession. Ignoring this, Luke remarked, "I

was just thinking of the Tenniel illustration.”

The Cat materialized at the far end of the bar, downed the Hatter's drink
and said, "I hear the burbling, and eyes of flane are drifting to the left."

| glanced at the nmural, and I, too, saw the fiery eyes and heard a

pecul i ar sound.

"It could be any of a nunber of things," Luke renarked.

The Cat noved to a rack behind the bar and reached high up on the wall to
where a strange weapon hung, shimrering and shifting in shadow. He | owered the
thing and slid it along the bar, it came to rest before Luke.

"Better have the Vorpal Sword in hand, that's all | can say."

Luke | aughed, but | stared fascinated at the device which | ooked as if it
were made of nmoth wi ngs and fol ded noonlight..

Then | heard the burbling again.

"Don't just stand there in uffish thought!" said the Cat, draining
Humpty' s gl ass and vani shing agai n.

Still chuckling, Luke held out his tankard for a refill. | stood there in
uffish thought - The spell | had used to destroy the Bandersnatch had altered
my thinking in a peculiar fashion. It seemed for a small nmonent in its
aftermath that things were beginning to cone clear in nmy head. | attributed
this to the image of the Logrus which |I had regarded briefly. And so
sumoned it again.

The Sign rose before nme, hovered. | held it there. | |ooked upon it. It
seened as if a cold wind began to blow through nmy mind. Drifting bits of
menory were drawn together, assenbled thenselves into an entire fabric, were
i nfornmed with understanding. O course..

The burbling grew | ouder and | saw the shadow of the Jabberwock gliding
anong distant trees, eyes like landing lights, lots of sharp edges for biting
and catching. ..

And it didn't matter a bit. For | realized now what was goi ng on, who was
responsi bl e, how and why.

| bent over, leaning far forward, so that nmy knuckles just grazed the toe
of ny right boot.

"Luke," | said, "we've got a problem"”

He turned away fromthe bar and gl anced down at ne.

"What's the matter?" he asked.

Those of the blood of Amber are capable of terrific exertions. W are al so
able to sustain sone pretty awful beatings. So, anmong ourselves, these things
tend to cancel out to some degree. Therefore, one nmust go about such matters
just right if one is to attend to themat all..

| brought ny fist up off the floor with everything I had behind it, and
caught Luke on the side of the jawwith a blow that |ifted hi mabove the
ground as it turned himand sent himsprawling across a table which coll apsed,
to continue sliding backward the |l ength of the entire serving area where he
finally came to a crunpled halt at the feet of the quiet Victorian-Iooking
gent | eman, who had dropped his paintbrush and stepped away qui ckly when Luke
cane skidding toward him | raised nmy tankard with my left hand and poured its
contents over ny right fist, which felt as if | had just driven it against a
mount ai nside. As | did this the lights grew dimand there was a nonent of
utter silence.

Then | slamred the mug back onto the bartop. The entire place chose that
nonent in which to shudder, as if froman earth tremor. Two bottles fell from
a shelf, a lanmp swayed, the burbling grew fainter. | glanced to ny left and
saw that the eerie shadow of the Jabberwock had retreated sonewhat within the
tul gey wood. Not only that, the painted section of the prospect now extended a
good deal farther into what had seemed nornal space, and it | ooked to be
continuing its advance in that direction, freezing that corner of the world
into flat immbility. It becane apparent fromwhiffle to whiffle that the
Jabberwock was now noving away, to the left, hurrying ahead of the fl atness.



Tweedl edum Tweedl edee, the Dodo, and the Frog began packing their
i nstruments.

| started across the bar toward Luke's sprawled form The Caterpillar was
di sassenbl i ng his hookah, and | saw that his nushroomwas tilted at an odd
angle. The Wiite Rabbit beat it down a hole to the rear, and | head Hunpty
muttering curses as he swayed atop the bar stool he had just succeeded in
nmount i ng.

| saluted the gentleman with the palette as | approached.

"Sorry to disturb you,'' | said. "But believe nme, this is for the better."
| raised Luke's linp formand slung himover ny shoulder. A flock of
playing cards flew by me. | drew away fromthemin their rapid passage.

"Goodness! It's frightened the Jabberwock!" the man remarked, | ooking past
ne.

"What has?" | asked, not really certain that | wi shed to know.

"That," he answered, gesturing toward the front of the bar

| looked and | staggered back and | didn't blane the Jabberwock a bit.

It was a twelve-foot Fire Angel that had just entered - russet-col ored,
with wings |ike stained-glass windows - and, along with intimations of
nortality, it brought me recollections of a praying mantis, with a spi ked
collar and thornlike claws protruding through its short fur at every
suggestion of an angle. One of these, in fact, caught on and unhi nged a
swi nging door as it cane inside. It was a Chaos beast, rare, deadly, and

highly intelligent. | hadn't seen one in years, and |I'd no desire to see one
now, also, I'd no doubt that | was the reason it was here. For a noment |
regretted having wasted ny cardi ac arrest spell on a nere Bandersnatch, unti
| recalled that Fire Angels have three hearts. | glanced quickly about as it
spied ne, gave voice to a brief hunting wail, and advanced.

"I"'d like to have had some tinme to speak with you," | told the artist. "I

like your work. Unfortunately -

"l understand."”

"So | ong."

"Cood |uck. "

| stepped down into the rabbit hole and ran, bent far forward because of
the | ow overhead. Luke made ny passage particul arly awkward, especially on the
turns. | heard a scrabbling noise fat to the rear, with a repetition of the
hunting wail. | was consol ed, however, by the know edge that the Fire Ange
woul d actually have to enlarge sections of the tunnel in order to get by. The
bad news was that it was capable of doing it. The creatures are incredibly
strong and virtually indestructible.

| kept running till the floor dipped beneath ny feet.

Then | began falling. | reached out with ny free hand to catch nyself, but
there was nothing to catch hold of. The bottom had fallen out. Good. That was
the way |I'd hoped and hal f expected it would be. Luke uttered a single soft
noan but did not stir.

W fell. Down, down, down, like the man said. It was a well, and either it
was very deep or we were falling very slowy. There was twilight all about us,
and | could not discern the walls of the shaft. My head cleared a bit further
and | knew that it would continue to do so for as long as | kept control of
one variable - Luke. High in the air overhead | heard the hunting wail once
again. It was followed i mediately by a strange burbling sound. Frakir began
pul sing softly upon nmy wist again, not really telling me anything |I didn't
al ready know. So | silenced her again.

Clearer yet. | began to renenber... My assault on the Keep of the Four
Wirl ds and ny recovery of Luke's nother, Jasra. The attack of the werebeast.
My odd visit with Vinta Bayle, who wasn't really what she seened

My dinner in Death Alley... The Dmeller, San Francisco, the crystal
cave... Clearer and clearer

... And | ouder and |ouder the hunting wail of the Fire Angel above ne. It
must have nmade it through the tunnel and be descendi ng now. Unfortunately, it
possessed wings, while all | could do was fall.



| glanced upward. Couldn't nake out its form though. Things seened darker
up that way than down below. | hoped this was a sign that we were approachi ng
something in the nature of a light at the end of the tunnel, as | couldn't
thi nk of any other way out. It was too dark to view a Trunp or to distinguish
enough of the passing scene to commence a shadow shift.

| felt we were drifting now, rather than falling, at a rate that m ght
permt us to land intact. Should it seem otherw se when we neared the bottom
then a possible nmeans of further slowi ng our descent cane to mind, an
adaptation of one of the spells | still carried with ne.

However, these considerations were not worth nuch should we be eaten on
the way down, a distinct possibility, unless of course our pursuer were not
all that hungry, in which case it night only di smenber us. Consequently, it
m ght becone necessary to try speeding up to stay ahead of the beast, which of
course woul d cause us to smash when we hit.

Deci si ons, deci sions.

Luke stirred slightly upon ny shoulder. | hoped he wasn't about to cone
around, as | didn't have tinme to ness with a sleep-spell and | wasn't really
in a good position to slug himagain. That pretty rmuch left Frakir.

But if he were borderline, then choking nmight serve to rouse himrather
than send hi mback, and | did want himin decent shape. He knew too nany
things | didn't, things | now needed.

We passed through a slightly brighter area, and | was able to distinguish
the walls of the shaft for the first time and to note that they were covered
with graffiti in a |anguage that | did not understand. | was rem nded of a
strange short story by Janaica Kincaid, but it bore ne no clues for
deliverance. Immediately foll ow ng our passage through that band of
illumination, | distinguished a small spot of light far below. At al nost the
same nmoment, | heard the wail once again, this tine very near

| looked up in time to behold the Fire Angel passing through the gl ow But
t here was anot her shape close behind it, and it wore a vest and burbl ed. The
Jabberwock was al so on the way down, and it seened to be making the best tine
of any of us. The question of its purpose was inmediately prom nent, as it
gained, the circle of light grew and Luke stirred again. This question was
qui ckly answered, however, as it caught up with the Fire Angel and attacked.

The whiffling, the wailing, and the burbling suddenly echoed down the
shaft, along with hissing, scraping, and occasional snarls. The two beasts
cane together and tore at each other, eyes like dying suns, claws I|ike
bayonets, fornming a hellish mandala in the pale Iight which now reached t hem
frombelow Wile this produced a round of activity too near at hand for ne to
feel entirely at ease, it did serve to slowthemto the point where |I felt |
need not risk an ill-suited spell and an awkward maneuver to emerge fromthe
tunnel in one piece.

"Argh!" Luke remarked, turning suddenly within ny grasp.

"I agree," | said. "But lie still, will you? W're about to crash -

" - and burn," he stated, twi sting his head upward to regard the conbat ant
nmonsters, then downward when he realized that we were falling, too. "Wat kind
of trip is this?"

"A bad one," | answered, and then it hit me - That was exactly what it
was.

The openi ng was even | arger now, and our velocity sufficient for a
bearabl e I anding. Qur reaction to the spell that | called the Gant's Sl ap
woul d probably slow us to a standstill or even propel us backward. Better to
collect a few bruises than becone a traffic obstruction at this point.

A bad trip indeed. |I was thinking of Random s words as we passed through
the opening at a crazy angle, hit dirt, and rolled.

We had cone to rest within a cave, near to its nouth. Tunnels ran off to
the right and the left. The cave nouth was at ny back. A quick glance showed
it as opening upon a bright, possibly lush, and nore than a little
out - of -focus valley. Luke was spraw ed unnovi ng beside ne. | got to ny feet
i medi ately and caught hold of himbeneath the arnpits. | began draggi ng hi m



back away fromthe dark opening fromwhich we had just energed. The sounds of
the nonstrous conflict were very near now.

CGood that Luke seened unconscious again. His condition was bad enough for
any Anmberite, if ny guess were correct. But for one of sorcerous ability it
represented a highly dangerous wild card of a sort 1'd never encountered
before. | wasn't at all certain how | should deal with it.

| dragged himtoward the right-hand tunnel because it was the smaller of
the two and would theoretically be a bit easier to defend. W had barely
achieved its shelter when the two beasts fell through the opening, clutching
and tearing at each other. They commenced rolling about the floor of the cave,
claws clicking, uttering hisses and whistles as they tore at each other. They
seened to have forgotten us entirely, and | continued our retreat until we
were well back in the tunnel

I could only assunme Random s guess to be correct. After all, he was a
nmusi ci an and he'd played all over Shadow. Also, | couldn't cone up with
anyt hi ng better.

| summoned the Sign of the Logrus. When | had it clear and had nmeshed ny

hands with it, | mght have used it to strike at the fighting beasts. But they
were paying me no heed whatsoever, and |I'd no desire to attract their
attention. Also, I'd no assurance that the equivalent of being hit by a

t wo- by-four woul d have much effect on them Besides, my order was ready, and
filling it took precedence.

So | reached.

It took an intermnable time. There was an extrenely w de area of Shadow
to pass though before I found what | was |ooking for. Then | had to do it
again. And again. There were a number of things | wanted, and none of them
near .

In the nmeantime, the conbatants showed no sign of slackening, and their
claws struck sparks fromthe cave's walls. They had cut each other in
countl ess places and were now covered with dark gore. Luke had awakened during
all of this, propped hinself, and was staring fascinated at the col orful
conflict. Howlong it mght hold his attention | could not tell. It would be
i nportant for me to have hi m awake very soon now, and | was pleased that he
had not started thinking of other matters yet.

| was cheering, by the way, for the Jabberwock. It was just a nasty beast
and need not have been homing in on ne in particular when it was distracted by
the arrival of its exotic nenesis. The Fire Angel had been playing an entirely
di fferent gane. There was no reason for a Fire Angel to be stal king about this
far from Chaos unless it had been sent - They're devilish hard to capture,
harder to train, and dangerous to handle. So they represent a considerable
expense and hazard. One does not invest in a Fire Angel lightly. Their main
purpose in life is killing, and to nmy know edge no one outside the Courts of
Chaos has ever enployed one - They've a vast array of senses - sonme of them
apparently, paranormal, and they can be used as Shadow bl oodhounds. They don't
wander through Shadow on their own, that | know of. But a Shadow wal ker can be
tracked, and Fire Angels seemto be able to follow a very cold trail once
they've been inprinted with the victims identity. Now, | had been trunped to
that crazy bar, and | didn't know they could follow a Trunp junp, but severa
other possibilities occurred to me - including someone's |ocating ne,
transporting the thing to my vicinity, and turning it loose to do its
busi ness. What ever the means, though, the attenpt had the mark of the Courts
upon it. Hence, ny quick conversion to Jabberwock fandom

"What's goi ng on?" Luke asked me suddenly, and the walls of the cave faded
for a noment and | heard a faint strain of nusic.

"It's tricky," | said. "Listen, it's tine for your nedicine."

| dumped out a palnful of the vitamin B12 tabs | had just brought in and
uncapped the water bottle |I had al so sumoned.

"What medi ci ne?" he asked as | passed themto him "Doctor's orders,"
said. "Get you back on your feet faster. "

"Well, okay."



He threw all of theminto his mouth and downed themw th a single big
drink.

"Now t hese."
| opened the bottle of Thorazine. They were 200 milligrans each and
didn't know how many to give him so | decided on three. | gave him sone

trypt ophan, too, and sone phenyl al ani ne.

He stared at the pills. The walls faded again, the nusic returned. A cloud
of blue snoke drifted past us. Suddenly the bar cane into view, back to
what ever passed for normal in that place. The upset tables had been righted,
Hurmpty still teetered, the nural went on.

"Hey, the club!" Luke exclained. "W ought to head back. Looks like the
party's just getting going."

"First, you take your medicine."

"What's it for?"

"You got sone bad shit somewhere. This is to let you down easy."

"I don't feel bad. In fact, | feel real good - "
"Take it!"
"Ckay! Ckay!"

He tossed off the whole fistful

The Jabberwock and the Fire Angel seenmed to be fading now, and ny | atest
exasperated gesture in the vicinity of the bartop had encountered sone
resi stance, though the thing was not fully solid to me yet. Suddenly, then,
noticed the Cat, whose ganmes with substantiality sonehow at this point nmade it
seem nore real than anything else in the place.

"You com ng or going?" it asked.

Luke began to rise. The light grew brighter, though nore diffuse.

"Uh, Luke, | ook over there," | said, pointing

"Where?" he asked, turning his head.

| slugged hi magai n.

As he col |l apsed, the bar began to fade. The walls of the cave phased back
into focus. | heard the Cat's voice. "Going..." it said.

The noi ses returned full blast, only this tine the dom nant sound was a
bagpi pe-1i ke squeal. It was com ng fromthe Jabberwock, who was pinned to the
ground and being slashed at. | decided then to use the Fourth of July spell |
had I eft over frommy assault on the citadel. | raised ny hands and spoke the
words. | noved in front of Luke to block his viewas | did so, and | | ooked
away and squeezed ny eyes shut as | said them Even through closed eyes |
could tell there followed a brilliant flash of light. | heard Luke say, "Hey!"
but all other sounds ceased abruptly. Wen | |ooked again | saw that the two
creatures lay as if stunned, unnoving, toward the far side of the small cave.

| grabbed hold of Luke's hand and drew hi mup and over my shoulders in a
fireman's carry. Then |I advanced quickly into the cave, slipping only once on

nonster blood as | edged ny way al ong the nearest wall, heading for the cave
nmout h. The creatures began to stir before | nmade it out, but their novenents
were nore reflexive than directed. | paused at the opening where | beheld an

enornous flower garden in full bloom Al of the flowers were at |least as tal
as nyself, and a shifting breeze bore nme an overpowering redol ence.

Monents later | heard a nore decisive nmovenent at ny back and | turned.
The Jabberwock was drawing itself to its feet. The Fire Angel was stil
crouched and was maki ng small piping noises. The Jabberwock staggered back
spreading its wi ngs, then suddenly turned, beat the air, and fled back up the
high hole in the cleft at the rear of the cave. Not a bad idea, | decided, as
| hurried out into the garden

Here the aromas were even stronger, the flowers, mostly in bloom a
fantastic canopy of colors as | passed anong them | found nyself panting
after a short while, but | jogged on neverthel ess. Luke was heavy, but |
wanted to put as much distance as | could between ourselves and the cave.
Consi deri ng how fast our pursuer could nove, | wasn't sure there was
sufficient time to fool with a Trunp yet.

As | hurried along | began feeling sonmewhat woozy, and ny extremnmities



seened extrenely distant. It occurred to ne imediately that the flower snells
m ght be a bit narcotic. Great. That was all | needed, to get caught up in a
drug high while trying to bring Luke back fromone, |I could nake out a still,
slightly elevated clearing in the distance, though, and | headed for it.
Hopeful ly, we could rest there for a bit while |I regained ny nmental footing
and decided what to do next. So far, | could detect no sounds of pursuit.

Rushing on, | could feel myself beginning to reel. My equilibriumwas
becom ng inpaired. | suddenly felt a fear of falling, alnost akin to
acrophobia. For it occurred to ne that if | fell I might not be able to rise
again, that | mght succumb to a drugged sleep and be di scovered and
di spatched by the creature of Chaos while | dozed. Overhead, the colors of the
flowers ran together, flowing and tangling like a mass of ribbons in a bright
stream | tried to control ny breathing, to take in as little of the effluvia
as possible. But this was difficult, as winded as | was becom ng

But | did not fall, though | collapsed beside Luke at the center of the
clearing after I'd lowered himto the ground. He remained unconsci ous, a
peaceful expression on his face. A wind swept our hillock fromthe direction
of its far side, where nasty-looking, spiked plants of a non-flowering variety
grew. Thus, | no longer snelled the seductive odors of the giant flower field,
and after a time ny head began to clear. On the other hand, | realized that
this meant that our own scents were being borne back in the direction of the
cave. Whether the Fire Angel could unmask themw thin the heady perfunes, |
did not know, but providing it with even that much of an opportunity made ne
feel unconfortable.

Years ago, as an undergraduate, | had tried sone LSD. It had scared ne so
badly that 1'd never tried another hallucinogen since. It wasn't sinply a bad
trip. The stuff had affected my shadowshifting ability. It is kind of a
truismthat Anberites can visit any place they can inagine, for everything is
out there, somewhere, in Shadow. By conbining our mnds with notion we can

tune for the shadow we desire. Unfortunately, | could not control what | was
i magi ning. Also unfortunately, | was transported to those places. | panicked,
and that only made it worse. | could easily have been destroyed, for
wander ed through the objectified jungles of my subconsci ous and passed sone
time in places where the bad things dwell. After |I came down | found nmy way
back hone, turned up whinpering on Julia's doorstep, and was a nervous w eck
for days. Later, when |I told Random about it, | |learned that he had had sone

simlar experiences. He had kept it to hinself at first as a possible secret
weapon against the rest of the famly, but later, after they'd gotten back
onto decent terns with each other, he had decided to share the information in
the interest of survival. He was surprised to |l earn then that Benedict,
CGerard, Fiona, and Bleys knew all about it - though their know edge had cone
from ot her halluci nogens and, strangely, only Fiona had ever considered its
possibility as an in-famly weapon. She'd shelved the notion, though, because
of its unpredictability. This had been soneti ne back, however, and in the
press of other business in recent years it had slipped his nind, it sinply had
not occurred to himthat a new arrival such as nyself shoul d perhaps be

cauti oned.

Luke had told me that his attenpted invasion of the Keep of the Four
Wrds, by means of a glider-borne commando team had been smashed. Since | had
seen the broken gliders at various points within the walls during my own visit
to that place, it was |logical to assume that Luke had been capt ured.
Therefore, it seened a fairly strong assunption that the sorcerer Mask had
done what ever had been done to himto bring himto this state. It would seem
that this sinply involved introducing a dose of a hallucinogen to his prison
fare and turning himloose to wander and | ook at the pretty lights.
Fortunately, unlike nmyself, his nental travelings had invol ved nothing nore
threatening than the brighter aspects of Lewis Carroll. Muybe his heart was
purer than mne. But the deal was weird any way you | ooked at it. Mask m ght
have killed himor kept himin prison or added himto the coat rack
col l ection. Instead, while what had been done was not wi thout risk, it was



somet hi ng whi ch woul d wear off eventually and | eave hi m chast ened but at
liberty. It was nore a slap on the wist than a real piece of vengeance. This,
for a nenber of the House which had previously held sway in the Keep and woul d
doubtless like to do so again. Was Mask suprenely confident? O did he not
really see Luke as nuch of a threat?

And then there is the fact that our shadow shifting abilities and our
sorcerous abilities cone fromsimlar roots, the Pattern or the Logrus. It had
to be that nessing with one also nessed with the other. That would explain
Luke's strange ability to summon ne to himas by a nmassive Trunp sendi ng, when
in actuality there was no Trunp - Hi s drug-enhanced abilities of visualization
nmust have been so intense that the card' s physical representation of ne was
unnecessary. And his skewed magical abilities would account for all of the
prelimnary byplay, all of the odd, reality-distorting experiences |I'd had
before he actually achi eved contact. This neant that either of us could becone
very dangerous in certain drugged states. |'d have to renenber that. | hoped
he woul dn't wake up mad at nme for hitting him before | could talk to hima
bit. On the other hand, the tranquilizer would hopefully keep hi mhappy while
the other stuff worked at detoxing him

| massaged a sore nmuscle in my left leg and rose to my feet. | caught hold
of Luke beneath the arnpits and dragged hi m about twenty paces farther al ong
into the clearing. Then | sighed and returned to the spot where | had rested.
There was not sufficient tine to flee farther. And as the wailing increased in
vol ume and the giant flowers swayed in a line heading directly toward ne,
glinpses of a darker form becoming visible amd the stalks, | knew that wth
t he Jabberwock fled the Fire Angel was back on the job, and since this
confrontation seened inevitable, this clearing was as good a place to neet it
as any, and better than nost.

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 2

| unfastened the bright thing at ny belt and began to unfold it. It nmade a
series of clicking noises as | did so. | was hoping that | was making the best
choice available to me rather than, say, a bad m stake.

The creature took |l onger than I'd thought to pass anong the flowers. This
could mean it was having trouble following my trail amd its exotic
surroundi ngs. | was hoping, though, that it neant it had been sufficiently
injured in its encounter with the Jabberwock that it had | ost sonmething of its
strength and speed.

VWat ever, the final stalks eventually swayed and were crushed. The angul ar
creature lurched forward and halted a to stare at ne wi th unblinking eyes.

Frakir panicked, and | calmed her. This was a little out of her |eague. | had
a Fire Fountain spell left, but I didn't even bother with it - | knew it
woul dn't stop the thing, and it m ght nmake it behave unpredictably.

"I can show you the way back to Chaos," | shouted, "if you're getting
honesi ck! "

It wailed softly and advanced. So much for sentinmentality.

It came on slowy, oozing fluids froma dozen wounds. | wondered if it
were still capable of noshing ne or if its present pace were the best it could

manage. Prudence dictated | assune the worst, so | tried to stay | oose and
ready to match anything it attenpted.

It didn't rush, though. It just kept coming, like a small tank with
appendages. | didn't know where its vital spots were |ocated. Fire Ange
anat ormy had not been high on nmy list of interests back home. | gave nyself a

crash course, however, in the way of gross observation as it approached.
Unfortunately, this gave nme to believe that it kept everything inportant well
protected. Too bad.

| did not want to attack in case it was trying to sucker ne into
something. | was not aware of its conbat tricks, and | did not care to expose



nmysel f unduly in order to learn them Better to stay on the defense and let it
make the first nove, | told nyself. But it just kept noving nearer and nearer
| knew that 1'd be forced to do sonething soon, even if it were only to
retreat..

One of those long, folded front appendages fl ashed out toward nme, and
spun to the side and cut. Snicker-snack! The linb lay on the ground, stil
nmovi ng. So | kept noving, also. One-two, one-two! Snicker-snack

The beast toppled slowy to its left, for I had renmoved all of the linbs
on that side of its body.

Then, overconfident, | passed too near in racing to round its head to
reach the other side and repeat the performance while it was still traumatized
and col lapsing. Its other extensor flashed out. But | was too near and it was
still toppling - Instead of catching me with its clawed extremty, it hit ne

with the equivalent of shin or forearm The blow struck me across the chest
and | was knocked backward.

As | scranmbl ed away and drew ny feet beneath me to rise, | heard Luke say,
groggily, "Now what's going on?"

"Later," | called, wthout | ooking back

Then, "Hey! You hit ne!" he added.

"Al'l in good fun," | answered. "Part of the cure," and | was up and novi ng
agai n.

"Ch," | heard himsay.

The thing was on its side now and that big linb struck wildly at ne,
several times. | avoided it and was able to gauge its range and striking
angl e.

Sni cker-snack. The linb fell to the ground and | noved in.

I swung three bl ows which passed all the way through its head from
different angles before | was able to sever it. It kept making clicking
noi ses, though, and the torso kept pitching and scrabbling about on the
remai ni ng |inbs.

| don't know how many tines | struck after that. | just kept at it unti
the creature was literally diced. Luke had begun shouting "Oe!" each tine
that | struck. | was perspiring somewhat by then, and | noticed that heat

waves or sonething seened to be causing ny view of the distant flowers to
ripple in a disturbing fashion. | felt foresighted as all hell, though, the
Vorpal Sword |'d appropriated back in the bar had proved a fine weapon. |
swung it through a high arc, which I'd noted seened to cleanse it entirely,
and then | began folding it back into its original conmpact form It was as
soft as flower petals, and it still gave off a faint dusty glow...

"Bravo!" said a familiar voice, and | turned until | sawthe snile
foll owed by the Cat, who was tapping his paws lightly together. "Call ooh
Callay!" he added. "Well done, beam sh boy!"

The background wavering grew stronger, and the sky darkened. | heard Luke
say "Hey!" and when | gl anced back | saw himgetting to his feet, noving
forward. When | | ooked again | could see the bar fornming at the Cat's back
and | caught a glinpse of the brass rail. My head began to swim

"There's normally a deposit on the Vorpal Sword," the
"But since you're returning it intact "

Luke was beside ne. | could hear nusic again, and he was hunmi ng al ong
with it. Nowit was the clearing, with its butchered Fire Angel, that seened
t he superinposition, as the bar increased in solidity, taking on nuances of
col or and shadi ng.

But the place seenmed sonmehow smaller - the tables closer together, the
musi ¢ softer, the nural nore conpressed and its artist out of sight. Even the
Caterpillar and his nushroom had retreated to a shadowy nook, and both seened
shrunken, the blue snoke | ess dense. | took this as a vaguely good sign, for
if our presence there were a result of Luke's state of mind then perhaps the
fixation was losing its hold on him

"Luke?" | said.

He noved up to the bar beside ne.

Cat was sayi ng.



"Yeah?" he answer ed.
"You know you're on a trip, don't you?"

"I don't... I"'mnot sure what you nean," he said.

"When Mask had you prisoner | think he slipped you sonme acid," |I said. "Is
t hat possi bl e?"

"Who' s Mask?" he asked ne.

"The new head honcho at the Keep."

"Ch, you nmean Sharu Garrul ," he said. "I do renmenber that he had on a bl ue
mask. "

| saw no reason to go into an explanation as to why Mask wasn't Sharu.
He' d probably forget, anyway. | just nodded and said, "The boss."

"Well... yes, | guess he could have given ne sonething," he replied. "You
mean that all this...?" He gestured toward the room at |arge.

| nodded.

"Sure, it's real," | said. "But we can transport ourselves into
hal | uci nati ons. They're all real sonewhere. Acid' Il do it."

"I'l'l be dammed," he said.

"I gave you sonme stuff to bring you down,” | told him "But it nay take a
while."

He licked his Iips and gl anced about.

"Well, there's no hurry,"” he said. Then he smiled as a distant scream ng
began and the denons started in doing nasty things to the burning woman off in
the nmural. "I kind of like it here."

| placed the fol ded weapon back upon the bartop. Luke rapped on the

surface beside it and called for another round of brews. | backed away,
shaki ng nmy head.
"I"ve got to go now," | told him "Soneone's still after me, and he just

came close.”

"Animal s don't count," Luke said.

"The one | just chopped up does," | answered. "It was sent."

| 1 ooked at the broken doors, wondering what m ght come through them next.
Fire Angel s have been known to hunt in pairs.

"But |1've got to talk to you..." | continued.

"Not now," he said, turning away.

"You know it's inportant."

"I can't think right,"” he answered.

| supposed that had to be true, and there was no sense trying to drag him
back to Amber or anywhere else. He'd just fade away and show up here again.
H s head woul d have to clear and his fixation dissipate before we could
di scuss mutual probl ens.

"You renenber that your mother is a prisoner in Arber?" | asked.
"Yes."

"Call me when you've got your head together. W have to talk."
"Towill."

"I turned away and wal ked out the doors and into a bank of fog. In the
di stance | heard Luke begin singing again, sone mournful ballad. Fog is al nbst
as bad as conpl ete darkness when it comes to shadowshifting. If you can't see
any referents while you're noving, there is no way to use the ability, that
allows you to slip away. On the other hand, | just wanted to be alone for a
tinme to think

Now nmy head was clear. If | couldn't see anybody in this stuff, nobody
could see ne either. And there were no sounds other than nmy own footfalls on a
cobbl ed surface.

So what had | achi eved? Wien | was awakened froma brief nap to attend
Luke's unusual sending to Anber, 1'd been dead tired foll ow ng extraordi nary
exertions. | was transported into his presence, |earned that he was tripping,
fed himsomething | hoped would bring himoff it sooner, hacked up a Fire
Angel , and | eft Luke back where he had started.

I"d gotten two things out of it, | nused, as | strolled through the
cottony mist - |I'd stalemated Luke in any designs he night still have upon



Anmber. He was now aware that his nmother was our prisoner, and | couldn't see
hi m bringi ng any direct action against us under the circunstances. Aside from
the technical problens involved in transporting Luke and keeping himin one

pl ace, this was the reason | was willing to leave himas | just had. |'msure
Random woul d have preferred hi munconscious in a cell in the basenent, but I
was certain he would settle for a defanged Luke at |arge, especially so, when
it was likely that Luke would be getting in touch with us sooner or |ater

regarding Jasra. | was willing to let himconme down and cone around in his own
good tine. | had problens of nmy own in the waiting room |ike Ghostwheel
Mask, Vinta... and the new specter which had just taken a number and a seat.

Maybe it had been Jasra who had been using the hom ng power of the blue
stones to send assassins after me. She had the ability as well as a notive. It
could al so have been Mask, though, who I'd judge had the ability and who
seened to have a notive, though | didn't understand it. Jasra was out of the

way now, however, and while | intended to have things out with Mask
eventual ly, | believed that | had succeeded in detuning myself fromthe bl ue
stones. | also believed that I mght have scared Mask somewhat in our recent

encounter at the Keep. Watever, it was extrenely unlikely that Mask or Jasra,
what ever their powers, would have had access to a trained Fire Angel. No
there's only one place Fire Angels come from and shadow sorcerers aren't on
the custoner |ist.

A puff of wind parted the fog for a monent and | caught sight of dark
buil di ngs. Good. | shifted. The fog noved again al nost inmediately, and they
were not buil dings but dark rock formations. Another parting and a pi ece of
dawn or evening sky came into view, a foamof bright stars spilled across it.
Before too |l ong a wi nd whi pped the fog away and | saw that | wal ked in a high
rocky place, the heavens a bl aze of starry light bright enough to read by. |
followed a dark trail |eading off to the edge of the world..

The whol e business with Luke, Jasra, Dalt, and Mask was sonehow of a
pi ece, conpl etely understandable in some places and clouded in others. G ven
some time and legwork it would all hang together. Luke and Jasra seened to be
nullified now Msk, an enigma of sorts, seemed to have it in for ne
personal |y but did not appear to represent any particular threat to Anber.
Dalt, on the other hand, did, with his fancy new weaponry, but Random was
aware of this situation and Benedict was back in town. So | was confident that
everyt hing possi ble was being done to deal with this.

| stood at the edge of the world and | ooked down into a bottom ess rift
full of stars. My nmountain did not seemto grace the surface of a planet.
However, there was a bridge to my left, leading outward to a dark
star-occl udi ng shape, another floating nountain, perhaps. | strolled over and
stepped out onto the span. Problens involving atnosphere, gravitation
tenmperature, meant nothing here, where | could, in a sense, nake up reality as
I went along. | wal ked out onto the bridge, and for a nonment the angle was
right and I caught a glinpse of another bridge on the far side of the dark
mass, |eading off to some other darkness.

| halted in the mddle, able to see along it for a great distance in
either direction. It seemed a safe and appropriate spot. | w thdrew ny packet
of Trumps and riffled through themuntil | located one | hadn't used in a
long, long tine.

| held it before me and put the others away, studying the blue eyes and
t he young, hard, slightly sharp features beneath a mass of pure white hair. He

was dressed all in black, save for a bit of white collar and sl eeve show ng
beneath the glossy tight-fitting jacket. He held three dark steel balls in his
gl oved hand.

Sonetimes it's hard to reach all the way to Chaos, so | focused and
ext ended, carefully, strongly. The contact canme al nbst i medi ately. He was
seated on a bal cony beneath a crazily stippled sky, the Shifting Muntains
sliding to his left. Hs feet were propped on a snall floating table and he
was reading a book. He lowered it and smiled faintly.

“"Merlin," he said softly. "You look tired."



| nodded.

"You | ook rested,"” | said.

"True," he answered, as he closed the book and set it on the table. Then
"There is troubl e?" he asked.

"There is trouble, Mandor."

He rose to his feet.

"You wi sh to come through?"

| shook ny head. "If you have any Trunps handy for getting back, 1'd
rat her you cane to ne."

He extended his hand.

"Al'l right," he said.

| reached forward, our hands cl asped, he took a single step and stood
beside nme on the bridge. W enbraced for a nonent and then he turned and
| ooked out and down into the rift.

"There is some danger here?" he asked.

"No. | chose this place because it seens very safe.
replied. "What's been happening to you?"

"For years | was nmerely a student, and then a designer of certain sorts of
speci ali zed machinery,” | told him "Things were pretty uneventful unti
fairly recently. Then all hell broke |oose, but nost of it | understand, and
much of it seems under control. That part's conplicated and not really worth
your concern."

He rested a hand on the bridge's sidepiece - "And the other part?" he
asked.

"My enemies up until this point had been fromthe environs of Anber. But
suddenly, when it seened that nost of that business was on its way to being

"Scenic, too," he

settled, soneone put a Fire Angel on ny trail. | succeeded in destroying it
just alittle while ago. |I've no idea why, and it's certainly not an Anber
trick."”

He made a clicking noise with his lips as he turned away, paced a few
steps, and turned back

"You're right, of course," he said. "I'd no idea it had cone anywhere near
this, or 1'd have spoken with you sone tine ago. But let ne differ with you as
to orders of inportance before | indulge in certain specul ations on your
behal f. | want to hear your entire story."

"\Why 2"

"Because you are sonetines appallingly naive, little brother, and | do not
yet trust your judgnent as to what is truly inportant.”

"I may starve to death before | finish," | answered. Smiling crookedly, ny

st ep- brot her Mandor raised his arns. Wiile Jurt and Despil are my half
brot hers, borne by nmy nother, Dara, to Prince Sawall the Ri m Lord, Mandor was

Sawal | 's son by an earlier marriage. Mandor is considerably older than I, and
as a result he rem nds ne nuch of ny relatives back in Anber. 1'd always felt
a bit of an outsider anong the children of Dara and Sawall. In that Mandor was

in a nore stable sense, not part of that particular grouping either, we'd had
somet hing in comon. But whatever the inpul se behind his early attentions,
we'd hit it off and becone closer, | sometinmes think, than full bl ood
brothers. He had taught ne a |ot of practical things over the years, and we
had had nany good tinmes together

The air was distorted between us, and when Mandor |owered his arns a
di nner table covered with enbroidered white linen cane into sudden view
bet ween us, soundlessly, followed a nmoment | ater by a pair of facing chairs.
The tabl e bore nunerous covered dishes, fine china, crystal, silverware, there
was even a gleamng ice bucket with a dark twisted bottle within it.

"I aminpressed," | stated.

"I"ve devoted considerable tinme to gournet magic in recent years," he
said. "Pray, be seated."

We nade oursel ves confortable there on the bridge between two darknesses.
| muttered appreciatively as | tasted, and it was sonme mnutes before I could
begin a summary of the events that had brought me to this place of starlight



and sil ence.
Mandor listened to nmy entire tale without interruption, and when |'d
fini shed he nodded and said, "Wuld you care for another serving of dessert?"

"Yes," | agreed. "It's quite nice."

VWhen | glanced up a few nonents later, | saw that he was smling.
"What's funny?" | asked.

"You," he replied. "If you recall, | told you before you left for that

pl ace to be discrimnating when it cane to giving your trust."

"Well? | told no one nmy story. If you're going to | ecture ne on being
friendly with Luke without learning his, I've already heard it."

"And what of Julia?"

"What do you nean? She never |earned..."

"Exactly. And she seens |ike one you could have trusted. |Instead, you
turned her agai nst you."

"Al'l right! Maybe | used bad judgment there, too."

"You desi gned a renmarkabl e machine, and it never occurred to you it m ght
al so becone a potent weapon. Random saw that right away. So did Luke. You
m ght have been saved from di saster on that front only by the fact that it
becane sentient and didn't care to be dictated to.

"You're right. | was nore concerned with solving technical problens. |
didn't think through all the consequences.”
He si ghed.

"What am | going to do with you, Merlin? You take risks when you don't
even know you're taking risks."

"I didn't trust Vinta," | volunteered.

"I think you could have gotten nore information out of her," he said, "if
you hadn't been so quick to save Luke, who already appeared to be out of
danger. She seened to be | oosening up considerably at the end of your
di al ogue. "

"Perhaps | should have called you."

"I'f you encounter her again, do it, and I'll deal with her."

| stared. He seened to nean it.

"You know what she is?"

“I'"l1l unriddle her," he said, swirling the bright orange beverage in his
glass. "But |'ve a proposal for you, elegant in its sinplicity. |I've a new
country place, quite secluded, with all the amenities. Wiy not return to the
Courts with ne rather than bouncing around from hazard to hazard? Lie | ow for
a couple of years, enjoy the good life, catch up on your reading. I'll see
that you're well protected. Let everything bl ow over, then go about your
busi ness in a nore peaceful climte."

| took a small sip of the fiery drink

"No," | said. "Wat happened to those things you indicated earlier that
you knew and | didn't?"

"Hardly inmportant, if you accept nmy offer.

"Even if | were to accept, 1'd want to know. "
"Bag of wormns," he said.
"You listened to ny story. I'll listen to yours."

He shrugged and | eaned back in his chair, |ooked up at stars.

"Sawal | is dying," he said.

"He's been doing that for years."

"True, but he's gotten nuch worse. Sone think it has to do with the death
curse of Eric of Anmber. Whatever, | really believe he hasn't nuch |onger."

"I begin to see..."

"Yes, the struggle for the succession has beconme nore intense. People have
been falling over left and right - poison, duels, assassinations, peculiar
acci dents, dubious suicides. A great nunber have al so departed for points
unknown. O so it would seem”

"l understand, but | don't see where it concerns ne."

"One tine it would not have."

" But ?"



"You are not aware that Sawal|l adopted you, formally, after your
departure?"

"What ?"

"Yes. | was never certain as to his exact notives. But you are a
legitimate heir. You follow me but take precedence over Jurt and Despil."

"That would still [eave me way in hell down on the list."

"True," he said slowy. "Mst of the interest lies at the top..."

"You say 'nost.' "

"There are al ways exceptions," he answered. "You must realize that a tine
such as this is also a fine occasion for the paying off of old debts. One
death nmore or less hardly rouses an eyebrow the way it would have in nore
placid times. Even in relatively high places."

| shook ny head as | nmet his eyes.

"It really doesn't nmake sense in ny case," | said. He continued to stare
until | felt unconfortable. "Does it?" | finally asked.
"Well..." he said. "Gve it some thought."

| did. And just as the notion canme to ne, Mandor nodded as if he viewed
the contents of nmy mind. "Jurt," he said, "met the changing times with a
m xture of delight and fear. He was constantly tal king of the |atest deaths
and of the el egance and apparent ease with which some of them were
acconpl i shed. Hushed tones interspersed with a few giggles. H s fear and his
desire to increase his own capacity for mschief finally reached a point where
t hey becane greater than his other fear "

"The Logrus..."

"Yes. He finally tried the Logrus, and he nade it through.”

"He shoul d be feeling very good about that. Proud. It was sonething he'd
wanted for years."

"Ch, yes," Mandor answered. "And |'msure he felt a great nunber of other
things as well."
"Freedom" | suggested. "Power," and as | studied his half anmused

expression, | was forced to add, "and the ability to play the ganme hinself."

"There may be hope for you," he said. "Now, would you care to carry that
through to its logical conclusion?"

"Okay," | responded, thinking of Jurt's left ear as it floated away
following my cut, a swarm of bl ood-beads spreadi ng about it. "You think Jurt
sent the Fire Angel."

"Most likely," he replied. "But would you care to pursue that a little
further?"

| thought of the broken branch piercing Jurt's eyeball as we westled in
t he gl ade. .

"AI'l right," | said. "He's after me. It could be a part of the succession
gane, because |'mslightly ahead of him on that front, or just plain dislike
and revenge, or both."

"It doesn't really matter which,"” Mandor said, "in terms of results. But I
was thinking of that crop-eared wolf that attacked you. Only had one eye, too,
it seemed..."”

"Yes," | said. "Wat does Jurt |ook like these days?"

"Ch, he's grown about half the ear back. It's pretty ragged and
ugl y-1 ooking. Generally, his hair covers it. The eyeball is regenerated, but
he can't see out of it yet. He usually wears a patch.’

"That m ght explain recent devel opnents,” | said. "Hell of atine for it,

t hough, with everything else that's been going on. Middies the waters
consi derably."

"It's one of the reasons | suggest you sinply drop out, and let everything
cool down. Too busy. Wth as many arrows as there seemto be in the air, one
may well find your heart."

"I can take care of nyself, Mandor."

"You coul d have fooled ne."

| shrugged, got up, wal ked over to the rail, and | ooked down at the stars.

After a long while he called out to nme, "Have you got any better ideas?"



but | didn't answer him because | was thinking about that very matter. | was
consi deri ng what Mandor had said about ny tunnel vision and |ack of

prepar edness and had just about concluded that he was right, that in nearly
everything that had happened to me up to this point, with the exception of ny
going after Jasra, | had mainly been responding to circunstance. | had been
far nore acted upon than acting. Admttedly, it had all happened very quickly.
But still, | had not forned any real plans for covering nyself, |earning about
nmy enem es or striking back. It seemed that there were some things | m ght be
doi ng. ..

"If there is that nuch to worry about,’
off playing it safe.™

He was probably right, fromthe standpoints of reason, safety, caution
But he was strictly of the Courts, while | possessed an additional set of
loyalties in which he did not participate. It was possible, if only through ny
connection with Luke, that | mght be able to conme up with sone persona
course of action that would further the security of Anber. So long as such a
chance existed, | felt obliged to pursue matters. And beyond this, froma
purely personal standpoint, my curiosity was too strong to permt ne to walk
away fromthe unanswered questions whi ch abounded when | could be actively
seeki ng sone answers.

As | was considering how | m ght best phrase these matters in ny reply to
Mandor, | was again acted upon. | becane aware of a faint feeling of inquiry,
as of a cat scratching at the doors of ny mind. It grewin force, thrusting
asi de other considerations, until | knewit as a Trunp sending from sonme very
di stant place. | guessed that it mght be from Random anxious to di scover
what had transpired since nmy absence from Anber. So | nade nyself receptive,
inviting the contact.

"Merlin, what's the matter?" Mandor asked, and | raised ny hand to
indicate | was occupied. At that, | saw him place his napkin upon the tabletop
and rise to his feet.

My vision cleared slowy and | beheld Fiona, |ooking stern, rocks at her
back, a pale green sky above her

“Merlin," she said. "Were are you?"

"Far away," | answered. "It's a long story. \What's going on? Were are
you?"

She sm | ed bl eakly.

"Far away," she replied.

he said, "you are probably better

"W seemto have chosen very scenic spots,” | observed. "Did you pick the
sky to conpl ement your hair?"
"Enough! " she said. "I did not call you to conpare travel notes."

At that noment Mandor cane up aside nme and pl aced his hand upon ny
shoul der, which was hardly in keeping with his character, as it is considered
a gauche thing to do when a Trunp communi cation i s obviously in progress on
the order of intentionally picking up an extension phone and breaking in on
soneone's call. Nevertheless..

"My! My!'" he said. "WIIl you please introduce nme, Merlin?"

"Who, " Fiona asked, "is that?"

"This is ny brother Mandor," | told her, "of the House of Sawall in the
Courts of Chaos. Mandor, this is my Aunt Fiona, Princess of Anber."

Mandor bowed.

"I have heard of you, Princess,’

Her eyes wi dened for a monent.

"I know of the house," she replied, "but 1'd no idea of Merlin's
relationship with it. I am pl eased to know you."

"I take it there's sone problem Fi ?" | asked.

"Yes," she answered, glancing at Mandor

"I will retire," he said. "Honored to have nmet you, Princess. | w sh you
lived a bit nearer the Rm"

She snmi | ed.

"Wait," she said. "This does not involve any state secrets. You are an

he said. "It is indeed a pleasure.”



initiate of the Logrus?"
"I am" he stated.
"...And | take it you two did not get together to fight a duel ?"

"Hardly," | answered.

“In that case, | would welcone his view of the problem also. Are you
willing to cone to ne, Mandor?" He bowed again, which I thought was hanming it
abit.

"Anypl ace, Madam " he responded.

She said, "Come then," and she extended her |left hand and | clasped it.
Mandor reached out and touched her wist. W stepped forward.

We stood before her in the rocky place. It was breezy and a bit chil
there. From sonewhere distant there cane a nuted roar, as of a muffled engine.

"Have you been in touch with anyone in Anber recently?" | asked her

"No," she stated.

"Your departure was somewhat abrupt."

"There were reasons."

"Such as your recognizing Luke?"

"His identity is known to you now?"

“Yes."

"And to the others?"

"l told Random" | answered, "and Flora."

"Then everyone knows," she said. "l departed quickly and took Bleys with
me because we had to be next on Luke's list. After all, | tried killing his

father and al nost succeeded. Bleys and | were Brand's closest relatives, and
we'd turned against him™"

She turned a penetrating gaze upon Mandor, who snil ed.

"I understand," he stated, "that right now Luke drinks with a Cat, a Dodo,
a Caterpillar, and a Wiite Rabbit. | also understand that with his nother a
prisoner in Anber he is powerless agai nst you."

She regarded ne again.

"You have been busy," she said.

"I try."

"...So that it is probably safe for you to return,” Mandor continued.

She snmiled at him then glanced at ne.

"Your brother seems well informed," she observed.

"He's famly, too," | said, "and we've a lifelong habit of |ooking out for
each other."

"His Iife or yours?" she asked

"Mne," | replied. "He is ny senior."
"What are a few centuries this way or that?" Mandor offered.
"I thought | felt a certain maturity of spirit," she noted. "I've a mnd

to trust you further than I'd intended."
"That's very sporting of you," he replied, "and | treasure the

sentinment..."
"“...But you'd rather I didn't overdo it?"
"Precisely."

"I"ve no intention of testing your loyalties to hone and throne," she
said, "on such short acquai ntance. It does concern both Anber and the Courts,
but | see no conflict in the matter."

"I do not doubt your prudence. | nmerely wanted to nake ny position clear."
She turned back toward ne.
"Merlin," she said then, "I think you lied to ne."

| felt nyself frowning as | tried to recall an occasi on when | mnight have
ed her about sonething. | shook ny head.
“"If 1 did,” | told her, "I don't renenber."
"It was sone years ago," she said, "when | asked you to try wal ki ng your
father's Pattern.”

"Ch," | answered, feeling nyself blush and wondering whether it was
apparent in this strange light.

"You t ook advantage of what | had told you about the Pattern's
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resi stance," she continued. "You pretended it was preventing you fromsetting
your foot upon it. But there was no visible sign of the resistance, such as
there was when | tried stepping onto it."

She | ooked at me, as if for confirmation. "So?" | said.

"So," she replied, "it has becone nore inportant now than it was then, and
| have to know - Were you faking it that day?"

"Yes," | said.

" \Npy 2"

"Once | took one step upon it," | explained, "lI'd have been committed to

wal king it. Who knows where it mght have led ne and what situation might have
followed? I was near the end of nmy holiday and in a hurry to get back to
school - | didn't have tine for what might have turned into a | engthy
expedition. Telling you there were difficulties seenmed the nost graceful way
of begging off."

"I think there's nmore to it than that,"’

"What do you nean?"

"I think Corwin told you something about it that the rest of us do not

she sai d.

know, or that he left you a message. | believe you know nore than you let on
concerning the thing."

| shrugged.

"Sorry, Fiona. | have no control over your suspicions," | said - "Wsh |

could be of nmore help."
"You can," she replied.
"Tell me how "

"Come with me to the place of the new Pattern. | want you to walk it."

I shook ny head.

"I"ve got a lot nmore pressing business,” | told her, "than satisfying your
curiosity about sonething ny dad did years ago."

"It's nmore than just curiosity,"” she said. "I told you once before that |

think it's what is behind the increased incidence of shadow storns."

"And | gave you a perfectly good reason for something el se being the
cause. | believe it's an adjustnent to they partial destruction and recreation
of the old Pattern. "

"Wul d you conme this way?" she asked, and she turned fromne and began to
clinmb.

| glanced at Mandor, shrugged, and foll owed her. He cane al ong.

We nounted toward a jagged screen of rock. She reached it first and nade
her way onto a | opsided | edge which ran partway along it. She traversed this
until she came to a place where the rock wall had broken down into a wide
V-shaped gap. She stood there with her back to us then, the light fromthe
green sky doing strange things to her hair.

| came up beside her and foll owed the direction of her gaze. On a distant
plain, far below us and to the left, a large black funnel spun like a top. It
seened the source of the roaring sound we had been hearing. The ground,

appeared to be cracked beneath it. | stared for several mnutes, but it did
not change in formor position. Finally, | cleared ny throat.

"Looks like a big tornado," | said, "not going anypl ace."

"That's why | want you to walk the new Pattern,"” she told ne. "I think

it's going to get us unless we get it first."

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 3

If you had a choice between the ability to detect fal sehood and the
ability to discover truth, which one would you take? There was a tinme when
t hought they were different ways of saying the sane thing, but | no |onger
believe that. Mdst of my relatives, for exanple, are al nost as good at seeing
t hrough subterfuge as they are at perpetrating it. I"'mnot at all sure,



t hough, that they care much about truth. On the other hand, 1'd always felt

t here was sonet hi ng nobl e, special, and honorabl e about seeking truth, a thing
I'd attenpted with Ghostwheel. Mandor had nmade me wonder, though. Had this
made ne a sucker for truth's opposite?

O course, it's not as cut and dried as all that. | knowthat it is not a
pure either/or situation with the m ddl e excluded, but is rather a statenent
of attitude. Still, |I was suddenly willing to concede that | m ght have gone

to an extrene, to the point of fool hardiness, and that | had let certain of ny
critical faculties doze for far too |ong.

So | wondered about Fiona's request.

"What makes it such a threat?" | asked her

"It is a shadow stormin the formof a tornado," she said.

"There have been such things before," | answered.

"True," she responded, "but they tend to nmove through Shadow. This one
does have extension through an area of Shadow, but it is totally stationary.
It first appeared several days ago, and it has not altered in any way since
then.'

"What's that come to in Anber-tinme?" | asked.
"Hal f a day, perhaps. Wy?"
| shrugged. "I don't know. Just curious," | said. "I still don't see why

it's athreat.”

"I told you that such storns had proliferated since Corwin drew the extra
Pattern. Now they're changing in. character as well as frequency. That Pattern
has to be understood soon."

A moment's quick reflection showed ne that whoever gained control of Dad's
Pattern coul d becone naster of sone terrible forces. O mistress.

So, "Supposing | walk it," | said. "Then what? As | understand it from
Dad's story, I'd just wind up in the mddle, the sane as with the Pattern back
home. What's to be |learned fromthat?"

| studied her face for sone display of emotion, but ny relatives tend to
have too rmuch control for such sinple self betrayal

"As | understand it," she said, "Brand was able to trunp in when Corw n
was at the middle. "

"That's the way | understand it, too."

"...So, when you reach the center, | can come in on a Trunp."

"l suppose so. Then there will be two of us standing at the mddle of the
Pattern."

"...And fromthere we will be in a position to go somepl ace we coul d not

reach fromany other point in existence."

"That bei ng?" | asked.

"The primal Pattern which lies behind it."

"You're sure there is one?"

"There nust be. It is in the nature of such a construct to be scribed at a
nore basic level of reality as well as the nundane."

"And our purpose in traveling to that place?"

"That is where its secrets dwell, where its deepest magi cs m ght be
| earned. "

"l see,” | told her. "Then what?"

"Why, there we might Iearn how to undo the trouble the thing is causing,"
she answer ed.

"That's all?"

Her eyes narrowed.

"W will |earn whatever we can, of course. Power is power, and represents
a threat until it is understood."

| nodded slowy.

"But right now there are a nunber of powers that are nore pressing in the
threat departnent,"” | said. "That Pattern is going to have to wait its turn.”
"Even if it may represent the forces you need to deal with your other

probl ems?" she asked.
"Even so," | said. "It mght turn into a lengthy enterprise, and | don't



believe I have the tine for that."

"But you don't know that for certain.”

"True. But once | set foot on it, there's no turning back."

| did not add that I'd no intention of taking her to the priml Pattern
then | eaving her there on her own. After all, she had tried her hand at
ki ng- maki ng once. And if Brand had nmade it to the throne of Amber in those
days, she woul d have been standing right behind him no matter what she had to
say about it now | think she was about to ask nme to deliver her to the primal
Pattern then but realized that |1'd already considered it and rejected it. Not
wanting to | ose face by asking and being refused, she returned to her origina

argunent .

"l suggest you nake time now," she said, "if you do not wish to see worlds
torn up about you."

"I didn't believe you the first tine you told nme that," | answered, "and
don't believe you now | still think the increased shadowstormactivity is

probably an adjustnent to the damage and repair of the original Pattern. |
also think that if we mess around with a new Pattern we don't know anyt hi ng
about, we stand a chance of making things worse, not better "

"I don't want to mess around with it," she said. "I want to study -

The Sign of the Logrus flashed between us suddenly. She nust have seen it
or felt it somehow, too, because she drew back at the same instant | did.

| turned nmy head with sure knowl edge as to what | would see.

Mandor had mounted the battlenent-like wall of stone. He stood as still as
if he were a part of it, his arm upraised. | suppressed ny first inpulse,
which was to shout to himto stop. He knew what he was doing. And | was
certain that he would not pay nme the slightest heed, anyway.

| advanced to the notch in which he had taken his position, and | | ooked
past himat the swirling thing on the cracked plain far bel ow. Through the
i mage of the Logrus, |I felt the dark, awful rush of power that Suhuy had
revealed to me in his final |esson. Mandor was calling upon it now and pouring
it into the shadow-storm Did he not realize that the force of Chaos he was
unl eashi ng must spread until it had run a terrible course? Could he not see
that if the stormwere indeed a mani festati on of Chaos then he was turning it
into a truly nonstrous thing?

It grew larger, its roaring increased in volunme. It becanme frightening to
watch it.

From behind me, | heard Fiona gasp
"I hope you know what you're doing," | called to him
"We' |l know in about a mnute," he replied, lowering his arnmns.

The Sign of the Logrus wi nked out before ne.

We wat ched the dammed thing spin for some tine, bigger and noisier

Finally, "What have you proved?" | asked him

"That you have no patience,"” he answered.

There was not hing particularly instructive to the phenonenon, but |
continued to watch it anyway.

Abruptly, the sound becane a stutter. The dark apparition jerked about
suddenly, shaking off bits of accumul ated debris as it contracted. Soon it was
restored to its former size, and it hit its earlier pitch and the sound grew
st eady once nore.

"How did you do that?" | asked him

"I didn't," he said. "It adjusted itself."

"It shouldn't have," Fiona stated.

"Exactly," he replied.

"You've lost nme," | said.

"It should have gone roaring right on, stronger than ever, after he'd
augnmented it that way," Fiona said. "But whatever is controlling it had other
plans. So it was readjusted."

"...And it is a Chaos phenomenon," Mandor continued. "You could see that
in the way it drew upon Chaos when | provided the neans. But that pushed it
past sone limt, and there was a correction. Someone is playing with the



primal forces thensel ves out there. Who or what or why, | cannot say. But |
think it's strong testinmony that the Pattern isn't involved. Not with Chaos
ganes. So Merlin is probably correct. | think that this business has its
origin el sewhere. ™

"Al'l right," Fiona conceded. "All right. What does that |eave us with?"

"A nystery," he said. "But hardly, | think, an immnent threat."

A faint firefly of an idea flitted through ny mind. It could easily be
dead wrong, though that was not the reason | deci ded against sharing it. It
led into an area of thought | could not explore in an instant, and | don't
like giving away pieces of things like that.

Fiona was glaring at ne now, but | maintained a bl and expression. Abruptly
t hen, seeing that her cause was fruitless, she decided to change the subject -

"You said that you left Luke under somewhat unusual circunstances. Just
where is he now?"

The last thing | wanted to do was to get her really nad at nme. But |
couldn't see turning her |oose on Luke in his present condition. For all |

knew, she m ght actually be up to killing him just as a formof life

i nsurance. And | did not want Luke dead. |1'd a feeling he m ght be undergoi ng
somet hing of a change of attitude, and | wanted to give himevery break |
could. W still owed each other a few, even though it was hard keeping score,

and there is sonething to be said for old tinmes' sake Considering what |'d
judged his condition to be when 1'd left him it was going to be a while
before he was in decent shape again. And then | had a nunber of things I
wanted to talk to hi mabout.

"Sorry," | said. "He's ny province at the nonment."
"I believe | have sone interest in the matter," she replied levelly.
"Of course," | said, "but | feel that nmine is greater and that we nmay get

in each other's ways."
"I can judge these things for myself," she said.
"COkay," | told her. "He's on an acid trip. Any information you' d get out
of himm ght be colorful, but it would al so be highly di sappointing."
"How did this happen?" she asked.
"A wizard naned Mask apparently slipped himsonme chem cals when he had him

pri soner."
"Where was this? |'ve never heard of Mask."
"A place called the Keep of the Four Worlds," | told her.

"It's been a long tine since | heard the Keep nentioned," she said. "A
sorcerer named Sharu Garrul used to hold it."

"He's a coat rack now, " | stated.

"What ?"

"Long story, but Mask has the place these days."

She stared at me, and | could tell she was just realizing that there was a

ot she didn't know in the way of recent devel opnents. |'d judge she was
deci di ng whi ch of several obvious questions to ask next when | decided to beat
her to the punch while she was still off bal ance.

"So how s Bl eys?" | asked.

"He's much inproved. | treated himnyself and he's recovering quickly."

| was about to ask her where he was, which | knew she would refuse to
answer, and hopefully we would both sml|e when she saw what | was driving at -
no address for Bleys, no address for Luke, we keep our secrets and stay
friends.

"Hello!" | heard Mandor say, and we both turned in the direction he was
faci ng, back out through the notch

The dark tornado-form had collapsed to half its former size, and even as
we watched, it continued to dimnish. It fell steadily in upon itself,
shrinking and shrinking, and in about a half minute it was gone, conpletely.

| could not suppress a smile, but Fiona did not even notice. She was
| ooki ng at Mandor.

"Do you think it was because of what you did?" she asked him

"I have no way of knowing," he replied, "but it may well be."



"But does it tell you anything?" she said.

"Per haps whoever was responsible did not like having ne tinker with his
experiment."

"You really believe there's an intelligence behind it?"

“Yes."

"Someone fromthe Courts?"

"It seens nore likely than soneone from your end of the world."

"l suppose so..." she agreed. "Have you any guesses as to the person's
identity?"
He smil ed.

"I understand," she said quickly. "Your business is your business. But a
general threat is everybody's business. That's what | was really getting at."

"True," he acknow edged. "This is why | propose investigating it. |'m at
| oose ends at the moment. It mght be amusing.”

"It is awkward asking you to conmmuni cate your findings to ne," she said,
"when | do not know what interests mght be involved."

"I appreciate your position,” he replied, "but to the best of nmy know edge
the treaty provisions still hold and no one in the Courts is pronoting any
speci al designs against Anber. In fact... If you like, we mght pursue the
matter together, at |least part of the way."

"I've got the time," she said.

"I don't," | injected quickly. "I've sone pressing business to attend to."

Mandor shifted his attention to ne.

"About ny offer..." he said.

"I can't," | told him

"Very well. Qur conversation is not concluded, however. 1'll be in touch
later."

"Ckay. "

Fi ona | ooked ny way then, also.

"You will keep ne posted on Luke's recovery, and his intentions," she
st at ed.

"Of course.”

"Good day, then."

Mandor gave nme a small half salute and | returned it

| began wal ki ng then, and as soon as | was out of sight |I began shifting.

I found ny way to a rocky slope, where | halted and withdrew nmy Trunmp for
Amber. | raised it, focused my awareness, and transported nyself as soon as |
felt my way through. | was hoping the main hall would be enpty, but at this
point | didn't really care that nuch.

| came through near Jasra, who was hol ding an extra cl oak over her

outstretched left arm | ducked out the doorway to my left into an enpty
corridor and made ny way to the back stair. Several times | heard voices and
detoured to avoid the speakers. | was able to make it to ny roons without

bei ng di scover ed.

The only rest | had had in what seened an age and a half had been a
fifteen-mnute nap before Luke's spaced-out sorcerous faculty had caused him
to sutmmon me to the Looking @ ass Bar via a hallucinatory Trunp. \Wen? For al
| knew, it could have been yesterday, which had been a very full day before
that incident.

| barred the door and staggered to the bed, flinging nyself down upon it
wi t hout even renoving ny boots. Sure, there were all sorts of things | should

be doing, but I was in no condition for any of them I'd returned honme because
| still felt safest in Anber, despite the fact that Luke had reached nme here
once.

Soneone with a hi gh- powered subconsci ous m ght have had a brilliantly

revel atory dreamfollowi ng as much crap as |I'd been through recently, and then
have awakened with a wonderful series of insights and answers detailing
appropriate courses of action. | didn't. | woke once, in a snmall panic, not
knowi ng where | was. But | opened ny eyes and satisfied nyself on that count,
then went back to sleep. Later, much later, it seemed, | returned by degrees,



i ke sonme piece of flotsam being pushed hi gher and hi gher onto a beach by wave
foll owi ng wave, until finally I was there. | saw no reason for going any
further until | realized that ny feet hurt. Then |I sat up and pulled nmy boots
of f, which m ght have been one of the six greatest pleasures in ny life. |
renoved ny socks in a hurry then and threw theminto the corner of the room
Why doesn't anyone else in ny line of work seemto get sore feet? | filled the
basin and soaked themfor a time, then resolved to go barefoot for the next
few hours.

Finally | rose, stripped, cleaned up, and put on a pair of Levi's and a
purple flannel shirt of which | amfond. The hell with swords, daggers, and

cloaks for a tine. | opened the shutters and | ooked outside. It was dark
Because of clouds, | couldn't even guess fromthe stars whether it m ght be
early evening, late night, or al nbst norning.

It was very quiet in the hall, and there were no sounds as | nade nmy way
down the back stair. The kitchen was deserted also, the big fires banked and
snol dering low. | didn't want to stir things up beyond hanging a pot of water
to warmfor tea while I located some bread and fruit preserves. | turned up a
jug of something like grapefruit juice, too, in one of the walk-in ice boxes.

As | sat warning ny feet and working ny way through the loaf, | began to
feel uneasy. | was sipping ny tea before |I realized what it was. There seened

a great necessity that | be doing sonething, yet | had no idea what. Now | had
somet hing of a breather, and it felt strange. So | decided to start thinking

agai n.
By the time I'd finished eating, | had a few small plans. The first thing
| did was to make ny way to the main hall, where | renoved all of the hats and

cl oaks form Jasra and swept her off her feet. Later, as | was bearing her
stiff formalong the upstairs hallway in the direction of my room a door
opened partway and a bl eary-eyed Droppa watched nme go by.

"Hey, I'1l take two!" he tailed after ne.
"Reminds me of ny first wife," he added then, and cl osed the door
Once | had her installed in ny quarters, | drew up a chair and seated

nmysel f before her. Garishly clad as part of a savage joke, her hard sort of
beauty was not really dininished. She had placed ne in extreme peril on one
occasion, and | had no desire to free her at atine like this for a possible
repeat perfornmance. But the spell that held her claimed ny attention for nore
than one reason and | wanted to understand it fully.

Carefully then, | began exploring the construct which held her. It was not
overconplicated, but | could see that tracing all of its byways was going to
take a while. Al right. |I wasn't about to stop now. | pushed on ahead into
the spell, taking nmental notes as | went.

| was busy for hours. After | had solved the spell, | decided to hang sone
nmore of ny own, tines being what they were. The castle came awake about ne as
| worked. | |abored steadily as the day progressed, until everything was in
pl ace and | was satisfied with ny work. I was al so fam shed.

I moved Jasra off into a corner, pulled on ny boots, departed ny quarters,
and headed for the stair. In that it seened about I|unchtine |I checked out the
several dining rooms in which the fanmily generally ate. But all of themwere
deserted and none of themwere set up for a neal yet to cone. Nor did any of
t hem show signs of a meal having recently been di spatched.

| suppose it was possible ny time sense was, still skewed and I was nuch
too late or too early, but it did seemthat it had been daylight |ong enough
to bring ne into the vicinity of the proper hour. Nobody, however, seened to
be eating, so sonething had to be wong with this assunption..

Then | heard it, the faint click of cutlery upon plate. | headed in the
apparent direction of the sound. Cbviously, the nmeal was taking place in a
| ess frequented setting than usual. | turned right, then left. Yes, they had

decided to set up in a drawing room No matter

| entered the room whew Llewella was seated with Randonmis wife, Vialle,
on the red divan, dinner laid on a low table before them M chael, who worked
in the kitchen, stood nearby behind a cart | oaded with dishes. | cleared ny



t hr oat .

“"Merlin," Vialle announced with a sensitivity that always gives nme a small
chill, she being completely blind. "How pleasant!’

"Hello," Llewella said. "Come and join us. W' re anxi ous to hear what
you' ve been doing."

| drew a chair up to the far side of the table and seated nyself. M chael
cane over and laid a fresh setting before ne. | thought about it quickly.
Anything Vialle heard woul d doubtl ess get back to Random So | gave them a
somewhat edited version of recent events |eaving out all references to Mandor
Fi ona, and anything having to do with the Courts. It made for a considerably
shorter story and let ne get to nmy food sooner

"Everybody's been so busy lately,” Llewella remarked. when |I'd finished
talking. "It alnpbst nakes ne feel guilty."

| studied the delicate green of her nore-than-olive conpl exion, her ful
lips, her large catlike eyes.

"But not quite," she added.

"Where are they all, anyway?" | asked.

"Cerard," she said, "is down seeing to harbor fortifications, and Julian
is in command of the arny, which has now been equi pped with some firearnms and
is set to defend the approaches to Kolvir."

"You mean Dalt has sonething in the field already? Conming this way?"

She shook her head. "No, it was a precautionary measure,"” she replied,
"because of that nessage from Luke. Dalt's force had not actually been
sighted."

"Does anyone even know where he is?" | asked.

"Not yet," she answered, "but we're expecting sonme intelligence on that
soon." She shrugged. Then, "Perhaps Julian already has it," she added.

"Way is Julian in command?" | asked between nibbles. "I'd have thought
Benedi ct woul d take charge of something like this."

Ll ewel | a | ooked away, glancing at Vialle, who seemed to feel the shifting
of focus.

"Benedict and a small force of his nen have escorted Randomto Kashfa,"
Vialle said, softly.

"Kashfa?" | said, "Wy would he want to do that? In fact, Dalt usually
hangs out around Kashfa. The area coul d be dangerous right now "

She smled faintly.

"That is why he wanted Benedict and his guard for escort," she said. "They
may even be the intelligence gathering expedition thenselves, though that's
not their reason for going right now "

"I don't understand,” | said, "why the trip should be necessary at all."

She took a sip of water

"A sudden political upheaval," she replied, "Sone general had taken over
in the absence of the queen and the crown prince. The general was j ust
assassi nated recently, and Random has succeeded i n obtaini ng agreenent for
pl aci ng his own candi date, an ol der nobl eman, on the throne. "

"How d he do that?"

"Everyone with an interest in the natter was even nore interested in
seei ng Kashfa admitted to the Golden Circle of privileged trade status."

"So Random bought them off to see his own nman in charge," | observed
"Don't these Golden Grcle treaties usually give us the right to nove troops
through a client kingdoms territory with very little in the way of
prelimnaries?"

"Yes," she said.

| suddenly recalled that tough-Iooking em ssary of the Ctrown |'d net at
Bl oody Bill's, who had paid his tab in Kashfan currency. | decided |I did not
really want to know how close in point of time that was to the assassination
that had nade this recent arrangenent possible. What struck ne with nore
i medi ate force was the picture that now energed - It | ooked as if Random had
just bl ocked Jasra and Luke from recovering their usurped throne - which, to
be fair, | guess Jasra had usurped herself, years ago. Wth all that usurping



going on, the equities of the thing were nore than a little hazy to ne. But if
Random s ethics were no better than those whi ch had gone before, they were
certainly no worse. It |ooked now, though, as if any attenpt on the part of
Luke to regain his nother's throne would be nmet by a nonarch who possessed a
defense alliance with Anber. | suddenly felt willing to bet that the termnms of
t he defense provisions of the alliance included Anber's assistance in interna
troubles as well as hel p agai nst outsi de aggressors.

Fascinating. It sounded as if Random were going to an awful |ot of trouble
to isolate Luke fromhis power base and any senbl ance of legitinacy as a head
of state. | supposed the next step could be to get himoutlawed as a pretender
and a dangerous revolutionary, and to put a price on his head. Was Random
overreacting? Luke didn't seemall that dangerous now, especially with his
nmot her in our custody. On the other hand, | didn't really know how far Random
intended to go - Was he just foreclosing all of the threatening options, or
was he actually out to get Luke? The latter possibility bothered ne in that
Luke seened on hal fway good behavior at the nmonent and possibly in the throes

of reconsidering his position. |I did not want to see himneedl essly thrown to
the wol ves as a result of overkill on Random s part.

So, "l suppose this has a lot to do with Luke," | said to Vialle.

She was silent for a monent, then replied, "It was Dalt that he seened

concerned about."

| shrugged nentally. It seened that it would come down to the sane thing
in Random s mind, since he would see Dalt as the mlitary force Luke would
turn to to recover the throne. So | said, "Ch," and went on eating.

There were no new facts to be had beyond this, and nothing to clarify
Random s thinking any further, so we |lapsed into small talk while | considered
my position once again. It still came down to a feeling that urgent action was
necessary and uncertainty as to what formit should take. My course was
determ ned in an unexpected fashion sonmetine during dessert.

A courtier named Randel, tall, thin, dark, and generally snmiling, cane
into the room | knew sonething was up because he was not sniling and he was
nmovi ng faster than usual. He swept us with his gaze, fixed upon Vialle,
advanced qui ckly and cleared his throat.

"Ml ady Mjesty...?" he began.

Vialle turned her head slightly in his direction -

"Yes, Randel ?" she said. "Wat is it?"

"The del egation from Begma has just arrived,” he answered, "and | find
nmysel f without instructions as to the nature of their welcone and any speci al
arrangenents that would be suitable."

"Ch dear'" Vialle said, |laying aside her fork. "They weren't due until the
day after tonorrow, when Randomw || be back. He's the one they'll be wanting
to conplain to. What have you done with then"

"I seated themin the Yellow Room" he replied, "and told them| would go
and announce their arrival."

She nodded.

"How many of them are there?"

"The prime minister, Okuz," he said, "his secretary, Nayda, who is also
hi s daughter, and anot her daughter, Coral. There are al so four servants, two
nmen and two wonen."

"Go and informthe household staff, and be sure that appropriate quarters
are nmade ready for them" she directed, "and alert the kitchen. They may not
have had [unch."

"Very good, Your Highness," he said, beginning to back away.

"...Then report to me in the Yellow Room to let me knowit's been done,"
she continued, "and I'll give you additional instructions at that tine."

"Consider it done," he replied, and he hurried off.

"Merlin, Llewella," Vialle said, beginning to rise, "cone help ne
entertain themwhile arrangenents are bei ng made."

| gulped nmy |ast bite of dessert and got to my feet - |I did not really
feel like talking to a diplomat and his party, but I was handy and it was one



of life's little duties.

"Uh... What are they here for, anyway?" | asked.

"Some sort of protest over what we've been doing in Kashfa," she replied.
"They' ve never been friendly with Kashfa, but |I'mnot sure now whether they're
here to protest Kashfa's possible adm ssion to the Golden G rcle or whether
they' re upset about our interfering in Kashfa's donmestic affairs. It could be
they're afraid they' Il | ose business with such a cl ose nei ghbor suddenly
enjoying the sane preferred trade status they have. Or it nay be they had
different plans for Kashfa's throne and we just forecl osed them Maybe bot h.

Whatever... W can't tell them anything we don't know. "
"I just wanted to know what subjects to avoid,"” | said.
"All of the above,'' she answered.

"I was wondering the sane thing nyself,” Llewella said. "I was al so
wonderi ng, though, whether they m ght have any useful information on Dalt.
Their intelligence service nmust keep a close eye on doings in and about
Kashfa. "

"Don't pursue that topic," Vialle said, nmoving toward the door. "If they
et something slip or want to give sonething away, fine. Bring it honme. But
don't show themyou' d like to know "

Vialle took ny armand | guided her out, heading toward the Yell ow Room
Ll ewel | a produced a small mirror from sonewhere and i nspected her features.
Qovi ously pl eased, she put it away, then remarked, "Lucky you showed up,
Merlin. An extra smiling face is always useful at times like this."

"Way don't | feel lucky?" | said.

W& nade our way to the roomwhere the prinme mnister and his daughters
waited. Their servants had already retired to the kitchen for refreshments.
The official party was still hungry, which says sonethi ng about protocol
especially since it seened to take a | ong while before sone trays of provender
could be attractively assenbl ed. Orkuz was of medi um stature and stocky, his
bl ack hair tastefully streaked, the lines on his broad face seeming to
indicate that he did a lot more frowning than smling, a practice in which he
i ndul ged nost of the while that afternoon. Nayda's was a nore pleasingly
scul pted version of his face, and though she showed the sanme tendency toward
corpulence, it was held firmy in check at an attractive |evel of roundedness.
Al so, she sniled a ot and she had pretty teeth. Coral, on the other hand, was
taller than either her father or sister, slender, her hair a reddish brown.
When she smiled it seened |less official. Al so, there was something vaguely
fam liar about her. | wondered whether | had nmet her at sonme boring reception
years before. If | had, though, | felt | night have renenbered.

After we had been introduced and wi ne had been poured, O kuz made a bri ef
comment to Vialle about "recent distressing news" concerning Kashfa. Llewella
and | quickly nmoved to her side for noral support, but she sinply said that
such matters would have to be dealt with fully upon Randomis return, and that
for the moment she wished nmerely to see to their confort. He was conpletely
agreeable to this, even to the point of smling. | had the inpression he just
want ed the purpose of his visit on the record i mediately. Llewella quickly
turned the conversation to the matter of his journey, and he graciously
al l owed the subject to be changed. Politicians are wonderfully progranmed.

| learned |l ater that the Begman anbassador wasn't even aware of his
arrival, which would seemto indicate that Orkuz had cone so quickly he had
preceded any notification to their enbassy. And he hadn't even bothered
dropping in there, but had come straight to the palace and had a nmessage sent
over. | learned this a little later, when he asked to have the nessage
delivered. Feeling somewhat supernunerary to Llewella's and Vialle's graceful
cascades of neutral talk, | dropped back a pace to plan my escape. | was not
at all interested in whatever game was being set up

Coral backed off also and sighed. Then she gl anced at me and snil ed,
surveyed the room qui ckly and came cl oser

"I"ve always wanted to visit Anmber," she said then

"I's it the way you imagined it?" | asked.



"Ch, yes. So far. O course, | haven't seen that much of it yet..

| nodded, and we withdrew a little farther fromthe others.

"Have | met you sonewhere before?" | asked.

"l don't think so," she said. "I haven't traveled that nuch, and |I don't
bel i eve you' ve been out our way. Have you?"

"No, though I've grown curious about it recently.’

"I do know sonet hi ng of your background, though," she went on, "just from
general gossip. | know you're fromthe Courts of Chaos, and | know you went to
school on that Shadow world you Anberites seemto visit so frequently. 1've
of ten wondered what it was |ike."

| took the bait and | began telling her about school and ny job, about a
few places I'd visited and things |I'd enjoyed doing. W nmade our way to a sofa
across the roomas | spoke, and we got nore confortable. O kuz, Nayda,
Llewella, and Vialle didn't seemto nmiss us, and if | had to be here, | found
talking with Coral nore enjoyable than listening to them Not to nonopolize
t hi ngs, though, | asked her about herself.

She began telling ne of a girlhood spent in and around Begnma, of her
fondness for the outdoors, of horses and of boating on the many | akes and
rivers in that region, of books she had read, and of relatively innocent
dabblings in magic. A menber of the household staff came in just as she was
getting around to a description of sone interesting rites performed by nenbers
of the local farming conmunity to insure the fertility of the crops, and she
approached Vialle and told her sonething. Several nore staff menbers were in
vi ew outsi de the doorway. Vialle then said something to Orkuz and Nayda, who
nodded and nmoved toward the entrance. Llewella departed the group and cane our
way.

"Coral," she said, "your suite is ready. One of the staff will show you
where it is. Perhaps you'd like to freshen up or rest after your journey."

We got to our feet.

"I"'mnot really tired," Coral said, looking at ne rather than Llewella, a
hint of a smle at the corners of her nouth.

VWhat the hell. | suddenly realized I had been enjoying her conpany, so,
"If you'd care to change into something sinpler,"” | said, "I'll be glad to
show you a bit of the towmn. O the pal ace.”

It became a full smle worth seeing.

"“I'd nmuch rather do that," she said.

"Then I'1l meet you back here in about half an hour,” | told her

| saw her out, and acconpani ed her and the others as far as the foot of
the big stairway. In that | still had on ny Levi's and purple shirt, |
wonder ed whether | should change into sonething nore in keeping with | oca
fashion. The hell with it, | decided then. W were just going to be knocki ng
around. 1'd sinply add ny swordbelt and weapons, a cl oak, and ny best boots.

M ght trimny beard, though, since | had a little time. And maybe a quick
mani cure. .

"Un, Merlin..."

It was Llewella, her hand on ny el bow, steering nme toward an al cove.
al l owed nmyself to be steered

Then, "Yes?" | said. "What's up?"

"Hm.." she said. "Kind of cute, isn't she?"

"l suppose so," | replied.

"You got the hots for her?"

"Jeez, Llewella! | don't know. | just met the |ady."

"...And nmade a date with her. "

"Come on! | deserve a break today. | enjoyed talking with her. I'd like to
show her around a bit. | think we'd have a good tinme. What's wong with that?"

"Not hi ng," she answered, "so long as you keep things in perspective."

"What perspective did you have in mnd?"

"It strikes ne as faintly curious," she said, "that O kuz brought al ong
his two good-|ooki ng daughters.” "Nayda is his secretary,” | said, "and
Coral's wanted to see the place for some tine."



"Uh-huh, and it would be a very good thing for Begna if one of themjust
happened to latch onto a nmenber of the famly."

"Llewell a, you're too dammed suspicious," | said.
"It comes of having lived a long tine."
"Well, | hope tolive a long tine nyself, and | hope it doesn't make ne

| ook for an ulterior notive in every human act."
She smled. "OF course. Forget | said anything," she told ne, know ng
woul dn"t. "Have a good tinme." | growl ed politely and headed for nmy room

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 4

And so, in the mdst of all manner of threats, intrigues, nmenaces, and
nmysteries, | decided to call a holiday and stroll about town with a pretty
lady. O all possible choices | nmight have made, it was certainly the npst
attractive. Woever the eneny, whatever the power | faced, the ball was now in
its court. | had no desire to hunt for Jurt, duel with Mask, or follow Luke
about until he canme down and told nme whether or not he still wanted the
famly's scalps. Dalt was not ny problem Vinta was gone, Ghostwheel was
silent, and the matter of my father's Pattern could await ny |eisure. The sun
was shining and the breeze was gentle, though these coul d change quickly at
this season. It was a shane to waste what could well be the year's |last good
day on anything |l ess than enjoynent. | humed as | repaired nyself, and
headed downstairs early for our meeting.

Coral had noved nore quickly than |I'd guessed, however, and was waiting
for me. | approved of her sensible dark green breeches, heavy coppery shirt,
and warm brown cl oak. Her boots | ooked fine for wal king, and she had on a dark
hat that covered nost of her hair. There were gloves and a dagger at her belt.

"Al'l ready," she said when she saw ne.

"Great," | replied, smling, and | led her out into the hallway.

She started to turn in the direction of the main doorway, but | |ed her
off to the right, then later to the left.

"Less conspicuous to use one of the side doors," | said.

"You people are certainly secretive," she said.

"Habit," | replied. "The |l ess that outsiders know of your business the
better."

"What outsiders? What are you afraid of ?"

"Just now? A great nunber of things. But | don't really want to spend a
nice day like this naking lists."

She shook her head in what | took to be a nixture of awe and di sgust.

"It's true what they say then?" she asked. "That your affairs are so
conpl ex you all carry scorecards?"

"Haven't had tine for any affairs recently,” | told her, "or even a sinple
score." Then, "Sorry," | added, when | saw her blush. "Life has been a bit
conplicated for ne lately."

"Ch," she said, glancing at me, clearly asking for elaboration

"Some other tinme," | said, forcing a laugh, flipping ny cloak, and
greeting a guard.

She nodded and, diplomatically, changed the subject -

"I guess | came at the wong tine of year to see your fampus gardens."

"Yeah, they've pretty much had it for the season,” | said, "except for
Benedi ct' s Japanese garden which is kind of far out back. Perhaps we can go
and have a cup of tea there one day, but | thought we'd go into town now. "

"Sounds fine," she agreed.

| told the postern guard to tell Henden, Anber's steward, that we were
headi ng into town and weren't sure when we'd be back. He said that he would as
soon as he got off duty, which would be pretty soon. My experience at Bl oody
Bill's had taught nme the I esson of |eaving such messages, not that | thought



we were in any danger, or that Llewella s knowi ng woul dn't be sufficient.

Leaves crunched beneath our feet as we took one of the wal ks toward a side
gate. Wth only a few strands of cirrus high overhead, the sun shone brightly.
To the west, a flock of dark birds flapped its way toward the ocean, south.

"I't's already snowed back home," she told ne.

"You're lucky."

"There's a warmcurrent that gives us a break," | said, renenbering
somet hing Gerard had once told nme. "It noderates the climate considerably,
conpared to other places at equal |atitude."

"You travel a lot?" she asked ne.

"I"ve been traveling nmore than | care to," | said, "recently. 1'd like to
sit down and go to seed for about a year."

"Busi ness or pleasure?" she asked ne, as a guard let us out the gate and
qui ckly surveyed the environs for |urkers.

"Not pleasure,”" | answered as | took her el bow for a nonent and steered
her toward the way | had chosen. Wen we reached civilized precincts, we
foll owed the Main Concourse for a tine. | pointed out a few | andmarks and

not abl e resi dences, including the Begnan Enbassy. She showed no inclination to
visit the latter, though, saying she'd have to see her countrynen officially
before she left, anyway. She did stop in a shop we found |later, however, to
buy a couple of blouses, having the bill sent to the enbassy and the garnents
to the pal ace.

"My father promi sed ne some shopping,"” she explained. "And | know he'l
forget. When he hears about this, he'll know that | didn't."

We explored the streets of the various trades and stopped for a drink at a
si dewal k cafe, watching pedestrians and horsenmen pass. | had just turned
toward her to relate an anecdote concerning one of the riders when | felt the
begi nning of a Trunp contact. | waited for several seconds as the feeling grew
stronger, but no identity took shape beyond the reaching. | felt Coral's hand
upon ny arm

"What's the matter?" she asked.

| reached out with ny nind, attenpting to assist in the contact, but the
other seened to retreat as | did so. It was not the same as that |urking
scrutiny when Mask had regarded me at Flora's place in San Francisco, though
Could it just be sonmeone | knew trying to reach me and having trouble
focusing? Injured, perhaps? O -

"Luke?" | said. "lIs that you?"

But there was no response and the feeling began to fade. Finally, it was
gone.

"Are you all right?" Coral asked

"Yeah, it's okay," | said. "I guess. Soneone tried to reach ne and then

deci ded ot herwi se. "

"Reach? Oh, you mean those Trunps you use?"

“Yes."

"But you said 'Luke'..." she nused. "None of your famly is named -

"You m ght know himas Rinaldo, Prince of Kashfa," | said.

She chuckl ed.

"Rinny? Sure | know him He didn't like us to call himRi nny, though."

"You really do know hin? Personally, | mean?"

"Yes," she replied, "though it's been a long tine. Kashfa's pretty cl ose
to Begna. Sonetimes we were on good terms, sonetines not so good. You know how
it is. Politics. Wien | was little there were long spells when we were pretty
friendly. There were lots of state visits, both ways. W kids would often get
dunped toget her."

"What was he like in those days?"

"Ch, a big, gawky, red-haired boy. Liked to show off a lot, how strong he
was, how fast he was. | renmenber how mad he got at ne once because | beat him
in a footrace."

"You beat Luke in a race?"

"Yes. |'ma very good runner."



"You nust be."

"Anyway, he took Nayda and me sailing a few tinmes, and on some |ong hikes.
Where i s he now, anyway?"

"Drinking with a Cheshire cat."

"Wat ?

"It's along story -"

"I"'d like to hear it. |I've been worried about himsince the coup. "

Mn .. | thought quickly about howto edit this so as not to tell the
daughter of the Begman prine minister any state secrets, such as Luke's
rel ationship to the House of Amber... So, "I've known himfor quite sone
time," | began. "He recently incurred the wath of a sorcerer who drugged him

and saw hi m bani shed to this peculiar bar..."

I went on for a long while then, partly because | had to stop and
summari ze Lewis Carroll. | also had to promi se her the | oan of one of the
Thari editions of Alice fromthe Anber library. Wien | finally finished, she
was | aughi ng.

"Why don't you bring himback?" she said then

Quch. | couldn't very well say that his shadowshifting abilities would
wor k against this until he came down. So, "It's part of the spell, it's
wor ki ng on his own sorcerous ability," | said. "He can't be moved till the
drug wears off.
"How i nteresting," she observed. "Is Luke really a sorcerer hinself?"
"Uh... yes," | said.
"How did he gain that ability? He showed no signs of it when | knew him™"
"Sorcerers conme by their skills in various ways," | explained. "But you
know that," and | suddenly realized that she was snmarter than that smling,
i nnocent expression indicated. |I'd a strong feeling she was trying to steer

this toward an acknow edgnent of Pattern nagic on Luke's part, which of course
woul d say interesting things about his paternity. "And his nother, Jasra, is
somet hing of a sorceress herself."

"Real ly? | never knew that."

Dam! Coning and going... "Well, she'd learned it sonmewhere -

"What about his father"”

"I can't really say," | replied

"Did you ever neet hinP"

"Only in passing," | said.

Alie could make the matter seemreally inportant if she had even a small
idea as to the truth. So | did the only other thing | could think of. There
was no one seated at the table behind her, and there was nothi ng beyond the

table but a wall. | wasted one of my spells, with an out-of-sight gesture and
a single nmutter.

The table flipped over as it flew back and crashed against the wall. The
noi se was spectacul ar. There were | oud excl amati ons from several other
patrons, and | leaped to ny feet.

"I's everyone all right?" | said, |ooking about as if for casualties.

"What happened?" she asked ne.

"Freak gust of wind or something," | said. "Maybe we'd better be noving
on."

"Al'l right," she said, regarding the debris. "I'mnot |ooking for
trouble.”

| tossed sone coins onto our table, rose, and headed back outside, talking
the while of anything I could think of to put some distance between us and the
subject. This had the desired effect, because she did not attenpt to retrieve
t he questi on.

Continuing our stroll, | headed us in the general direction of Wst Vine.
When we reached it | decided to head downhill to the harbor, recalling her
fondness for sailing. But she put her hand on ny arm and halted ne.

"Isn't there a big stairway up the face of Kolvir?" she asked. "I believe

your father once tried to sneak troops up it and got caught and had to fight
his way al ong."



| nodded. "Yes, that's true," | said. "AOd thing. It goes way back. It's
not used very much these days. But it's still in decent shape.™

"I'd like to see it."

"All right. "

| turned to the right and we headed back, uphill, toward the Min
Concourse. A pair of knights wearing Llewella's livery passed us, headed in
the other direction, saluting as they went by. | could not help but wonder
whet her they were on a legitimte errand or were foll owi ng some standi ng order
to keep an eye on ny novenents. The thought nust have passed through Coral's
m nd, al so, because she quirked an eyebrow at me. | shrugged and kept going.
When | gl anced back a bit later, they were nowhere to be seen

We passed people in the garb of a dozen regions as we strolled, and the
air was filled with the snmells of cooking fromopen stalls, to satisfy a
multitude of tastes. At various points in our career up the hill, we stopped
for nmeat pies, yogurts, sweets. The stimuli were too overpowering for any but
the nost sated to ignore

| noticed the Iithe way she nmoved about obstacles. It wasn't just
gracefulness. It was nore a state of being preparedness, | guess. Severa
times | noticed her glancing back in the direction fromwhich we had cone. |
| ooked nysel f, but there was nothing unusual to see. Once, when a nman stepped
suddenly from a doorway we were approaching, | saw her hand flash toward the
dagger at her belt, then drop away.

"There is so much activity, so nuch going on here..
a tine.

"True. Begma is less busy, | take it?"

"Consi derably. "

"Is it a pretty safe place to stroll about?"

"Ch, yes."

"Do the wonen as well as the nen take military training there?"

"Not ordinarily. Wy?"

"Just curious."

"I"ve had sone training in armed and unarmed conbat though,"” she said.

"Why was that?" | asked

"My father suggested it. Said it could come in hand for a relative of
someone in his position. | thought he m ght be right. I think he really wanted
a son."

"Did your sister do it, too?"

"No, she wasn't interested.”

"You planning on a di pl omatic career?"

"No. You're talking to the wong sister."

"A weal t hy husband?"

"Probably stodgy and boring."

she comrented after

"What then?"
"Maybe "1l tell you later."
"All right. I'll ask if you don't."

We nade our way sout hward al ong the Concourse, and the breezes picked up
as we neared Land's End. It was a winter ocean that came into view across the
di stance, slate-gray and white-capped. Many birds wheeled far out over the
waves, and one very sinuous dragon

We passed through the Great Arch and cane at last to the | anding and
| ooked downward. It was a vertigi nous prospect, out across a brief, broad

stair, the steep drop to the tan-and-black beach far below | regarded the
ripples in the sand left by the retreating tide, winkles in an old man's
brow. The breezes were stronger here, and the danp, salty snell, which had

been increasing as we approached, seasoned the air to a new | evel of
intensity. Coral drew back for a nonent, then advanced agai n.

"It looks a little nore dangerous than I'd thought,"” she said, after a
time. "Probably seenms | ess so once you're on it."

"I don't know, " | replied.

"You' ve never clinbed it?"



"Nope," | said. "Never had any reason to."
"I'"d think you'd have wanted to, after your father's doomed battle al ong
it."

| shrugged - "I get sentimental in different ways." She snmiled. "Let's
clinb down to the beach. Pl ease."
"Sure," | said, and we noved forward and started. The broad stair took us

down for perhaps thirty feet, then termnminated abruptly where a nuch narrower
version turned off to the side. At |east the steps weren't danp and slippery -
Sonmewhere far below, | could see where the stair wi dened again, permtting a
pair of people to go abreast. For now, though, we noved single file, and | was
irritated that Coral had sonehow gotten ahead of ne.

“I'f you'll scrunch over, I'Il go past," | told her

"Why?" she asked..

"So | can be ahead of you in case you slip."

"That's all right," she replied. "I won't."

| decided it wasn't worth arguing and |l et her |ead.

The | andi ngs where the stairway swi tched back were haphazard affairs,
hacked wherever the contours of the, rock permtted such a turning.
Consequently, some descending stretches were | onger than others and our route
wandered all over the face of the nmountain. The wi nds were nuch stronger now
than they were above, and we found ourselves staying as close to the
mountain's side as its contours pernmitted. Had there been no wi nd, we probably
woul d have done the sane. The absence of any sort of guard railing made us shy
back fromthe edge. There were places where the nountain's wall overhung us
for a cavelike effect, other places, we followed a bellying of the rock and
felt very exposed. My cl oak blew up across ny face several tinmes and | cursed,
recalling that natives seldomvisit historical spots in their own

nei ghbor hoods. | began to appreciate their wisdom Coral was hurrying on
ahead, and | increased ny pace to catch up with her. Beyond her, | could see
that there was a | anding which signaled the first turning of the way. | was

hopi ng she'd halt there and tell me she'd reconsidered the necessity for this
expedi tion. But she didn't. She turned and kept right on going. The wind stole
nmy sigh and bore it to some storybook cave reserved for the plaints of the
i mposed- upon

Still, I couldn't help but |ook down upon occasion, and whenever | did
t hought of ny father fighting his way up al ong these steps. It was not
something 1'd care to try, at least, not until 1'd exhausted all of the nore
sneaky alternatives. | began to wonder how far we were bel ow the | evel of the
pal ace itself..

VWen we finally came to the | anding from which the stairway w dened,
hurried to catch up with Coral so that we could wal k abreast. In ny haste,

snagged nmy heel and stumbled as | rounded the turn. It was no big deal. | was
able to reach out and stabilize myself against the cliff s face as | jolted
forward and swayed. | was amazed, though, at Coral's perception of ny altered

gait just on the basis of its sound, and by her reaction to it. She cast
hersel f backward suddenly and twi sted her body to the side. Her hands cane in
contact with my armas she did this, and she thrust ne to the side, against
the rock.

"AIl right!" | said, fromrapidly enptying lungs. "I'm okay."
She rose and dusted herself off as | recovered.

"I heard - " she began.

"I gather. But | just caught ny heel. That's all."

"I couldn't tell."

"Everything' s fine. Thanks."

We starred down the stair side by side, but sonething was changed. | now
harbored a suspicion | did not |like but could not dispel. Not yet, anyway.
What | had in mnd was too dangerous, if | should prove correct.

So instead, "The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain," | said.

"What ?" she asked. "I didn't understand..."

"I said, 'It's a fine day to be walking with a pretty |ady.'



She actual ly bl ushed.
Then, "What | anguage did you say it in... the first tine.

"English,” | replied.
"I"ve never studied it. | told you that when we were tal king about Alice."
"I know. Just being whinsical," | answered.

The beach, nearer now, was tiger-striped and shiny in places. A froth of
foamretreated along its slopes while birds cried and di pped to exami ne the
waves' |eavings. Sails bobbed in the offing, and a small curtain of rain
rippled in the southeast, far out at sea. The wi nds had ceased their
noi se- maki ng, though they still cane upon us with cl oak-w apping force.

We continued in silence until we had reached the bottom W stepped away
t hen, noving a few paces onto the sand.

"The harbor's in that direction,"” | said, gesturing to ny right, westward,
"and there's a church off that way," | added, indicating the dark building
where Caine's service had been held and where seanen sometines cane to pray
for safe voyages.

She | ooked in both directions and al so gl anced behi nd us and upward.

"More peopl e headed down," she remarked.

| |1 ooked back up and saw three figures near the top of the stairway, but

they were standing still, as if they'd only come down a short distance to try
the view. None of themwore Lleweila' s colors..
"Fel |l ow sightseers,” | said.

She watched them a nonent | onger, then | ooked away. "Aren't there caves
al ong here sonewhere?" she asked.

I nodded to my right.

"That way," | answered. "There's a whole series. People get lost in them
periodically. Sone are pretty colorful. Qhers just wander through darkness. A
few are sinmply shall ow openi ngs. "

"I'd like to see them" she said.

"Sure, easily done. Let's go."

| began wal ki ng. The people on the stair had not noved. They stil

appeared to be looking out to sea. | doubted they were smugglers. It doesn't
seem | i ke a daytine occupation for a place where anyone m ght wander by.
Still, | was pleased that ny faculty for suspicion was growing. It seened

appropriate in light of recent events - The object of my greatest suspicion
of course, was wal king beside me, turning driftwod with the toe of her boot,
scuffing bright pebbles, |aughing - but there was nothing I was ready to do
about it at the nonment. Soon..

She took nmy arm suddenly.

"Thanks for bringing ne," she said. "I'"menjoying this."

"Ch, | am too. dad we canme. You're welcone."

This made nme feel slightly guilty, but if my guess were wong no harm
woul d be done.

"I think I would enjoy living in Anber," she renmarked as we went al ong.

"Me, too," | replied. "I've never really done it for any great |ength of

tine.

" Ch?"

"I guess | didn't really explain howlong I'd spent on the shadow Earth
where | went to school, where | had that job | was telling you about..." |
began, and suddenly | was pouring out nore autobiography to her - a thing
don't usually do. | wasn't certain why | was telling it at first, and then
realized that | just wanted someone to talk to. Even if ny strange suspicion
was correct, it didn't matter. A friendly-seeming listener nade nme feel better
than | had in a long while. And before | realized it, | was telling her about
my father, how this man | barely knew had rushed through a massive story of
his struggles, his dilemmas, his decisions, as if he were trying to justify
hinself to me, as if that were the only opportunity he mght have to do it,
and how | had listened, wondering what he was editing, what he had forgotten,
what he m ght be gl ossing over or dressing up, what his feelings were toward
ne. ..



"Those are sonme of the caves," | told her, as they interrupted ny now
enbarrassi ng i ndul gence in menory. She started to say somethi ng about ny
nmonol ogue, but | sinply continued, "I've only seen them once."

She caught ny nmood and sinply said, "lI'd like to go inside one."

| nodded. They seened a good place for what | had in nind

I chose the third one. Its nouth was larger than the first two, and
could see back into it for a good distance. "Let's try that one. It |ooks well
lighted," | explained. W wal ked into a shadow hung chill. The danmp sand
followed us for a while, thinning only slowmy to be replaced by a gritty stone
floor. The roof dipped and rose several times. Aturn to the left joined us
wi th the passage of another opening, for |ooking back along it | could see
nore light. The other direction I ed nore deeply into the nountain. W could
still feel the echoing pul se of the sea fromwhere we stood.

"These caves coul d | ead back really far," she observed.

"They do," | replied. "They twist and cross and wind. | wouldn't want to
go too far without a map and a |light. They've never been fully charted, that |
know of . "

She | ooked about, studying areas of blackness within the darkness where
si de tunnel s debouched into our own.

"How far back do you think they go?" she inquired.

"I just don't know. "

"Under the pal ace?"

"Probably," | said, remenbering the series of side tunnels |I'd passed on
my way to the Pattern. "It seemnms possible they cut into the big caves below it
sonewhere. "

"What's it |ike down there?"

"Under the palace? Just dark and big. Ancient..."

"I'd like to see it."

"What ever for?"

"The Pattern's down there. It nust be pretty colorful."

"Ch, it is, all bright and swirly. Rather intimdating, though."

"How can you say that when you've wal ked it?"

"Walking it and liking it are two different things."

"I"d just thought that if it were in you to walk it, you' d feel sone
affinity, sone deep resonant kinship withit."

| laughed, and the sounds echoed about us.

"Ch, while | was walking it I knew it was in nme to do it," | said. "I
didn't feel it beforehand, though. | was just scared then. And | never |iked
it."

"Strange."

"Not really. It's like the sea or the night sky. It's big and it's
powerful and it's beautiful and it's there. It's a natural force and you make
of it what you will."

She | ooked back al ong the passageway | eadi ng i nward.

"I'd like to see it," she said.

"I wouldn't try to find my way to it fromhere," | told her. "Wy do you
want to see it, anyhow?"

"Just to see how I'd respond to sonething |ike that

"You're strange," | said.

"WIl you take ne when we go back? WIIl you showit to ne?"

This was not going at all the way |1'd thought it would. If she were what |
t hought, | didn't understand the request. | was half tenpted to take her to
it, to find out what she had in mnd. However, | was operating under a system
of priorities, and I1'd a feeling she represented one concerning which |I'd nade
nmysel f a promi se and sone el aborate preparations.

"Perhaps,” | nunbl ed.

"Please. I'd really like to see it."

She seened sincere. But mny guess felt near-perfect.

Sufficient time had passed for that strange body-shifting spirit, which
had dogged my trail in many forms, to have | ocated a new host and then to have



zeroed in on me again and be insinuating itself into nmy good graces once nore.
Coral was perfect for the role, her arrival appropriately tined, her concern
for nmy physical welfare manifest, her reflexes fast. 1'd have liked to keep
her around for questioning, but | knew that she would sinply lie to nme in the
absence of proof or an emergency situation. And | did not trust her. So

reviewed the spell | had prepared and hung on nmy way home from Arbor House, a
spell | had designed to expel a possessing entity fromits host. | hesitated a
nmonent, though. My feelings toward her were anbivalent. Even if she were the
entity, | might be willing to put up with her if | just knew her notive.

So, "What is it that you want?" | asked.

"Just to see it. Honestly," she answered.

"No, | nean that if you are what | think you really are, |I'm asking the
bi g question - Wy?"

Frakir began to pul se upon ny wrist.

Coral was silent for the space of an audible deep breath, then, "How could

you tel | ?"

"You betrayed yourself in small ways discernible only to one who has
recently becone paranoid,” | responded.

"Magic," she said. "lIs that it?"

"It's about to be," | replied. "I could al nbst miss you, but | can't trust
you. "

| spoke the guide words to the spell, letting them draw ny hands snoot hly

t hrough the appropriate gestures. There followed two horrible shrieks, and
then a third.

But they weren't hers. They came from around the corner in the passageway
we had recently quitted.

"What - ?" she began.

" - the helll " | finished, and | rushed past her and rounded the corner
drawi ng nmy bl ade as | went.

Backl i ghted by the distant cavermouth | beheld three figures on the floor
of the cave. Two of them were sprawl ed and unnmoving. The third was seated and
bent forward, cursing. | advanced slowy, the point of nmy weapon directed
toward the seated one. H's shadowy head turned in nmy direction, and he clinbed
to his feet, still bent forward. He clutched his left hand with his right, and
he backed away until he cane into contact with the wall.

He halted there, nmuttering sonething I could not quite hear. | continued
my cautious advance, all of mnmy senses alert. |I could hear Coral noving at ny
back, then | glinpsed her accompanying me on ny |left when the passage w dened.
She had drawn her dagger, and she held it |ow and near to her hip. No tinme now
to speculate as to what ny spell m ght have done to her

| halted as | cane to the first of the two fallen forms. | prodded it with
the toe of ny boot, ready to strike instantly should it spring into an attack
Nothing. It felt linp, lifeless. | used ny foot to turn it over, and the head
rolled back in the direction of the cavenouth. In the light that then fel
upon it | beheld a hal f-decayed human face My nose had al ready been inform ng
me that this state was no nere illusion. | advanced upon the other one and
turned him also. He, too, bore the appearance of a deconposing corpse. Wile
the first one clutched a dagger in his right hand, the second was weaponl ess.
Then | noted anot her dagger on the floor, near the live man's feet. | raised
my eyes to him This nade no sense whatsoever. |'d have judged the two figures
upon the floor to have been dead for several days, at least, and | had no idea
as to what the standi ng man had been up to.

"Uh... Mnd telling me what's going on?" | inquired.

"Dam you, Merlin!" he snarled, and | recognized the voice.

I moved in a slow arc, stepping over the fallen ones. Coral stayed near to
nmy side, noving in a simlar fashion. He turned his head to foll ow our
progress, and when the light finally fell upon his face, | saw that Jurt was
glaring at me out of his one good eye, a patch covered the other, and | saw,
too, that about half of his hair was m ssing, the exposed scalp covered with
welts or scars, his half-regrown ear-stub plainly visible. Fromthis side



could al so see that a bandana suitable for covering nost of this damage had
sl i pped down around his neck. Blood was dripping fromhis |left hand, and
suddenly realized that his little finger was m ssing.

"What happened to you?" | asked.

"One of the zonmbies hit my hand with his dagger as he fell," he said,
"when you expelled the spirits that animted them"

My spell to evict a possessing spirit... They had been wi thin range of
it...

"Coral," | asked, "are you all right?"

"Yes," she replied. "But | don't understand..."”

"Later," | told her.

| did not ask himabout, his head, as | recalled ny struggle with the
one-eyed werewolf in the wood to the east of Amber, the beast whose head | had
forced into the canpfire. | had suspected for some tinme that it had been Jurt
in a shape-shifted form even before Mandor had offered sufficient information
to confirmit.

"“Jurt," | began, "I have been the occasion of many of your ills, but you
must realize that you brought themon yourself. If you would not attack ne, |
woul d have no need to defend myself - "

There canme a clicking, grinding sound. It took ne several seconds to
realize that it was a gnashing of teeth. "My adoption by your father neant
nothing to me," | said, "beyond the fact that he honored me by it. | was not
even aware until recently that it had occurred."

"You lie!" he hissed. "You tricked himsonme way, to get ahead of us in the
succession. "

"You've got to be kidding," |I said. "We're all so far down on the |ist
that it doesn't matter."

"Not for the Crown, you fool! For the House! Qur father isn't all that
wel | 1"

"I"'msorry to hear that," | said. "But |I'd never even thought of it that
way. And Mandor's ahead of all of us, anyhow "

"And now you're second."

"Not by choice. Cone on! I'Il never see the title. You know that!

He drew hinsel f upright, and when he noved | became aware of a faint
prismatic nimbus that had been clinging to his outline.

"That isn't the real reason,” | continued. "You' ve never |iked me, but
you're not after me because of the succession. You' re hiding sonething now
It's got to be sonmething else, for all this activity on your part. By the way,
you did send the Fire Angel, didn't you?"

"It found you that fast?" he said. "I wasn't even sure | could count on
that. | guess it was worth the price after all. But... \Wat happened?"
"It's dead."

"You're very lucky. Too lucky," he replied.
"What is it that you want, Jurt? I'd like to settle this once and for all

"Me, too," he answered. "You betrayed sonmeone | |ove, and only your death
will set things right."

"Who are you tal king about? | don't understand."

He grinned suddenly.

"You will," he said. "In the | ast nonents of your life I'lIl let you know
why. "

"I may have a long wait, then," | answered. "You don't seemto be very
good at this sort of thing. Wiy not just tell me now and save us both a | ot of
troubl e?"

He | aughed, and the prismeffect increased, and it occurred to me in that
instant what it was.

"Sooner than you think," he said, "for shortly I will be nore powerful
t han anyt hi ng you ever net."
"But no less clumsy,” | suggested, both to himand to whonmever held his

Trunp, watching me through it, ready to snatch himaway in an instant..



"That is you, Mask, isn't it?" |I said. "Take himback. You don't have to
send him again either and watch himscrew up. I'Il pronmote you on ny list of
priorities and conme calling soon, if you'll just give me an assurance that
it's really you."

Jurt opened his nmouth and said sonething, but | couldn't hear it because
he faded fast and his words went away with him Sonething flew toward ne as
this occurred, there was no need to parry it, but | couldn't stop the reflex.

Along with two nol dering corpses and Jurt's little finger, a dozen or so
roses lay scattered on the floor at ny feet, there at the rai nbow s end.

Sign O Chaos

Chapter 5

As we wal ked al ong the beach in the direction of the harbor, Coral finally
spoke -

"Does that sort of thing happen around here very often?"

"You should come by on a bad day," | said.

"I'f you don't mind telling me, 1'd like to hear what it was all about."

"I guess | owe you an explanation," | agreed, "because | wonged you back
t here, whether you know it or not."
"You're serious."

"Yep, "
"G on. I'mreally curious.”
"It's along story..." | began again.

She | ooked ahead to the harbor, then up to Kolvir's heights.

"...Along wal k, too," she said.

"...And you're a daughter of the prinme mnister of a country with which we
have somewhat touchy relations at the nonent."

"What do you nean?"

"Sorme of the things that are happening nmay represent kind of sensitive
i nformation."

She put her hand on ny shoul der and halted. She stared into ny eyes.

"I can keep a secret," she told nme. "After all, you know m ne."
| congratul ated nyself on having finally learned ny relatives' trick of
controlling facial expression even when puzzled as all hell. She had said

somet hing back in the cave when | had addressed her as if she were the entity,
somet hing that sounded as if she believed | had discovered a secret concerning
her .

So | gave her a wy snile and nodded.

"Just so," | said.

"You're not planning on ravagi ng our country or anything like that, are
you?" she asked.

"To ny know edge, no. And | don't think it likely either."

"Well, then. You can only speak fromyour know edge, can't you?"

"True," | agreed.

"So let's hear the story."

"Al'l right."

As we wal ked along the strand and | spoke, to the acconpani nent of the
waves' deep notes, | could not help but renmenber again my father's |ong
narrative. Was it a famly trait, | wondered, to go autobi ographical at a tine

of troubles if the right listener turned up? For | realized | was el aborating
my telling beyond the bounds of necessity. And why should she be the right
i stener, anyhow?

VWen we reached the port district, |I realized |I was hungry, anyway, and
still had a lot of telling to do. In that it was still daylight and doubtl ess
consi derably safer than when 1'd made ny nighttinme visit, | found ny way over

to Harbor Road, which was even dirtier in strong |light and, having | earned
that Coral was hungry, too, | took us on around to the rear of the cove,



pausing for a few mnutes to watch a nany-roasted vessel with golden sails
round the sea wall and head in. Then we followed the curving way to the
western shore, and | was able to | ocate Seabreeze Lane w thout any trouble. It
was still early enough. that we passed a few sober sailors. At one point a
heavy, bl ack-bearded nman with an interesting scar on his right cheek began to
approach us, but a snaller man caught up with himfirst and whi spered
something in his ear. They both turned away.

"Hey," | said. "Wat did he want?"

"Nothin'," the smaller nman said. "He don't want nothin'." He studied ne
for a noment and nodded. Then, "I saw you here the other night," he added.

"Ch," | said, as they continued to the next corner, turned it, and were

gone.

"What was that all about?" Coral said

"I didn't get to that part of the story yet."

But | renmenbered it vividly when we passed the place where it had
occurred. No signs of that conflict remained.

| al most passed what had been Bl oody Bill's, though, because a new sign
hung above the door. It read "Bloody Andy's," in fresh green letters. The
pl ace was just the sane inside, however, except for the nman behind the
counter, who was taller and thinner than the shaggy, crag-faced individual who

had served me last tine. H s nane, | |earned, was Jak, and he was Andy's
brother. He sold us a bottle of Bayle's Piss and put in our order for two fish
di nners through the hole in the wall. My forner table was vacant and we t ook
it. I laid my sword belt on the chair to my right, with the blade partly
drawn, as | had been taught etiquette required here.

"I like this place," she said. "It's... different."

"Uh... yes," | agreed, glancing at two passed-out drunks, one to the front

of the establishment, one to the rear and three shifty-eyed individuals
conversing in |low voices off in one corner. A few broken bottles and
suspi ci ous stains were upon the floor, and some not-too-subtle artwork of an
anorous nature hung on the far wall. "The food's quite good," | added.

"I've never been in a restaurant like this," she continued, watching a
bl ack cat, who rolled in froma rear room westling with an enornous rat.

"It has its devotees, but it's a well-kept secret anong di scrimnating
di ners.”

| continued my tale through a neal even better than the one | renenbered.
When the door opened nmuch later to admit a small nan with a bad linp and a
dirty bandage about his head | noticed that daylight was beginning to wane. |
had just finished ny story and it seened a good time to be | eaving.

| said as much, but she put her hand on mine.

"You know |I' mnot your entity," she said, "but if you need any kind of
help I can give you, I'Il do it."

"You're a good listener," | said. "Thanks. We'd better be going now"

We passed out of Death Alley without incident and made our way al ong
Har bor Road over to Vine. The sun was getting ready to set as we headed
upward, and the cobbl es passed through a variety of bright earth tones and
fire colors. Street and pedestrian traffic was Iight. Cooking snells drifted
on the air, leaves rattled along the road, a small yellow dragon rode the air
currents high overhead, curtains of rainbow light rippled high in the north
beyond the palace. | kept waiting, expecting nore questions from Coral than
the few she had asked. They never cane. If |I'd just heard nmy story, | think
I'd have a lot of questions, unless | were totally overpowered by it or
somehow understood it thoroughly.

"When we get back to the palace...?" she said then

"Yes?"

"...You will take ne to see the Pattern, won't you?"

| | aughed.

... O unless sonmething el se were occupying nmy m nd.

"Right away? First thing in the door?" | asked.

"Yes.



"Sure," | said.
Then, that off her mnd, "Your story changes ny picture of the world," she
said, "and | wouldn't presune to advise you..."

"But - " | continued.
"...It seens that the Keep of the Four Worlds hol ds the answers you want.
Everything else may fall into place when you |learn what's going on there. But

| don't understand why you can't just do a card for it and trunp in."

"Good question. There are parts of the Courts of Chaos to which no one can
trunp because they change constantly and cannot be represented in a pernmanent
fashion. The same applies to the place where | situated Ghostwheel. Now, the
terrain around the Keep fluctuates quite a bit, but |I'mnot positive that's
the reason for the blockage. The place is a power center, and | think it
possi bl e that soneone diverted some of that power into a shielding spell. A
good enough nmgician mght be able to drill through it with a Trunp, but |'ve
a feeling that the force required would probably set off some psychic al arm
and destroy any el ement of surprise."

"What does the place |ook |ike, anyway?' ' she asked.

"Well..." | began. "Here." | took ny notebook and Scripto fromny shirt
pocket and sketched. "See, all of this area is volcanic." | scribbled in a few
fumarol es and wi sps of snmoke. "And this part is Ice Age." More scribbles.
"Ccean here, mountains here..."

"Then it sounds as if your best bet is to use the Pattern again," she
sai d, studying the drawi ng and shaki ng her head.

"Yes."

"Do you think you'll be doing it soon?"

"Possibly."

"How wi | | you attack then?"

"I'mstill working on that."

"If there's any sort of way that | can help you, | nmeant what | said."

"There isn't."

"Don't be so sure. I'mwell trained. I'"mresourceful. | even know a few
spells.”

"Thanks," | said. "But no."

"No di scussi on?"

"Nope. "

"If you change your mind..."

"I won't."

"...Let me know. "

We reached the Concourse, noved along it. The wi nds grew nore blustery
here and sonmet hing cold touched ny cheek. Then again..

"Snowl " Coral announced, just as | realized that a few m ddl e-sized fl akes
were drifting past us, vanishing i mediately when they hit the ground.

"I'f your party had arrived at the proper tinme," | observed, "you m ght not
have had your wal k."

"Sometines |'mlucky," she said.

It was snowing fairly hard by the tinme we reached the pal ace grounds. W
used the postern gate again, pausing on the wal kway to gaze back down over the

light-dotted town, half screened by falling flakes. | knew she kept | ooking
| onger than | did, because | turned to gaze at her. She appeared happy, |
guess, as if she were pasting the scene in a nental scrapbook. So | |eaned

over and ki ssed her cheek, because it seemed |ike a good idea.

"Ch," she said, turning to face ne. "You surprised ne."

"Good," | told her. "I hate to telegraph these things. Let's get the
troops in out of the cold."

She sniled and took nmy arm

Inside, the guard told nme, "Llewella wants to know whet her you two will be
joining themall for dinner."

"When is dinner?" | asked him

"I'n about an hour and a half, | believe."

| glanced at Coral, who shrugged.



"l guess so," | said.

"Front dining room upstairs,"” he told ne. "Shall | pass the word to ny
sergeant, he's due by soon, and have himdeliver it? O do you want to - "

"Yes," | said. "Do that."

"Care to wash up, change clothes...?" | began, as we wal ked away.

"The Pattern,"” she said.

"It would involve a |ot nore stairs,” | told her

She turned toward ne, her face tightening, but saw that | was smling.

"This way," | said, leading her to the main hall and through it.

| didn't recognize the guard at the end of the brief corridor that |led up
to the stair. He knew who | was, though, glanced curiously at Coral, opened
the door, found us a lantern, and lit it.

"I'mtold there's a | oose step,"” he remarked as he passed ne the light.

"Which one is it?" He shook his head.

"Prince Gerard's reported it several tines,'
seenms to notice it."

"Ckay," | said. "Thanks."

This time Coral didn't object to ny going first. OF the two, this was nore
intimdating than the stairway on the cliff face, mainly because you can't see
bottom and after a few paces you can't see nmuch of anything beyond the shel
of light within which you nove as you wi nd your way down. And there's a heavy

he said, "but no one el se

sense of vastness all about you. 1've never seen the place illum nated, but I
gather that the inpression is not incorrect. It's a very big cavern, and you
go round and round and down in the mddle of it, wondering when you'll reach

t he bottom
After a time, Coral cleared her throat, then, "Could we stop for a
m nut e?" she asked.

"Sure," | said, halting. "Qut of breath?"
"No, " she said. "How nuch farther?"
"I don't know," | replied. "It seens a different distance each tinme | cone

this way. If you want to go back and have di nner, we can see it tonorrow
You' ve had a busy day."

"No," she answered. "But | wouldn't mnd your holding me for a mnute."

It seened an awkward place to get romantic, so | cleverly deduced that
t here was anot her reason, said nothing, and obliged.

It took ne a long while to realize that she was crying.

She was very good at concealing it.

"What's the matter?" | finally asked.

"Not hi ng," she replied. "Nervous reaction, maybe. Prinmtive reflex.
Dar kness. d austrophobi a. Like that."

"Let's go back."

" No"

So we started down agai n.

About a half mnute later | saw sonmething white near the side of a | ower

step. | slowed. Then | realized that it was only a handkerchief. Alittle
nearer, however, and | saw that it was held in place by a dagger. Al so, there
were markings upon it. | halted, reached out, flattened it, and read. "TH' S
ONE, DAMN IT! -CERARD," It said.

"Careful here," | said to Coral

| prepared to step over it, but on an inpulse | tested it lightly with one
foot. No squeaks. | shifted nore weight onto it. Nothing. It felt fine. |
stood on it. The sanme. | shrugged.

"Careful, anyway," | said.
Not hi ng happened when she stepped on it either, and we kept going. A
little later, | saw a flicker in the distance below It was noving, and

guessed soneone was doing a patrol. What for? | wondered. Wre there prisoners
to be tended and wat ched? Wre certain cave nout hs consi dered vul nerabl e

poi nts? And what about the business of |ocking the chanber of the Pattern and
hangi ng the key on the wall near the door? Was there some possi bl e danger from
that quarter? How? Why? | realized that | ought to pursue these questions one



of these days.

Wen we reached the bottomthe guard was nowhere in sight, however. The
table, the racks, and a few foot |ockers, which constituted the guard station
were illum nated by a nunber of |anterns, but the guard was not at his post.
Too bad. It would be interesting to ask what the orders called for in the
event of an emergency, hopefully also specifying the possible natures of
various emergencies. For the first time, though, | noticed a rope hangi ng down
fromthe darkness into the di mess beside a weapons rack. | drew upon it ever
so gently and it yielded, to be followed a nmonment later by a faint netallic
sound from somewhere high overhead. Interesting. CGoviously, this was the
al arm

"Whi ch... way?" Coral asked

"Ch, cone on," | said, taking her hand, and | led her off to the right.

| kept waiting for echoes as we noved, but none canme. Periodically, |
rai sed the light. The darkness would recede a bit then, but nothing came into
vi ew beyond an additional area of floor

Coral seened to be slowing now, and | felt a certain tension in her arm as
she hung back. | plodded on and she kept noving, however.

Finally, "It shouldn't be too much longer," | said, as the echoes began
very faintly.

"Good," she replied, but she did not increase her pace. At last the gray
wal | of the cavern canme into view, and far off to ny left was the dark opening

of the tunnel mouth I sought - | changed course and headed toward it. \Wen we
finally reached it and entered, | felt her flinch.

"I'f I'd known it would bother you this nuch - " | began.

"I"'mreally all right," she answered, "and | do want to see it. | just
didn't realize that getting there would be this... involved. "

"Well, the worst of it is over. Soon now, " | said.

We canme to the first side passage to the left fairly quickly and went on
by. There was another shortly thereafter, and | slowed and extended the
lantern toward it.

"Who knows?" | comented. "That could take you through some strange route
back to the beach."

"I'd rather not check it out."

We wal ked for sone tinme before we passed the third opening. | gave it a
qui ck gl ance. There was a vein of sone bright mineral partway back in it.

| speeded up and she kept pace, our footsteps ringing |oudly now W
passed the fourth opening. The fifth... From sonmewhere, it seened | heard
faint strains of nmnusic.

She gl anced at ne inquiringly when we neared the sixth passageway, but |
just kept going. It was the seventh that | wanted, and when we finally came to
it I turned, took a few paces, halted, and raised the lantern. W stood before
a big netal - bound door

| took the key down fromthe hook on the wall to nmy right, inserting it in
the lock, turned it, withdrewit, and rehung it. Then | put ny shoul der
agai nst the door and pushed hard. There followed a | ong nmonent of resistance,

t hen sl ow nmovenent acconpani ed shortly by a conplaint froma tight hinge.
Frakir tightened upon ny wist, but | kept pushing till the door was opened
wide. Then | stood to the side and held it for Coral

She noved a few steps past me into that strange chamber and halted.
stepped away and | et the door swing shut, then cane up beside her.

"So that's it," she remarked.

Roughly elliptical, the intricately wound oval formof the Pattern gl owed

blue-white within the floor. | set the lantern aside. It wasn't really
necessary, the glow fromthe Pattern providing nore than sufficient
illumination. | stroked Frakir, calmng her. Ajet of sparks rose at the far

end of the great design, subsided quickly, occurred again nearer to us. The
chanmber seened filled with a half fam liar pulsing | had never consciously
noted before. On an inpulse, to satisfy a long-held point of curiosity, |
sumoned the Sign of the Logrus.



This was a m st ake.

| mredi ately the i mage of the Logrus flared before me, sparks erupted al ong
the entire length of the Pattern, and a hi gh-pitched banshee wail rose from
somewhere. Frakir went wild, my ears felt as if icicles had been driven into
them and the brightness of the withing Sign hurt nmy eyes. | banished the
Logrus in that instant, and the turnoil began to subside.

"What," she asked nme, "was that?"

| tried to smle, didn't quite manage it

"Alittle experinment 1'd always nmeant to try," | told her

"Did you learn anything fromit?"

"Not to do it again, perhaps,” | answered.

"Or at least not till the conpany's left," she said. "That hurt.’

She noved nearer to the edge of the Pattern, which had cal ned itself
agai n.

"Eerie," she observed. "Like a light in a dream But it's gorgeous. And
all of you have to walk it to cone into your heritage?"

"Yes." She noved slowy to the right, following its perimeter. | followed
her as she strolled, her gaze roving across the bright expanse of arcs and
turns, short straight lines, |ong sweeping curves.

"l assune it is difficult?"

"Yes. The trick is to keep pushing and not to stop trying even if you stop
nmoving," | replied.

We wal ked on, to the right, circling slowy around to the rear. The design
seened to be within the floor rather than upon it, seen as through a |ayer of
gl ass. But nowhere was the surface slippery.

We paused for a mnute or so while she took its neasure froma new angl e.

"So how are you responding to it?" | finally asked.

"Esthetically," she said.

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"Power," she said. "It seens to radi ate sonething."

She | eaned forward and waved her hand above the nearest line. "It's al nost
a physical pressure,” she added then

We noved farther, passing along the back Iength of the grand design. |
could see across the Pattern, to the place where the [antern gl owed on the
floor near to the entranceway. Its light was negligible beside the greater
illumnation we regarded now.

Shortly, Coral halted again. She pointed.

"What is this single line, which seens to end right here?" she asked.

"It's not the end," |I said. "It's the beginning. That is the place where
one comences the wal king of the Pattern.™

She noved nearer, passing her hand above it al so.

"Yes," she said after a nonment. "I can feel that it starts here."

For how Il ong we stood there, | amuncertain. Then she reached out, took
hol d of ny hand and squeezed it.

"Thanks," she said, "for everything."

| was about to ask her why that had such a final sound about it, when she
nmoved forward and set her foot upon the line.

"No!" | cried. "Stop!"

But it was too late. Her foot was already in place, brightness outlining
the sole of her boot.

"Don't nove!" | said. "Watever you do, stay still!" She did as | said
hol di ng her position. | licked nmy lips, which suddenly seenmed very dry.

"Now, try to raise the foot you placed upon the Iine and draw it back. Can
you do it?"

"No," she replied

| knelt beside her and studied it. Theoretically, once you' d set foot upon
the Pattern there was no turning back. You had no choice but to continue and
either nmake it through or be destroyed sonmewhere along the way. On the ot her
hand, she shoul d al ready be dead. Theoretically, again, anyone not of the
bl ood of Anber shouldn't be able to set foot upon it and live. So rmuch for



t heory.

"Hell of a time to ask,"” | said. "But why'd you do it?

"You indicated to ne back in the cave that my guess was correct. You said
that you knew what | was."

| recalled what I'd said, but that was with reference to ny guess at her
bei ng the body-shafting entity. Wat could she have taken it to nean that had
to do with the Pattern? But even as | sought after a spell that might free her
fromthe Pattern's hold, the obvious answer to things drifted into nmy mnd.

"Your connection with the House...?" | said softly.

"Ki ng Qberon supposedly had an affair with nmy nother before | was born,"
she said. "The tim ng would have been right. It was only a runor, though. |
couldn't get anyone to provide details. So | was never certain. But | dreaned
of it being true. | wanted it to be true. | hoped to find sone tunnel that
woul d bring me to this place. | wanted to sneak in and wal k the Pattern and
have the shadows unfold before nme. But | was afraid, too, because | knew that
if 1 were wong | would die. Then, when you said what you said, you answered

my dream But | did not stop being afraid. | amstill afraid. Only now I'm
afraid that I won't be strong enough to nake it."
That sense of familiarity | had felt when | first met her... | suddenly

realized that it was a general famly resenblance that had caused it. Her nose
and brow reminded ne a bit of Fiona, her chin and cheekbones sonethi ng of

Fl ora. Her hair and eyes and height and build were her own, though. But she
certainly did not resenble her nom nal father or sister.

| thought again of a faintly leering portrait of ny grandfather which I
had often studied, in an upstairs hallway, to the west. The | echerous old
bastard really got around. G ving himhis due, though, he was a very
good- | ooki ng man. .

| sighed and rose to ny feet. | laid a hand upon her shoul der

"Listen, Coral," | said. "All of us were well briefed before we tried it.
| amgoing to tell you about it before you take another step, and while
speak you may feel energy flowing fromme into you. I want you to be as strong
as possible. Wen you take your next step | do not want you to stop again
until you have reached the mddle. I may call out instructions to you as you
nmove al ong, al so. Do whatever | say inmediately, w thout thinking about it.

"First I will tell you about the Veils, the places of resistance..."

For how long |I spoke, | do not know.

| watched as she approached the First Veil.

"Ignore the chill and the shocks,” | said. "They can't hurt you. Don't |et
the sparks distract you. You' re about to hit mjor resistance. Don't start
breathing rapidly."

| wat ched her push her way through

"Good," | said, as she canme onto an easier stretch, deciding against
telling her that the next Veil was far worse. "By the way, don't think that
you're going crazy. Shortly, it will begin playing head games with you - "

"It already has," she responded. "Wat should |I do?"

"It's probably nostly menories. Just let themflow and keep your
attention on the path."

She continued, and | tal ked her through the Second Veil. The sparks
reached al nost to her shoul ders before she was out of it. | watched her
struggl e through arc after arc, then tricky curves and | ong, sweeping ones,
turns, reversals. There were tinmes when she noved quickly, times when she was
slowed alnpst to a standstill. But she kept noving. She had the idea, and it
seened she had the will. | did not think that she really needed me now. | was
certain that | had nothing left to offer, that the outcome was entirely in her
own hands.

So | shut up and watched, irritated with but unable to prevent ny own
| eani ng and turning, shifting and pressing, as if | were out there nyself,
antici pating, conpensati ng.

VWen she cane to the Grand Curve she was a living flame - Her progress was
very slow, but there was a relentless quality to it. Whatever the outcome, |



knew t hat she was bei ng changed, had been changed al ready, that the Pattern
was inscribing itself upon her, and that she was very near to the end of its
staterment. | alnost cried out as she seened to stop for a nmonent, but the
words died in ny throat as she shuddered once, then continued. | w ped nmy brow
on ny sleeve as she approached the Final Veil. \Watever the outcone, she had
proved her suspicions. Only a child of Anmber could have survived as she had.

I do not know how long it took her to pierce the last Veil. Her effort
becarme tinel ess, and | was caught up in that protracted nonent. She was a
burning study in extreme slow nmotion, the ninbus that enshrouded her |ighting
up the entire chanber |ike a great blue candle.

And then she was through and onto that final short arc, the last three
steps of which may well be the most difficult part of the entire Pattern. Sone
sort of psychic surface tension seens joined with the physical inertia one
encounters just before the point of energence.

Again, | thought she had stopped, but it was only an appearance. It was
i ke wat chi ng soneone doing tai chi, the painful slowness of that trio of
paces. But she conpleted it and noved again. If the final step didn't kil
her, then she was hone free. Then we could talk..

That final nmoment went on and on and on. Then | saw her foot nove forward
and depart the Pattern. Shortly, the other foot followed and she stood panting
at the center. "Congratul ations!" | shouted.

She waved weakly with her right hand while slowy raising her left to
cover her eyes. She stood thus for the better part of a mnute, and one who
has wal ked the Pattern understands the feeling. | did not call out again, but
| et her recover, giving her the silence in which to enjoy her triunph.

The Pattern seened to be glowing nore brightly just then, as it often does
i mediately after being traversed. This gave a fairyland quality to the

grotto, all blue light and shadow, and nade a mirror of that small, still pool
in the far corner where blind fish swm | tried to think ahead to what this
act mght nean, for Coral, for Amber... She straightened suddenly.

"I'mgoing to live," she announced.

"Good," | replied. "You have a choice now, you know. "

"What do you nean?" she asked.

"You are now in a position to command the Pattern to transport you
anywhere," | explained. "So you could just have it deposit you back here
again, or you could save yourself a long walk by having it return you to your
suite right now As nmuch as | enjoy your conpany, |'d recomrend the latter
since you're probably pretty tired. Then you can soak in a nice warm bath and
take your tinme dressing for dinner. 1'll neet you in the dining room OCkay?"

| saw that she was smiling as she shook her head.

"I"'mnot going to waste an opportunity like this,'' she said.

"Listen, | know the feeling,” | told her. "But | think you should restrain
yoursel f. Rushing off soneplace weird could be dangerous, and com ng back
could be tricky when you haven't had any training in shadow wal ki ng."

"It's just sort of a will and expectation thing, isn't it?" she asked.
"You kind of inmpose inmages on the environment as you go along, don't you?"
"It's trickier than that," | said. "You have to learn to capitalize on

certain features as points of departure. Normally, one is acconpani ed on one's
first shadow wal k by soneone with experience - "

"Ckay, | get the idea."

"Not enough,"” | said. "ldeas are fine, but there's feedback, too. There's
a certain feeling you get when it begins working. That can't be taught. It has
to be experienced, and until you're sure of it, you should have soneone al ong
for a guide."

"Seenms |like trial and error woul d do.

"Maybe," | answered. "But supposing you wound up in danger? That'd be a
hell of a time to start learning. Kind of distracting - "
"Al'l right. You made your point. Fortunately, |I'm not planning on anything

that would put ne in such a position
"What are you pl anni ng?"



She strai ghtened and gestured w dely.

"Ever since | |learned about the Pattern, there's been sonmething | wanted
totry if | got this far," she said.

"What m ght that be?"

"I"'mgoing to ask it to send ne where | should go."

"l don't understand."

"I"'mgoing to |l eave the choice up to the Pattern."

I shook ny head.

"It doesn't work that way," | told her. "You have to give it an order to
transport you."

"How do you know t hat ?"

"It's just the way it works."

"Have you ever tried what |'m sayi ng?"

"No. Not hi ng woul d happen."

"Has anyone you know of ever tried it?"

"I't would be a waste of tine. Look, you're talking as if the Pattern is
somehow sentient, is capable of comng to a decision on its own and executing
it."

"Yes,'
been through with it. So I'mjust going to ask its advice and -

"Wait!" | said.

"Yes?"

"On the of f chance that sonething happens, how do you plan on getting
back?"

"I"1l walk, |I guess. So you're admitting that something could happen?"

"Yes," | said. "It's conceivable that you have an unconscious desire to
visit a place, and that it will read that and take you there if you give a
transport order. That won't prove that the Pattern is sentient just that it's
sensitive. Now, if it were me standing there, I'd be afraid to take a chance
like that. Supposing | have suicidal tendencies I'mnot aware of? Or "

"You're reaching," she answered. "You're really reaching."

"I"mjust counseling you to play it safe. You have your whole life to go
exploring. It would be silly to - "

"Enough! " she said. "My mind s nade up, and that's it. It feels right. See
you |l ater, Merlin."

she replied. "And it must know nme real well after what 1've just

"Wait!" | cried again. "All right. Do it if you must. But let me give you
something first."
"What ?"

"A means of getting out of a tight spot in a hurry. Here."

| withdrew ny Trunps, shuffled out ny own card. Then | unfastened ny
dagger and sheath fromny belt. | wapped ny card around the haft and tied it
there with nmy handkerchi ef.

"You have an idea how to use a Trunp?"

"You just stare and think of the person till there's contact, don't you?"
"That'll do," | said. "Here's mne - Take it with you. Call me when you
want to come home, and I'll bring you back."

| tossed it out across the Pattern, underhand. She caught it easily and
hung it on her belt on the side opposite her own.

"Thanks," she said, straightening. "I guess I'Il give it a try now"

"Just in case it really works, don't stay |ong. Ckay?"

"Ckay," she answered, and she cl osed her eyes.

An instant |ater she was gone. Ch, ny.

| moved to the edge of the Pattern and held my hand above it until | could
feel the forces stirring there.
"You' d better know what you're doing," | said. "I want her back."

A spark shot upward and tickled nmy palm

"You trying to tell me you're really sentient?"

Everything swirled about me. The di zzi ness passed in an instant, and the
first thing I noticed then was that the lantern was beside ny right foot. Wen
| 1 ooked about | realized that | was standing on the other side of the Pattern



fromwhere | had been and was now near the door

"I was within your field and I'malready attuned," | said. "It was just ny
unconsci ous desire to get out."

Then | hefted the lantern, |ocked the door behind ne, and hung the key

back on its hook. | still didn't trust the thing. If it had really wanted to
be hel pful, it would have sent ne directly to nmy quarters and saved ne al
those stairs.

| hurried along the tunnel. It was by far the nbost interesting first date

|'d ever had.

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 6

As | passed out of the mamin hall and headed al ong the back hallway which
woul d take ne to any of a nunmber of stairs, a fellowin black |eathers and
various pieces of rusty and shiny chain enmerged froma corridor to ny right,
halted, and stared at me. Hi s hair was of an orange Mohawk cut and there were
several silver rings in his left ear near what |ooked like an electrica
outlet of sone sort.

"Merlin?" he said. "You okay?"

"For the monment," | replied as | drew nearer, trying to place him there
in the di nmess.

“"Martin!" | said. "You're... changed."

He chuckl ed.

"I"'mjust back froma very interesting shadow," he said. "Spent over a
year there, one of those places where time runs like hell."

"I"d judge, just guessing, that it was high-tech, urban..."

"Right."

"I thought you were a country boy."

"I got over it. Now | know why ny dad likes cities and noise."

"You a nusician, too?"

"Some. Different sounds, though. You going to be at dinner?"

"I was planning on it. As soon as | get cleaned up and changed."

"See you there, then. W've a lot of things to talk about. "

"Sure thing, Cousin."

He cl asped ny shoul der and released it as | passed. His grip was stil
strong.

| wal ked on. Before |1'd gone very far, | felt the beginning of a Trunp
contact. | halted and reached quickly, figuring it was Coral wanting to
return. Instead, ny eyes nmet those of Mandor, who sniled faintly.

"Ah, very good," he said. "You are alone and apparently safe.”

As things came clearer | saw that Fiona was standi ng beside him standing
very close as a matter of fact.

“I"mokay," | said. "I'"mback in Anber. You all right?"

"Intact,"” he said, |ooking past me, though there was not nmuch to see
beyond wall and a bit of tapestry. "Wuld you care to cone through?" | asked.

"I"d love to see Anber," he replied. "But that pleasure will have to await
anot her occasion. W are somewhat occupied at the nonment."

"You' ve di scovered the cause of the disturbances?" | asked.

He gl anced at Fiona, then back at ne.

"Yes and no," he said. "We've sonme interesting | eads but no certainty at
the nmoment. "

"Uh, what can | do for you then?" | asked.

Fi ona extended her index finger and suddenly becanme much clearer. |
realized that she nust have reached out and touched nmy Trunp for better
cont act .

"We've had an encounter with a nmanifestation of that machine you built,"”
she said. "Chostwheel."

"Yes?" | said.



"You're right, it's sentient, social Al as well as technical

"I was already certain it could pass the Turing test."

"Ch, no doubt about that," she responded, "since by definition the Turing
test requires a machi ne capable of lying to people and m sl eading them™

"What are you getting at, Fiona?" | asked.

"I't's not just social Al. It's downright antisocial,
t hi nk your machine is crazy."

"What did it do?" | asked. "Attack you?"

she replied. "I

"No, nothing physical. It's wacky and nmendaci ous and insulting, and we're
too busy to go into details right now |'mnot saying it couldn't get nasty,
t hough. | don't know. W just wanted to warn you not to trust it."

| smled.

"That's it? End of nmessage?" | said.

"For now," she answered, |owering her finger and grow ng dim
| shifted ny gaze to Mandor and was about to explain that | had built a
host of safeguards into the thing, so that not just anybody could access it.

Mai nly, though, |I wanted to tell himabout Jurt. But our conmmuni cation was
suddenly severed, as | felt another presence reaching toward ne.
I was intrigued by the sensation. | had occasionally wondered what woul d

occur if someone tried for a Trunmp contact when | was already in touch with
someone else via a Trunp. Whuld it turn into a conference call? Wuld sonmeone
get a busy signal? Wwuld it put the other party on hold? |I'd doubted I'd ever
find out, though. It just seemed statistically unlikely. However..

"Merlin, baby. I'm okay."

"Luke!"

Mandor and Fiona were definitely gone. "I"'mreally okay now, Merle."

"You sure?"

"Yeah, as soon as | started coming down | switched to a fast lane. In this
shadow it's been several days since |I've seen you."

He was wearing sungl asses and green swimtrunks. He was seated at a snall
tabl e beside a swimm ng pool in the shade of a great unbrella, the remnains of
a large lunch spread before him A lady in a blue bikini dived into the poo
and passed fromny |line of sight.

"Well, I"'mglad to hear about that and -

"So what happened to nme, anyhow? | renenber you said sonethi ng about
someone slipping ne sone acid when | was a prisoner back at the Keep. Is that
how it went?"

"I't seens very likely."

"I guess that's what happens when you drink the water,
What ' s been going on while |'ve been out of it?"

Knowi ng how rmuch to tell himwas always a problem So, "Were do we
stand?" | asked.

"Ch. That," he said.

he nmused. "Ckay.

"Yeah. "
"Well, I've had a chance to do a lot of thinking," he replied, "and I'm
going to call it quits. Honor has been satisfied. It's pointless to keep

pushing this thing agai nst everybody el se. But |I'mnot about to put nyself in
Random s hands for a kangaroo trial. Nowit's your turn - Were do | stand so
far as Amber's concerned? Should | be | ooking over ny shoul der?"

"Nobody' s said anything yet, one way or the other. But Randomis out of
town now and | just got back nyself. '' | haven't really had a chance to learn
what the others' feelings might be on this thing."

He renoved his sungl asses and studied nme. "The fact that Random s out of
town..."

"No, | know he's not after you," | said, "because he's in Kash - " and
tried to stop it just a syllable too |ate.
" Kashf a?"

"So | understand.”
"What the hell's he doing there? Anber was never interested in the place
before. "



"There's been a... death,” | explained. "Sonme kind of shake-up going on."

"Ha!" Luke remarked. "That bastard finally bought it. Good! But... Hey!
Why' s Anber noving in so sudden |ike, huh?"

"Don't know, " | said.

He chuckl ed. "Rhetorical question," he said. "I can see what's going on
|'"ve got to adnmit Randomi s got style. Listen, when you find out who he puts on
the throne let me know, will you? | like to keep abreast of doings in the old
honmet own. "

"Ch, sure," | said, trying unsuccessfully to determ ne whether such
i nformati on could be harnful. It would beconme public know edge very soon, if

it wasn't already.
"So what else is going on? That other person who was Vinta Bayle...?

"Cone," | said. "I don't know where."

"Very strange," he nmused. "I don't think we've seen the | ast of her. She
was Gail, too. I'msure. Let me know if she cones back, wll you?"

"Ckay. You want to ask her out again?"

He shrugged, then smled. "I could think of worse ways to spend sone
tinme."

"You're lucky she didn't try to take you out, literally."

"I"'mnot so sure she would've," he replied. "W always got along pretty
wel I . Anyhow, none of this is the main reason | called..."

| nodded, having already guessed as nuch.

"How s ny not her doi ng?" he asked.

"Hasn't stirred," | answered. "She's safe.”

"That's sonething," he said. "You know, it's kind of undignified for a
gueen to be in that position. A coat rack. Jeez! "

"I agree," | agreed. "But what's the alternative?"
"Well, 1'd sort of like to... get her freed," he said. "Wat'Il it take?"
"You raise a very thorny issue," | stated.

"l sort of figured that."

"I"ve a strong feeling she's the one behind this revenge busi ness, Luke,
that she's the one who put you up to going after everybody. Like with that
bonb. Li ke encouraging you to set up that private arnmy with nodern weapons, to
use agai nst Anber. Like trying for a hit on me every spring. Like - "

"Ckay, okay. You're right. | don't deny it. But things have changed -

"Yeah. Her plans fell through and we've got her."

"That's not what | neant. |'m changed. | understand her now, and
understand mysel f better. She can't push ne around that way anynore."

"Way i s that?"

"That trip | was on... It shook | oose ny thinking quite a bit. About her
and ne. |'ve had several days nowto mull over what sonme of it neant, and

don't think she can pull the sane crap on ne that she used to."

| recalled the red-haired woman tied to the stake, tornented by denons.
There was a resenbl ance, now | thought of it.

"But she's still nmy nother," he went on, "and | don't like leaving her in
the position she's in. Wat kind of deal m ght be possible for turning her
| oose?"

"I don't know, Luke." | answered. "The matter hasn't cone up yet."

"Well, she's your prisoner, actually.”

"But her plans were directed against all of us."

"True, but I won't be hel ping her with them anynore. She really needs
someone like me for carrying themout."

"Right. And if she doesn't have you to help, what's to prevent her from
finding someone like you, as you put it? She'd still be dangerous if we |et
her go."

"But you know about her now. That would crinp her style quite a bit."

"I't mght just nake her nore devious."

He sighed. "I suppose there's sone truth in that,"” he admtted. "But she's
as venal as nost people. It's just a matter of finding the right price.”

"I can't see Anmber buying someone off that way."



"I can."

"Not when that person is already a prisoner here."

"That does conplicate matters a little," he acknow edged. "But | hardly
think it's an insurnmountable barrier. Not if she's nmore useful to you free
than as a piece of furniture."

"You've lost nme," | said. "Wat are you proposi ng?"

"Not hing yet. |I'mjust sounding you out."

"Fair enough. But offhand, | can't see a situation such as you descri be
arising. Mire valuable to us free than a prisoner... | guess we'd go where the

value lies. But these are just words."

"Just trying to plant a seed or two while I work on it. Wat is your
greatest concern right now?"

"Me? Personally? You really want to know?"

"You bet."

"Ckay. My mad brother Jurt has apparently allied hinmself with the sorcerer
Mask back at the Keep. The two of themare out to get ne. Jurt nmade an attenpt
just this afternoon, but | can see it's really a challenge from Mask. |'m
going to take them on soon."

"Hey, | didn't know you had a brother!"

"Hal f brother. | have a couple of others, too. But | can get along with
them Jurt's been after me for a long tine."

"That's really something. You never mentioned them™

"W never talked famly. Renenber?"

"Yeah. But you've got me puzzled now. Who's this Mask? | seemto renmenber
your nentioning himbefore. It's really Sharu Garrul, isn't it?"

I shook ny head.

"When | brought your nother out of the citadel she left the company of a
simlarly stricken old guy with RINALDO carved on his leg. | was trading
spells with Mask at the tine."

"Most strange," Luke said. "'Then he's a usurper. And he's the one slipped
me the acid?"

"That seens nost likely."

"Then | have a score to settle with him too, apart fromwhat he did to ny
not her. How tough is Jurt?"

"Well, he's nasty. But he's kind of clunsy, too. At |least, he's screwed up
whenever we've fought and left a piece of hinself behind."

"He could also be learning fromhis m stakes, you know. "

"That's true. And he said sonething kind of cryptic today, now you mention
it. He talked as if he were about to become very powerful ."

"Uh-oh," Luke said. "Sounds as if this Mask is using himas a guinea pig."

"For what ?"

"The Fount of Power, man. There's a steady, pulsing source of pure energy
inside the Ctadel, you know. Inter-Shadow stuff. Comes fromthe four worlds
janm ng together there.”

"l know. |'ve seen it in action."

"I"ve got a feeling that this Mask is still in the process of getting a
handle on it."

"He had a pretty good grip when we net."

"Yeah, but there's nore to it than plugging into a wall outlet. There are
all sorts of subtleties he's probably just becom ng aware of and exploring."

"Such as?"

"Bathing a person in it will, if he's properly protected, do wonders for
strength, stamina, and magical abilities. That part's easy for a person wth
some training to learn. |1've been through it myself. But old Sharu's notes

were in his lab, and there was something nmore in them- way of replacing part
of the body with energy, really packing it in. Very dangerous. Easily fatal
But if it works you get something special, a kind of superman, a sort of
[iving Trump."

"lI've heard that term before, Luke..."

"Probably," he replied. "My father undertook the process, with hinself as



t he subject -

"That's it!" | said. "Corwin clainmed that Brand had becone sone sort of
living Trunp. Made it al nbst inpossible to nail him™

Luke gritted his teeth.

"Sorry," | said. "But that's where | heard about it. So that was the
secret of Brand's power..."

Luke nodded.

"I get the inpression this Mask thinks he knows how it was done and is
getting ready to try it on your brother."

"Shit!" | observed. "That's all | need. Jurt as a nmgical being or a
natural force, or whatever the hell. This is serious. How much do you know
about the process?"

"Ch, | know nost of it, in theory. | wouldn't mess with it, though. I
think it takes away sonething of your humanity. You don't nuch give a shit
about ot her people or human values afterward. | think that's part of what
happened to nmy father."

VWhat could | say? Maybe that part was true and maybe it wasn't. | was sure
Luke wanted to believe in some external cause for his father's treachery. |
knew I'd never contradict himon it, even if |I learned differently. And so
| aughed.

"Wth Jurt,"” | said, "there'd be no way of telling the difference."

Luke smled. Then, "You could get dead going up against a guy like that,
along with a sorcerer, on their own turf."

"What choice have | got?" | asked. "They're after ne. Better to nmove now.
Jurt hasn't had the treatnent yet. Does it take |ong?"
"Well, there are fairly elaborate prelimnaries, but the subject doesn't

have to be present for sonme of them It all depends on how far along Mask is
with the work."

"I'd better nmove pretty fast then."

"I won't have you going in there alone,” he said. "It could be suicide. |
know the place. | also have a small force of nercs bivouacked in Shadow and
ready for action on short notice. If we can get themin, they can hold off the
guards, maybe even take them out.'

"WIl that fancy amo work there?"

"No. We tried it when | pulled the glider attack. It'll have to be hand to
hand. Body arnor and nachetes, maybe. 1'll have to work it out."

"W could use the Pattern to get in, but the troop can't... and Trunps
aren't reliable for that place."

"I know. I'll have to work on that, too."

"Then it would be you and ne against Jurt and Mask. If | tell any of the
others here, they'Il try to stop nme till Random gets back, and that may be too

late.”

He smiled. "You know, my nother would really be useful in there,"’
"She knows nore about the Fount than | do."

"No!" | said. "She tried to kill ne. "

"Easy, man. Easy," he said. "Hear nme out."

"Besi des, she lost to Mask last tine they net. That's why she's a coat
rack."

"Al'l the nore reason for her to be wary now. Anyway, it had to be
trickery, not skill. She's good. Mask nust have surprised her. She'd be a rea
asset, Merle."

"No! She wants all of us dead!"

"Details,"” he explained. "After Caine, the rest of you are just synbolic

he sai d.

enem es. Mask is a real one, who took something away from her and still has
it. Gven the choice, she'll go after Mask."

"And if we're successful, she'll turn on Anber afterward.”

"Not at all,"” he said. "That's the beauty of ny plan."''

"l don't want to hear about it. "

"Because you already know you'll agree, right? | just figured a way to

solve all your problens. Gve her the Keep after it's liberated, as a kind of



peace offering, to forget her differences with you guys."

"Just hand her this terrible power?"

"If she were going to use it against you, she'd have done it a long tine
ago. She's afraid to enploy it in the extreme. Wth Kashfa down the tubes,
she'll grab at the chance to sal vage sonething. That's where the value lies.”

"You really think so?"

"Better Queen of the Keep than a coat rack in Amber."

"Dam you, Luke. You always make the stupidest things sound sort of
attractive."

“I't's an art,"'

he replied. "Wat do you say?"

"I'"ve got to think about it," | said

"Better think fast, then. Jurt nay be bathing in that glow right now "

"Don't pressure me, man. | said I'll think about it. This is only one of
my problens. |'mgoing to eat dinner now and null things over. "

"Want to tell me about your other problens, too? Maybe |I can work them
into the package sone way."

"No, damm it! 1'Il call you back... soon. Ckay?"

"Okay. But |1'd better be around when you snap Momout of it, to kind of
snoot h things over. You have figured out howto break the spell, haven't you?"

"Yes."

"dad to know that. | wasn't sure howto do it, and | can stop working on
it now |I'mgoing to finish here and go shape up the troops," he said, eyeing
the lady in the bikini who had just emerged fromthe pool. "Call ne."

"Ckay," | said, and he was gone.

Dam. Amazi ng. No wonder Luke kept wi nning those sales awards. | had to

admt it was a good pitch, despite ny feelings about Jasra. And Random had not
ordered me to keep her a prisoner. O course, he had not had much opportunity
to tell me anything the last time we had been together. Wuld she really
behave as Luke said, though? It nade a sort of sense, but then people sel dom
keep conpany with rationality at tinmes when they shoul d.

| passed along the hallway and decided to use the back stair. As | made
the turn, | saw that there was a figure standing near the top. It was a woman,
and she was | ooking the other way. She had on a full-length red-and yell ow
gown. Her hair was very dark and she had | ovely shoul ders..

She turned when she heard ny tread, and | saw that it was Nayda. She
studi ed ny face.

"Lord Merlin," she said, "can you tell ne where nmy sister is? | understand
she went off with you earlier.”

"She was adnmiring sone art, and then she had a little errand she wanted to

run afterward,” | replied. "I'mnot sure exactly where she was goi ng, but she
gave the inpression she'd be back pretty soon."

"Al'l right," she said. "It's just that it's getting near to dinnertine,
and we'd expected her to be joining us. Did she enjoy her afternoon?"

"l believe she did," | said.

"She's been a bit npody recently. W were hoping this trip would cheer her
up. She was looking forward to it quite a bit."

"She seemed pretty cheerful when | left her,” | admtted.

"Ch, where was that?"

"Near here,” | said.

"Where all did you go?"

"W had a long wal k in and about town,"” | explained. "I showed her a bit

of the pal ace, also.™
"Then she's in the palace right now?"
"She was the last tine | saw her. But she night have stepped out.
"I see," she said. "I'msorry | didn't really get to talk to you at any
length earlier. | feel as if I've known you for a long while."
"Ch?" | said. "Wy is that?"
"I read through your file several tinmes. It's kind of fascinating."
"File?"
"I't's no secret that we keep files on people we're likely to encounter in



our line of work. There's a file on everyone in the House of Anmber, of course,
even those who don't have nuch to do wi th diplomacy."

"I'"d never thought about it," | said, "but it figures."

"Your early days are glossed over, of course, and your recent troubles are
very confusing."

"They're confusing to me, too," | said. "You trying to update the file?"

"No, just curious. If your problenms have ram fications that may invol ve
Begna, we have an interest in them"

"How is it that you know of themat all?"

"W have very good intelligence sources. Snall kingdons often do."

| nodded.

"I won't press you on your sources, but we're not having a fire sale on
classified data."

"You m sunderstand nme," she said. "I'mnot trying to update that file
either. I was trying to discover whether | might be able to offer you
assi stance. "

"Thank you. | appreciate that," | told her. "I can't really think of any

way you could help me, though."

She sm | ed, showi ng what seenmed a set of perfect teeth.

"I can't be nore precise wthout knowi ng nore," she said. "But if you
deci de that you do want help, or if you just want to talk, cone and see ne."

"Well taken," | said. "I'lIl see you at dinner."

"Later, too, | hope," she said, as | passed her and turned down the hall

VWhat had she nmeant by that last bit? | wondered. Was she tal king
assignation? If so, her notives seemed awmfully transparent. O was she nerely
expressing her desire for information? | was not certain.

As | passed along the hallway in the direction of nmy roons | noted an odd
[ighting phenomenon ahead of ne - A bright white band about six or eight
inches in width ran up both walls, across the ceiling, and over the floor.
slowed as | neared it, wondering whet her someone had introduced a new met hod
of illumnating the place in ny absence.

As | stepped over the band on the floor, everything di sappeared, except
for the light itself, which resolved into a perfect circle, flipped once about
me and settled on a level with ny feet, nyself at its center. The world
appeared beyond the circle, suddenly, and it |ooked as if it were nade of
green glass forned into a done. The surface on which | stood was reddish,
irregular and nmoist in the pale light. It was not until a large fish swam by
that | realized | mght be underwater, standing on a ridge of coral

"This is pretty as all hell,” | said, "but I was trying to get to ny
apartnment."

"Just showing off a bit," cane a familiar voice which sounded eerily al
about nmy magic circle. "Am1 a god?"

"You can call yourself whatever you want," | said. "Nobody w Il disagree
with you."

"I't mght be fun being a god."

"Then what does that make me?" | asked.

"That's a difficult theol ogical question."

"Theol ogi cal, nmy ass. |I'ma conputer engineer, and you know | built you,

Ghost . "

A sound like a sigh filled ny submarine cell

"It's hard to get away fromone's roots."

"Why try? What's wong with roots? Al of the best plants have them"

"Pretty bl oom above, mire and muck bel ow. "

"I'n your case it's nmetal and an interesting cryogenic setup, and quite a
few other things, all of themvery clean. "

"Maybe it's mire and nuck that | need, then."

"You feeling all right, Ghost?"

"I"'mstill trying to find nyself."

"Everyone goes through phases like that. It'll pass."

"Real | y?"



"Real ly."

"When? How? WWhy?"

"I't would be cheating to tell. Besides, it's different for everyone."

A whol e school of fish swamby, little black-and-red striped guys.

"I can't quite swing the ommiscience business..." Ghost said after a tine.

"That's okay. Who needs it?" | said.
"...And I'mstill working on omi potence."
"That one's hard, too," | agreed.

"You' re very understandi ng, Dad."
"I try. You got any special problens?"
"You nmean, apart fromthe existential ?"

"Yeah. "

"No. | brought you here to warn you about a fell ow naned Mandor. He's - "
"He's ny brother," | said. There was sil ence.

Then, "That would make himnmy uncle, wouldn't it?"

"l guess so."

"How about the lady with hinf? She - "

"Fiona's ny aunt."

"My great-aunt. GCh, mny!"

"What's wrong?"

"It's bad formto speak ill of relatives, isn't it?"

"Not in Amber," | said. "In Anrber we do it all the tine."

The circle of light flipped again. W were back in the hallway.
"Now that we're in Anber," he said, "I want to speak ill of them I

wouldn't trust themif | were you. |I think they're a little crazy. Al so
i nsul ting and nendaci ous. "

| laughed. "You're becom ng a true Anberite.”
"1 an®"
"Yes. That's the way we are. Nothing to worry about. \Wat came down

bet ween you, anyhow?"

bi t

"I'd rather work it out on my own, if you don't nmind."

"What ever you think is best."

"I don't really need to warn you about then?"

"No. "

"Ckay. That was my main concern. | guess |I'll go and try the nire and nuck
now - "

"Vait."

"What ?"

"You seem pretty good at transporting things through Shadow t hese days.
"I seemto be inproving, yes."

"What about a snall band of warriors and their |eader?"

"I think I could rmanage that."

"And ne."

"OfF course. \Where are they and where do you want go?"

| fished in my pocket, found Luke's Trunp, held it before ne.

"But... He's the one you warned nme not to trust", CGhost said.

"It's okay now," | told him "Just for this matter. Nothing el se though

Thi ngs have changed a bit."

t hat

"I don't understand. But if you say so."

"Can you run himdown and set things up?"

"I should be able to. Wiere do you want to go?"

"Do you know t he Keep of the Four Worlds?"

"Yes. But that's a dangerous place, Dad. Very tricky com ng and goi ng. And
's where the red-haired lady tried to lay a power |ock on ne."

" Jasra."

"I never knew her nane."

"She's Luke's nother," | explained, waving his Trunp.

"Bad bl ood," Ghost stated. "Maybe we shouldn't have anything to do with

either of them"

"She might be coming with us,” | said.



"Ch, no. That's a dangerous |ady. You don't want her along. Especially not
in a place where she's strong. She might try to grab ne again. She m ght
succeed. "

"She'll be too occupied with other matters,” | said, "and | may need her
So start thinking of her as part of the package."

"Are you sure you know what you're doi ng?"

"I"'mafraid so."

"When do you want to go there?"

"That depends in part on when Luke's troops will be ready. Wiy don't you
go and find out?"

"Al'l right. But | still think you nmight be making a m stake, going into
that place with those people.”
"I need soneone who can help, and the die is dammed well cast,"” | said.

Ghost coal esced to a point and wi nked out.

| drew a deep breath, changed ny nind about sighing, and noved on toward
nmy nearest door, which was not that nmuch farther up the hall. As | was
reaching for it | felt the novenment of a Trump contact. Coral ?

| opened nyself to it. Mandor appeared before ne again.

"Are you all right?" he asked inmmediately. "W were cut off in such an odd
fashion."

"I'mfine," | told him "W were cut off in a once-in-a-lifetinme fashion
Not to worry."

"You seema trifle agitated."

"That's because it's an awfully I ong walk fromdownstairs to upstairs with
all the powers of the universe converging to slow ne."

"l don't understand."

"It's been a rough day," | said. "See you later."

"I did want to talk with you sone nore, about those stones and the new
Pattern and - "

"Later," | said. "I"'mwaiting on an inconming call."
"Sorry. No rush. I'll check back."
He broke the contact and | reached for the l[atch. | wondered whether it

woul d sol ve everybody's problens if | could turn Ghost into an answering
servi ce.

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 7

I hung ny cloak on Jasra and ny weapons belt on the bedpost. | cleaned ny
boots, washed nmy hands and face, hunted up a fancy ivory shirt, all ruffled,
brocaded, frogged, and put it on, along with a pair of gray trousers. Then
brushed off mnmy deep purple jacket, the one on which I'd once laid a spell to
make the wearer seema little nmore charming, witty, and trustworthy than is
actually the case. It seened a good occasion for getting some use out of it.

As | was brushing nmy hair there canme a knock on the door

"Just a mnute,” | called.

| finished up, which left me ready to go and al so, probably, running |ate,
then went to the door, unbarred it, and opened it.

Bill Roth stood there in browns and reds, |ooking like an aging
condotti ere.

"Bill!" | said, clasping his hand, arm and shoul der and | eading himin.
"Good to see you. |I'mjust back fromsone troubles and about to take off after
more. | didn't know whether you were here in the palace now or what. | was
going to l ook you up again as soon as things slowed a bit."

He smiled and punched ny shoul der lightly.

“I"ll be at dinner," he replied, "and Hendon said you'd be there, too.

t hought 1'd cone up and wal k over with you, though, since those Begman people
will be there.

"Ch? You got sone news?"



"Yes. Any fresh word on Luke?"

"I was just talking to him He says the vendetta's off."

"Any chance of his wanting to justify hinmself at that hearing you asked ne
about ?"

"Not fromthe way he sounded."

"Too bad. 1've been doing a lot of research, and there are sone good
precedents for the vendetta defense, |like, there was your uncle Gsric, who
took on the whol e House of Karen over the death of a relative on his nother's
side. Oberon was particularly friendly with Karen in those days, too, and
Gsric offed three of them beron acquitted himat a hearing, though, basing
his decision on earlier cases, and he even went further by stating a kind of
general rule - "

"Cberon also sent himoff to the front lines in a particularly nasty war,"
| interrupted, "fromwhich he did not return.”

"I wasn't aware of that part," Bill said, "but he did come off well in
court."

“I"1l have to nmention it to Luke," | said.

"Whi ch part?" he asked.

"Both," | answered.

"That wasn't the main thing | came to tell you," he went on. "There's
somet hing going on at a nmlitary level."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"It's even easier to show you,'
m nute. "

"Okay. Let's go," | agreed, and | followed himout into the hall

He Il ed the way down the back stair and turned left at its foot. W noved
on past the kitchen and foll owed another hallway, which turned off toward the
rear. As we did, | heard some rattling sounds fromup ahead. | glanced at
Bill, who nodded.

"That's what | heard earlier,"” he told ne, "when | was passing by. That's
why | took a walk up this way. Everything around here nakes ne curious."

| nodded, understanding the feeling. Especially when | knew that the
sounds were comng fromthe main arnory. Benedict stood in the mdst of
activity, peering at his thunbnail through a rifle barrel. He | ooked up
i medi ately and our eyes net. Perhaps a dozen men noved about him carrying
weapons, cleaning weapons, stacking weapons.

"I thought you were in Kashfa," | said.

"Was, " he replied.

I gave hima chance to continue, but nothing was forthcom ng. Benedict has
never been noted for |oquacity.

"Looks like you're getting ready for sonething close to hone," | remarked,
knowi ng t hat gunpowder was usel ess here and that the special ammo we had only
worked in the area of Anmber and certain adjacent kingdons.

"Always best to be safe,"” he said.

"Wuld you care to el aborate on that?" | asked.

"Not now," he answered, a reply twice as long as |I'd anticipated and
hol di ng out hope of future enlightenment.

"Should we all be digging in?" | asked - "Fortifying the town? Arm ng
ourselves? Raising - "

"It won't come to that,'

he explained. "It should only take a

he said. "Just go on about your business."

"But - "

He turned away. 1'd a feeling the conversation was over. | was sure of it
when he ignored ny next several questions. | shrugged and turned back to Bill

"Let's go eat," | said.

As we wal ked back up the hall, Bill said softly, "Any idea what it neans?"

"Dalt's in the neighborhood,"” | told him

"Benedict was in Begma with Random Dalt could be causing trouble there."
“"I've a feeling he's nearer."

“If Dalt were to capture Random.."

"I npossible,” | said, feeling a slight chill at the idea.



"Random can trunp back here anytime he wants. No. Wen | tal ked about
def endi ng Anmber, and Benedict said, 'It won't come to that,' | got the
i mpressi on he was tal ki ng about sonething close at hand. Sonething he feels he
can control."

"I see what you nean," he agreed. "But then he told you not to bother
fortifying."

"If Benedict feels we don't need to fortify, then we don't need to
fortify."

"Waltz and drink chanpagne whil e the cannons boon®?"

"If Benedict says it's okay."

"You really trust that guy. What would you do w t hout hin®"

"Be nore nervous," | said.

He shook his head. "Excuse ne," he said. "I'mnot used to being acquai nted
with | egends. "

"You don't believe nme?"

"I shouldn't believe you, but | do believe you. That's the trouble." He
was silent as we turned the corner and headed back toward the stair. Then he
added, "It was that way whenever | was around your father, too."

"Bill," | said, as we began to clinb. "You knew nmy dad back before he
regai ned his nenory, when he was just plain old Carl Corey. Maybe |'ve been
goi ng about this thing wong. |Is there anything you can recall about that
phase of his life which nmight explain where he is now?"

He halted a noment and | ooked at ne.

"Don't think | haven't thought about that angle, Merle. Many a time |'ve
wonder ed whet her he mi ght have been involved in sonmething as Corey that he'd
have felt obliged to follow through on once his business here was finished.
But he was a very secretive man, even in that incarnation. Paradoxical, too.
He'd done a lot of hitches in a lot of different varieties of mlitary, which
seens | ogi cal enough. But he sometines wote nusic, which goes against that
har d- ass i mage. "

"He'd lived a long tinme. He'd learned a lot, felt a lot."

"Exactly, and that's what nmakes it hard to guess why he m ght have been
i nvol ved in. Once or twi ce when he'd had a few drinks he'd nmention people in
the arts an sciences |'d never have guessed himto be acquainted with. He was
never just plain Carl Corey. He had a few centuries worth of Earth nenory when
I knew him That makes for a character too conplex to be easily predictable. |
just don't know what he night have gone back to, if he went back."

We continued on up the stairway. Wiy did | feel that Bill knew nore than
he was telling me?

| heard nusic as we neared the dining room and when we entered, Llewella
gave me a nasty look. | saw that food was being kept warmat a serving table
of f against the far wall, and no one was seated yet. People stood about
tal ki ng, drinks in hand, and nost of them glanced in our direction as we
entered. Three nusicians were playing, off to nmy right. The dining table was
to ny left, near the big window in the south wall, providing a glorious view
across the town below It was still snowing lightly, casting a spectral vei
over the entire bright prospect.

Ll ewel | a approached qui ckly.

"You' ve kept everybody waiting," she whispered. "Were's the girl?"

"Coral ?"

"Who el se?"

"I"'mnot sure where she's gotten off to," | said. "W parted conpany a
coupl e of hours ago."

"Well, is she coning or isn't she?"

“I'"mnot sure.”

"W can't keep things waiting any longer," she said. "And now the seating
arrangenent's screwed. \Wat did you do, wear her out?"

"Llewella..."

She nuttered sonething I didn't understand in sonme |isping Rebman di al ect.
Just as well, probably. She turned away then and noved off toward Vialle.



"You in a heap of trouble, boy," Bill comrented at my side. "Let's hit the
bar while she's reassigning places.”

But the wine steward was al ready approaching with a couple of drinks on a
tray.

"Bayl e's Best," he observed as we took them

| sipped and saw that he was right, which heartened ne a bit.

"I don't recognize all of these people,” Bill said. "Wo's that fell ow
with the red sash, over by Vialle?"

"That's Orkuz, the Begman prime mnister,”" | told him "and the rather
attractive lady in the yellowand-red dress who's talking to Martin is his
daught er Nayda. Coral, the one |I just got chewed out about, is her sister. "

"Uh- huh. And who's the husky blond | ady batting her eyes at Gerard?"

"I don't know," | said. "And | don't know that |ady and the guy over to

the right of Orkuz either.”

We drifted inward, and Gerard, |ooking perhaps a trifle unconfortable in
| ayers of ruffled finery, introduced us to the lady he was with as Dretha
Gannel |, assistant to the Begman anbassador. The anbassador, it turned out,
was the tall |ady standing near Orkuz, and her nane, | gathered, was Ferla
Quist. The fellow with her was her secretary, whose name sounded sonet hi ng
like Cade. Wiile we were looking in that direction, Gerard tried slipping off
and | eaving us with Ferla. But she caught his sleeve and asked hi m sonet hi ng

about the fleet. |I smled and nodded and noved away. Bill cane al ong.
"CGoodness! Martin's changed!" he announced suddenly. "He |ooks |ike a
one-nman rock video. | almpst didn't recognize him Just last week - "
"It's been over a year," | said, "for him He's been off finding hinself

on some Sstreet scene.”
"I wonder if he's finished?"

"Didn't get a chance to ask himthat," | replied, but a peculiar thought
occurred to ne. | shelved it.

The nusic died just then, and Llewella cleared the throat and indicated
Hendon, who announced t he new seating arrangerment. | was at the foot of the
table, and | learned later that Coral was to have been seated to ny left and
Cade to my right. | also learned later that Llewella had tried to get hold of

Flora at the last minute to sit in Coral's place, but Flora wasn't taking any
calls.

As it was, Vialle, at the head, had Llewella seated to her right and O kuz
to her left, with Gerard, Dretha, and Bill below Llewella, and Ferla, Martin,
Cade, and Nayda bel ow Orkuz. | found myself escorting Nayda to the table and
seating her to nmy right, while Bill settled hinmself at ny left.

"Fuss, fuss, fuss," Bill muttered softly, and | nodded, then introduced
himto Nayda as counsel to the House of Anber. She | ooked i npressed and asked
hi m about his work. He proceeded to charmher with a story about once having
represented the interests of a dog in an estate, settlenment, which had nothing
to do with Anber but was a good story. Got her to laughing a bit, and al so
Cade, who was listening in.

The first course was served and the nusicians began playi ng again, softly,
whi ch shortened the distance our voices carried and reduced conversation to a
nore intimate level. At this, Bill signaled he had sonething he wanted to tel
me, but Nayda had beaten himby a second or two and | was already listening to
her .

"About Coral," she said softly. "Are you sure she's all right? She wasn't
feeling ill when you parted, of anything |like that, was she?"

"No," | answered. "She seened heal thy enough.”

"Strange," she said. "I had the inpression she was | ooking forward to

things like this dinner."

"She's obviously taking | onger than she'd intended in whatever she's
about," | observed.

"What exactly was she about ?" Nayda asked. "Were did you part?"

"Here in the palace,” | replied. "I was showi ng her around. She wanted to
spend nore time with certain features of the place than | could spare. So |



cane on ahead.

"I don't think she could have forgotten di nner."

"I think she got caught up by the power of an artistic piece."

"So she's definitely on the prem ses?"

"Now, that's hard to say. As | said before, a person can always step out."

"You mean you're not sure exactly where she is?" | nodded.

"I"mnot certain where she is at this nmonent," | said. "She could well be
back in her room changi ng her clothes.”

"I'"ll check after dinner," she said, "if she hasn't shown up by then. If
that should be the case, will you help ne find her?"
"I was planning on |ooking for her anyway," | answered, "if she doesn't

put in an appearance soon."

She nodded and continued eating. Very awkward.

Beyond the fact that | didn't want to distress her, | couldn't very well
tell her what had happened without its becom ng apparent that her sister was
indeed an illegitimte daughter of Oberon. At a tine such as this, when | had
been cautioned about saying anything that mght strain relations between Anber
and Begma, | was not about to confirmto the daughter of the Begman prine
m ni ster the runor that her nmother had had an affair with the late king of
Amber. Maybe it was an open secret back in Begna and nobody gave a damm. But
maybe it wasn't. | didn't want to disturb Random for advice, partly because he
m ght be extremely occupied in Kashfa just now, but mainly because he m ght
al so start asking ne about my own i mmedi ate plans and probl enms, and | woul d
not lie to him That could get me into too much trouble. Such a conversation
m ght well also result in his forbidding ny attack on the Keep. The only other
person | could tell about Coral and get sone sort of official response from
as to how far | might go in informng her famly, was Vialle. Unfortunately
Vialle was conpletely occupi ed as hostess at the nmonment.

| sighed and returned to ny dinner

Bill caught nmy attention and |leaned a little in ny direction. | |eaned a
little, too.

"Yes?" | said.

"There were sonme things | wanted to tell you," he began. "I was hoping for
some | eisure, some quiet, and sone privacy, though."

| chuckl ed.

"Exactly," he continued. "I believe this is the best we're going to get
for atime. Fortunately, voices don't seemto be carrying if one keeps them
down. | couldn't make out what you and Nayda were tal king about. So it's

probably okay, so |long as the nusicians keep playing."
| nodded, took a few nore bites.
"Thing is, the Begmans shouldn't hear about it, on the one hand. But on

the other, | feel that perhaps you ought to know, because of your invol venent
wi th Luke and Jasra. So what's your schedule? I'd rather tell you later, but
if you're going to be tied up, | can give you the gist of it now"

I glanced at Nayda and Cade. They seened totally occupied with their food,
and | didn't think they could overhear us. Unfortunately, |I didn't have any
sort of sheltering spells hung.

"Go ahead," | whispered from behind nmy wi ne gl ass.

"First," he said, "Random sent ne a whol e slew of papers to go over.
They're the draft of an agreement whereby Amber will grant Kashfa privil eged

trade status, the sanme as Begnma. So they'll definitely be coming into the
Golden Circle.™

"I see," | said. "That doesn't come as a conplete surprise. But it's good
to know for sure what's going on."

He nodded.

"There's a lot nore to it, though," he said.

Just then the nusicians stopped playing and | could hear voices from al
around the table again. | glanced off to the right and saw that a steward had
just taken the players a food tray and some wine. They were setting their
instruments aside and taking a break. They had probably been playing for sone



tinme before I'd arrived and were doubtl ess due a rest.

Bill chuckled. "Later," he said.

"Right." There followed a funny little fruit dish with an amazi ng sauce.
As | spooned it away, Nayda caught ny attention with a gesture and | | eaned
toward her again.

"So what about tonight?" she whispered.

"What do you nmean? | said |I'd look for her if she doesn't show up."

She shook her head. "I wasn't referring to that," she said. "I neant
[ater. WIIl you have tinme to stop by and tal k?"
" About what ?"

"According to your file you' ve been in a bit of trouble recently, with
someone trying to get you."

| began wondering about that dammed file. But, "It's out of date," | said.
"Whatever's in there has al ready been cleared up. "

"Real | y? Then nobody's after you just now?"

"I wouldn't say that," | replied. "The cast of characters keeps changing."

"So sonebody still has you nmarked?"

| studied her face.

"You're a nice |ady, Nayda," | said, "but |'ve got to ask, Wiat is it to
you? Everybody has problenms. | just have nore than usual at the monment. |'1]

wor k them out."

"Or die trying?"

"Maybe. | hope not. But what's your interest?"

She gl anced at Cade, who seened busy with his food. "It is possible that |
could help you. "

"I'n what fashion?"

She snmi | ed.

"A process of elimnation," she stated.

"Ch? That refers to a person or persons?”

"l ndeed. "

"You have sone special neans of going about this sort of business?"

She continued to smile.

"Yes, it's good for renoving problens caused by people," she continued.
"All 1'l'l need are their names and | ocations."

"Some sort of secret weapon?"

She gl anced at Cade again, since | had raised my voice a bit.

"You might call it that," she answered.

"An interesting proposal,” | said. "But you still haven't answered ny
first question.”

"Refresh ny nenory."

We were interrupted by the wi ne steward, who came around topping off
goblets, and then by another toast. The first had been to Vialle, led by
Ll ewel la. This one was proposed by Orkuz, to "the ancient alliance between

Amber and Begma." | drank to that, and | heard Bill mutter, "It's going to get
a bit nore strained."

"The al liance?" | said.

“Yep."

I glanced at Nayda, who was staring at nme, clearly expecting a resunption
of our sotto voces. Bill noted this, too, and turned away. Just then Cade

began tal king to Nayda, however, so | finished what was on my plate and took a
sip of wine while | waited. In alittle while the plate was whi sked away, to
be repl aced shortly by another.

I glanced at Bill who glanced at Nayda and Cade, then said, "Wait for the
nusic. "

| nodded. In a sudden nonent of silence | overheard Dretha say, "Is it
true that King Ooberon's ghost is sonetinmes seen?" Gerard grunted sonething
that sounded like an affirmative just as they were drowned out again. My mnd
being a ot fuller than ny stomach, | kept eating. Cade, trying to be
di pl omatic or just conversational, turned ny way a little later, addressed ne
and asked ny views on the Eregnor situation. He jerked suddenly then and



| ooked at Nayda. |1'd a strong feeling she'd just kicked hi munder the table,
which was fine with me because | didn't know what the hell the Eregnor

situation was. | nutterred something about there being things to be said for
both sides of nmobst matters, which seened di pl omati c enough for anything. If it
wer e somet hing barbed, | supposed | could have countered with an

i nnocent - soundi ng observati on about the Begman party's early arrival, but
Eregnor m ght actually be some tedi ous conversation piece that Nayda didn't
want to get into because it would cut off our own discussion. Also, 1'd a
feeling that Llewella m ght suddenly materialize and kick me under the table.

A thought hit suddenly then. Sonmetines |'ma little slow. Cbviously, they
had known Random wasn't here, and fromwhat | already knew and fromwhat Bill
had just said, they weren't too happy w th whatever Random was about in the
nei ghbori ng ki ngdom Their early arrival seenmed intended to enbarrass us in
some fashion. Did that nean that whatever Nayda was offering me was part of
some schene that fitted in with their general diplomatic strategy on this
matter? If so, why me? | was a very poor choice, in that | had no say
what soever concerning Anber's foreign policy. Were they aware of this? They
must be, if their intelligence service were as good as Nayda had indicated. |
was baffled, and | was half tenpted to ask Bill his views on the Eregnor
situation. But then, he mght have kicked ne under the table.

The nusi ci ans, havi ng finished snacking, resumed the entertainnent with
"Greensl eeves,” and Nayda and Bill both | eaned toward me simultaneously, then
gl anced up, their gazes neeting. Both sml ed.

"Ladies first," Bill said loudly.

She nodded to him

Then, "Have a chance to think about ny offer?" she asked ne.

"Some," | said, "but | had a question. Remenber?

"What was it?"

"I't's kind of you to want to do me a favor," | said, "but at tines such as
this, one must be excused for checking the price tag."

"What if | were to say that your good will would be sufficient?"

"What if | were to say that ny good will isn't worth nmuch at the policy
| evel here?"

She shrugged. "Small price for a small return. | already knew that. But
you're related to everybody in this place. Nothing nay ever happen, but it's
concei vabl e that someone m ght ask your opinion of us. I'd like you to know

you have friends in Begrma and to feel kindly disposed toward us if that
occurred. "

| studied her very serious expression. There was nore to it than that, and
we both knewit. Only I didn't know what m ght be on the horizon, and she
obvi ously did.

I reached out and stroked her cheek once with the back of ny hand.

"I am expected to say somnething nice about you folks if soneone should ask
me, that's all, and for this you will go out and kill soneone for me if | just
supply the particulars. Right?"

“"In a word, yes," she replied

"I't nmakes nme wonder why you think you can nanage an assassination better
than we could. W're old hands at it.

"W have, as you put it, a secret weapon," she said. "But | was thinking
that this is a personal matter for you, not a state matter, and that you m ght
not want any of the others involved. Also, | can provide a service that wll
not be traceable."

Bag of worns tinme again. Was she inplying that she thought | did not trust
all of the others here, or that | should not? What did she know that | didn't?
O was she just, guessing, based on Anber's history of intrigue within the
famly? Or was she intentionally trying to stir up a generational conflict?
Wul d that suit Begma's purpose in sonme fashion? Or... Was she guessing that
such a situation existed and offering to renove a famly nenber for ne? And if
so, did she think 1'd be stupid enough to get soneone else to do the job? O
even to discuss such a notion and thereby give Begna a shot at sufficient



evi dence to have sone kind of hold over nme? O ...

| drew back fromthe view It pleased ne that ny thought processes were
finally working properly for the conmpany ny famly keeps. (Both nmy famlies,
actually.) It had taken me a long while to get the hang of it. It felt good.

A simple refusal would forecl ose all of the above. But, on the other hand,
if I were to string her along a bit, she might prove a tantalizing source of
i nformati on.

So, "Wwbuld you go after anyone | would nane?" | said. "Anyone?"

She studied ny face very carefully. Then, "Yes," she answered.

"You must excuse me again," | responded, "but doing it for such an
i ntangi ble as nmy good will causes ne to wonder about your good faith."

Her face reddened. Wether it was a sinple blush or anger | could not be
certain, because she | ooked away inmediately. This didn't bother me, though
because | was certain it was a buyer's market.

| returned ny attention to ny food and was able to put away severa
nmout hf ul s before she was back again. "Does this nean you won't be stopping by
toni ght ?" she asked.

"I can't," | said. "I amgoing to be conpletely occupied."

"I can believe you are very busy," she said. "But does that nmean we will
not be able to talk at all?"

"It depends entirely on how things break," | said. "I have an awful | ot
going on just now, and | may be | eaving town soon."
She started slightly. | was certain she considered asking ne where | was

goi ng, but thought better of it.
Then, "This is awkward," she said. "Have you refused ny offer?"

"I's the deal only good for this evening?" | asked.

"No, but it was my understanding you were in sone peril. The sooner you
nove agai nst your eneny, the sooner your sleep is untroubled.”

"You feel | amin danger here in Anber?"

She hesitated a nmonent, then said, "No one is safe, anywhere, from an
eneny of sufficient determination and skill."

"Do you feel the threat to be a local one?" | inquired.

"I asked you to nane the party," she stated. "You are in the best position
to know. "

| drew back i mediately. It was too sinple an entrapnent, and obviously
she'd already snelled it.

"You' ve given me much to think about,"” |I answered, and | returned to ny
f ood.

After atime, | sawthat Bill was looking at me as if he wanted to say
somet hing. | gave hima mnuscul e shake of nmy head, which he seened to
under st and.

"Breakfast, then?" | heard her say. "This trip you spoke of could present
atine of vulnerability. It would be good to settle this before you depart."

"Nayda," | said, as soon as | had swallowed, "I would like to be clear on

the matter of ny benefactors. If | were to discuss this with your father

"No!" she interrupted. "He knows nothing about it!"

"Thank you. You must admt my curiosity as to the level at which this plan
originates.”

"There is no need to | ook any further,'
i dea."

"Same of your earlier statements cause ne to infer that you have speci al
connections within the Begnan intelligence community."

"No," she said, "only the ordinary ones. The offer is my own."

"But soneone woul d have to... effectuate this design."

"That is the province of the secret weapon.™

"l would have to know nore about it."

"I"ve offered you a service and |'ve prom sed you total discretion. | wll
go no further as to nmeans."

"If this idea is wholly your own, it would seemthat you stand to benefit
fromit personally. How? What's in it for you?"

she stated. "It is entirely ny



She | ooked away. She was silent for a long tine. "Your file," she said at
last. "It was... fascinating reading it. You' re one of the few people here
close to ny own age, and you've led such an interesting life. You can't
i magi ne how dull nost of the things | have to read are - agricultural reports,

trade figures, appropriations studies. | have no social life whatsoever. | am
al ways on call. Every party | attend is really a state function in one form or
another. | read your file over and over and | wondered about you. 1... | have
somet hing of a crush on you. | know it sounds silly, but it's true. Wen | saw
some of the recent reports and realized that you m ght be in great danger, |
decided I would help you if I could. | have access to all sorts of state

secrets. One of themwould provide nme with the nmeans of hel ping you. Using it
woul d benefit you without damagi ng Begma, but it would be disloyal of ne to

discuss it further. I've always wanted to neet you, and | was very jeal ous of
nmy sister when you took her out today. And | still wish you'd stop by later."

| stared at her. Then | raised ny wineglass to her and took a drink

"You are... amazing," | said. | couldn't think of anything else to say. It
was either an on-the-spot fabrication or it was true. If it were true, it was
somewhat pathetic, if not, |I thought it a rather clever bit of quick thinking,
calculated to hit nme in that wonderfully vul nerable place, the ego. She
deserved either nmy synpathy or ny wariest admration. So | added, "lI'd like to

neet the person who wote the reports. There nay be a great creative talent
going to waste in a governnent office."

She smled, raised her own glass and touched it to nine

"Think about it," she said.

"I can honestly say | won't forget you," | told her
We both returned to our food, and | spent the next five mnutes or so
catching up. Bill decently allowed me to do this. Also, | think, he was

waiting to be certain that ny conversation with Nayda was finally concl uded.
At last he winked at ne.
"Cot a mnute?" he asked.
"Afraid so," | said.
"I won't even ask whether it was business or pleasure going on on the
ot her side."”

"It was a pleasure,"” | said, "but a strange business. Don't ask or |'ll
m ss dessert."

"Il summarize," he said. "The coronation in Kashfa will take place
t onmor r ow. "

"Not wasting any tinme, are we?"

"No. The gentleman who will be taking the throne is Arkans, Duke of
Shadburne. He's been in and out of various Kashfan governments in fairly
responsi bl e positions any nunmber of times over the years. He actually knows
how t hi ngs work, and he's distantly related to one of the earlier nonarchs.
Didn't get along well with Jasra's crowd and pretty much stayed at his country
pl ace the whole tine she was in power. He didn't bother her and she didn't
bot her him™"

"Sounds reasonabl e."

"In fact, he actually shared her sentinments on the Eregnor situation, as
t he Begmans are well aware - "

"Just what," | asked, "is the Eregnor situation?"

"It's their Al sace-Lorraine," he said, "a large, rich area between Kashfa
and Begnma. It has changed hands back and forth so many tinmes over the
centuries that both countries make reasonabl e-sounding clains to it. Even the
i nhabitants of the area aren't all that firmon the matter. They have
relatives in both directions. I'mnot even sure they care which side clains
them so long as their taxes don't go up. | think Begma's claimmght be a
little stronger, but |I could argue the case either way,"

"And Kashfa holds it now, and Arkans says they'll damm well keep it."

"Right. Wiich is the sane thing Jasra said. The interimruler, however -
Jaston was his nane, military man - was actually willing to discuss its status
wi th the Begmans, before his unfortunate fall fromthe bal cony. | think he



wanted to repair the treasury and was considering ceding the area in return
for the settlenent of some ancient war danage clains. Things were actually
wel | along and headed in that direction."

"And...?" | said.

"In the papers | got from Random Anber specifically recognizes Kashfa as
i ncluding the area of Eregnor. Arkans had insisted that go into the treaty.
Usually - fromeverything I've been able to find in the archives - Anber
avoi ds getting involved in touchy situations like this between allies. Oberon
sel dom went | ooking for trouble. But Random seens to be in a hurry, and he |let
this guy drive a hard bargain."

"He's overreacting," | said, "not that | blame him He remenbers Brand too
well."

Bi Il nodded.

"I"'mjust the hired help," he said. "I don't want to have an opinion."

"Well, anything else | should know about Arkans?"

"Ch, there are lots of other things the Begmans don't |ike about him but
that's the big one - right when they thought they were naki ng some headway on
an issue that's been a national pastine for generations. They've even gone to
war over the matter in the past. Don't doubt that that's why they canme rushing
to town. Govern yourself accordingly."

He raised his goblet and took a drink

Alittle later Vialle said something to LIewella, rose to her feet, and
announced that she had to see to something, that she'd be right back. Llewella
started to get up also but Vialle put a hand on her shoul der, whispered
somet hi ng, and departed.

"Wonder what that could be?" Bill said.

"Don't know, " | answered.

He smil ed.

"Shall we specul ate?"

"My mind's on cruise control," | told him

Nayda gave ne a long stare. | net it and shrugged.

Another little while, and plates were cleared and nore were coning
What ever it was | ooked good. Before | could find out for certain, though, a
menber of the general house staff entered and approached.

"Lord Merlin," she said, "the queen would |ike to see you."

I was on ny feet imediately. "Were is she?"

"Il take you to her."

| excused nyself from ny conpani ons, borrowing the line that |I'd be right
back, wondering if it were true. | followed her out and around the corner to a
small sitting room where she left me with Vialle, who was seated in an
unconf ort abl e-1 ooki ng hi gh-backed chair of dark wood and | eather, held
together with cast iron studs. If she'd wanted nuscle, she'd have sent for
CGerard. If she'd wanted a nmind full of history and political connivance
Ll ewel l a woul d be here. So | was guessing it involved nagic, since | was the
authority in residence.

But | was w ong.

"I"d like to speak to you," she said, "concerning a small state of war in
whi ch we seem about to beconme engaged.”

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 8

After a pleasant tine with a pretty lady, a series of stimnulating hallway
conversations, and a relaxing dinner with famly and friends, it seenmed al npst
fitting that it be tinme for sonething different and distracting. The idea of a
smal | war seened, at |east, better than a big one, though | did not say that
to Vialle. A nonment's careful thought, and | shaped the query -

"What's goi ng on?"



"Dalt's men are dug in near the western edge of Arden," she said.
"Julian's are strung out facing them Benedict has taken Julian additional nen
and weapons. He says he can execute a flanking novenment that will take Dalt's
line apart. But | told himnot to."

"I don't understand. Wy not?"

"Men will die," she said.

"That's the way it is in war. Sonetimes you have no choice."

"But we do have a choice, of sorts,"” she said, "one that | don't
understand. And | do want to understand it before |I give an order that will
result in nunerous of deaths."

"What is the choice?" | asked.

"I came here to respond to a Trunmp nmessage fromJulian," she said. "He had
just spoken with Dalt under a flag of truce. Dalt told himthat his objective
was not, at this tine, the destruction of Anber. He pointed out that he could
conduct an expensive attack, though, in ternms of our manpower and equi pnent.
He said he'd rather save hinself and us the expense, however. \Wat he really
wants is for us to turn two prisoners over to him Rinaldo and Jasra."

"Huh?" | said. "Even if we wanted to, we can't give him Luke. He's not
here.”

"That is what Julian told him He seenmed very surprised. For sone reason
he believed we had Rinaldo in custody."

"Well, we're not obliged to provide the man with an education. | gather
he's bean something of a pain for years. | think Benedict has the right answer
for him"

"I did not call you in for advice," she said.

"Sorry," | told her. "It's just that | don't |ike seeing someone trying to
pull a stunt like this and actually believing he has a chance of success."

"He has no chance of success,” Vialle stated. "But if we kill himnow, we
learn nothing. | would like to find out what is behind this."

"Have Benedict bring himin. | have spells that will open himup."

She shook her head.

"Too risky," she explained. "Once bullets start flying, there's the chance
one mght find him Then we | ose even though we win."

"I don't understand what it is that you want of ne."

"He asked Julian to get in touch with us and relay his demand. He's
prom sed to hold the truce until we give himsone sort of official answer.
Julian says he has the inpression that Dalt would settle for either one of
them™

"I don't want to give himJasra either."

"Neither do I. What | do want very badly is to know what is going on
There would be small point in releasing Jasra and asking her, since this is a

recent devel opment. | want to know whether you have means of getting in touch
with Rinaldo. I want to talk to him"

"Well, uh... yes," | said. "I have a Trunp for him™"

"Use it."

| got it out. | regarded it. | moved ny mind into that special area of

al ertness and calling. The picture changed, cane alive..
It was twilight, and Luke stood near a canpfire. He had on his green
outfit, a light brown cloak about his shoulders clasped with that Phoenix pin.

"Merle," he said. "I can nmove the troops pretty fast. Wen do you want to
hit the place and - "

"Put it on hold,"” | interrupted. "This is sonething different. "

"What ?"

"Dalt's at the gates, and Vialle wants to talk to you before we take him
apart."

"Dalt? There? Anber?"

"Yes, yes, and yes. He says he'll go and play someplace else if we give

himthe two things he wants nost in the world - you and your nother."
"That's crazy."
"Yeah. W think so, too. WIIl you talk to the queen about it?"



"Sure. Bring ne the -

| smled.

He extended his hand. | reached forward and took it. Suddenly, he was
there. He | ooked about, saw Vialle. Imediately, he unclasped his sword belt
and passed it to ne. He approached her, dropped to his right knee, and | owered
hi s head.

"Your Mpjesty," he said. "I've cone."

She reached forward and touched hi m

"Rai se your head," she said.

He did, and her sensitive fingers slid over the plane and arches of his
face.

"Strength," she said, "and sorrow... So you're Rinaldo. You' ve brought us
some grief."

"It works both ways, Your Myjesty."

"Yes, of course," she replied. "Wongs done and wongs avenged have a way
of spilling over on the innocent. How far will it go this tine?"

"This thing with Dalt?" he asked.

"No. This thing with you."

"Ch," he said. "It's over. |'ve done with it. No nore bonbs or anbushes.
|'ve already told Merlin that."

"You' ve known him for several years?"

"Yes. "

"You' ve becone friends?"

"He's one of the reasons |I'mcalling it off."

"You must trust him to cone here. | respect that," she said. "Take this."

She renoved a ring she wore upon her right forefinger. The band was of
gold, the stone a nilky green, the prongs of its setting caught it in a
fashi on to suggest sonme mantic spider guardi ng dream and treasures against the
daybreak world.

"Your Majesty..."

"Wear it," she said.

He hesitated and | ooked into ny eyes.

"I will,"” he replied, slipping it upon the little finger of his left hand.
"Thank you. "
"Rise. | want you to know exactly what has occurred."

He got to his feet, and she began telling himwhat she had told ne,
concerning Dalt's arrival, his forces' disposition, his demands, while |I stood
stunned at the inplications of what she had done. She had just placed Luke

under her protection. Everyone in Anber knew that ring. | wondered what Random
woul d think. | realized then that there would not be a hearing. Poor Bill.
bel i eve he was really | ooking forward to arguing Luke's case.

"Yes, | know Dalt," |I heard him saying. "Once we shared... certain goals.
But he's changed. He tried to kill ne the last tine we nmet. |'mnot sure why.
At first | thought the wi zard of the Keep had taken control of him"

"And now?"

"Now, | just don't understand. |'ve a feeling he's on a |l eash, but | don't

know who holds it."

"Why not the wi zard?"

"I't nmakes no sense to go to these lengths to claimme when he had ne and
let me go just a few days ago. He could sinply have left me in ny cell."

"True," she replied. "What is this wi zard s nane?"

"Mask," he answered. "Merlin knows nore about himthan | do."

"Merlin," she said. "Who is this Mask?"

"He's the wi zard who took the Keep of the Four Wbrlds away from Jasra,"
expl ai ned, "who, in turn, had taken it away from Shah Ganul, who is now al so a
coat rack. Mask wears a blue mask and seens to draw power from a strange
fountain in the citadel there. Doesn't seemto |ike ne nuch either. That's
about all I can tell you."

I'"d omitted nmentioning my plan to head that way for a showdown soon
because of Jurt's involvenent, for the sane reason | hadn't wanted Randomto
know about it. | was certain Luke had tossed ne the question because he wasn't



sure how far | wanted it taken

"That doesn't really tell us nmuch," she decided, "as to Dalt's
i nvol venent . "

"There may not be a connection,” | said. "I gather Dalt is a nercenary,
and their relationship could have been a one-tine thing. He could either be
wor ki ng for soneone el se now or pulling sonmething on his own."

"I can't see why anybody wants us badly enough to go to such dramatic
l engths," Luke said. "But |'ve a score to settle with that guy, and |'m goi ng
to conbi ne business with pleasure. "

"What do you nean?" she asked.

"I assune there's a way to get down there in a hurry," he said.

"One could always trunp through to Julian," | said, but what have you got
in mnd, Luke?"

"I want to talk to Dalt."

"It's too dangerous," she said, "since you' re what he wants."

Luke grinned. "It could be a bit dangerous for Dalt, too," he replied.

"Wait a minute," | said. "If you' ve got nore in mnd than just talking,
you could blow this truce. Vialle' s trying to avoid a conflict here."

"There won't be any conflict," Luke said. "Look, |I've known Dalt since we

were kids, and | think he's bluffing. He does that sometines. He hasn't got
the kind of force to risk another attack on Anmber. Your guys would sl aughter

him If he wants Momor nme, | think he'd be willing to tell me why, and that's
what we want to find out, isn't it?"

"Well, yes," | said. "But - "

"Let me go," he said to Vialle, "and I'll find a way to get himoff your
back. | prom se."

"You tenpt ne," she told him "But | don't like your talk of settling
accounts with himat this tine. As Merlin said, | want to avoid this conflict,

for nbre than one reason."”

"I promise not to let it go that far," he stated. "I can read the dice.
' m good at playing things by ear. I"'mwlling to postpone gratification."

"Merlin...?" she said.

"He's right, in that," | answered. "He's the deadliest salesman in the
sout hwest . "

"I"'mafraid I don't understand the concept."

"It's a highly specialized art, back on that Shadow Earth we both
i nhabited. In fact, he's using it on you right now "

"Do you think he can do what he says?"

"I think he's very good at getting what he wants."

"Exactly," Luke observed. "And since we both want the same thing here, |
think the future | ooks bright for all of us."

"I see what you mean," she said. "How rmuch danger would this put you near
Ri nal do?"

"I"ll be as safe as | amright here in Anber," he said.

She snmi | ed.

"AI'l right, I'lIl speak to Julian," she agreed, "and you can go to him and
see what you can learn fromDalt."

"A nmoment," | requested, "It's been snowing on and off, and that's a

pretty nasty wind out there. Luke just came in froma nore tenperate cline,
and it's a pretty flimsy-1ooking cloak he has on. Let me get him sonething
warner. |'ve a nice heavy one he can take, if he finds it suitable.”

"Co ahead," she said.

"We'll be right back."

She pursed her lips, then nodded.

| passed Luke his weapons belt and he buckled it on. | knew that she knew
| just wanted to talk to himalone for a few mnutes. And she was certainly
aware that | knewit. And we both knew she trusted me, which brightens ny
exi stence, as well as conplicating it.

As we passed along the hallway toward ny roonms, |'d intended to fill Luke
i n concerning the upcom ng coronation in Kashfa, as well as a few ot her



matters. | waited, however, till we were well away firmthe sitting room
because Vialle has inordinately acute hearing. This, though, gave Luke a foot
in the door, and he began to speak first.

"What a strange, devel opment," he said. Then, "I like her, but I've a
feeling she knows nore than she's telling."

"Probably true," | answered. "l guess we're all like that."

"You, too?"

"These days, yes. It's gotten that way."

"You know anyt hing nore about this situation that | should be aware of ?"

| shook ny head. "This is very new, and she gave you the whole story |
know. Wul d you, perchance, know sonething about it that we don't?"

"Nope," he said. "It cane as a surprise to me, too. But |'ve got to pursue
it."

"l guess so."

We were nearing ny stretch of corridor now, and | felt obliged to prepare
hi m

"We'|| be to my roonms in a mnute," | said, "and | just wanted you to know
your nother's in there. She's safe, but you won't find her too tal kative."

"I"'mfamliar with the results of that spell," he said. "I also recal
that you said you know how to lift it. So... That leads into the next topic
I've been thinking. This interlude is slowing us down a bit in our plan for
goi ng after Mask and your brother."

"Not all that much," | responded.

"We don't really know how long this is going to take ne, though," he went
on. "Supposing it drags out a bit? O supposing sonething happens to really
sl ow me down?"

| gave hima quick gl ance

"Li ke, what have you got in mnd?" | asked.

"I don't know. |'mjust supposing. Ckay? | like to plan ahead. Say we get
del ayed on this attack..."

"Al'l right. Say that," | said, as we neared ny door

"What |'mgetting at," he continued, "is, what if we get there too |ate?
Supposi ng we arrive and your brother has al ready undergone the ritual that
turns himinto hell on wheel s?"

| unl ocked ny door, opened it, and held it for him | did not I|ike
entertaining the possibility he had just described, because | recalled ny
father's stories of the times he'd encountered Brand and faced that uncanny
power .

Luke stepped inside. |I snapped ny fingers and a number of oil |anps cane
tolife, their flames dancing for a nonent before settling to a gl ow ng
st eadi ness.

Jasra was there in plain sight before him holding a nunber of ny garnents
on outstretched arms. | was concerned for a nonment as to what his reaction
m ght be.

He hal ted, studying her, then advanced, his specul ati ons concerning Jurt
forgotten. He regarded her for perhaps ten seconds, and | found nyself grow ng
unconfortabl e. Then he chuckl ed.

"She always |iked being decorative," he said, "but to conmbine it with
bei ng useful was generally beyond her. You' ve got to hand it to Mask, even
t hough she probably won't catch the noral of it."

He turned away and faced ne.

"No, she'll probably wake up nean as cat piss and |ooking for trouble," he
refl ected. Then, "She doesn't seemto be holding that cloak you nentioned."
"1l get it."

| moved to an arnoire, opened it, and fetched out a dark fur one. As we
traded, he ran his hand over it.

"Manticore?" he asked.

"Dire wolf," | said.

I hung his within and cl osed the door while he donned m ne

"As | was saying when we came in here," he offered, "supposing |I don't



cone back?"

"You weren't saying that," | corrected.

"Not in so many words, " he admitted. "But whether it's a small delay or
the big one, what difference does it make? The point is, what if Jurt goes
through with the ritual and succeeds in obtaining the powers he's after before
we can do anything about it? And supposing |I'mnot around right then to give
you a hand?"

"That's a | ot of supposing." | said.

"That's what separates us fromthe | osers, man. Nice cloak."

He nmoved toward the door, glanced back at me, at Jasra.

"Ckay," | said. "You go down there, Dalt cuts off your head and uses it
for a football, then Jurt shows up ten feet tall and farting fire. I'm
supposi ng. How does that separate us fromthe | osers?"

He stepped out into the hall. | followed him snapping ny fingers again,

| eaving Jasra to the darkness.

"It's a matter of know ng your options,’
door.

| fell into step beside himas he headed back down the hall.

"A person who acquires that kind of power also picks up a vulnerability,

he told ne, as | secured the

by way of its source," he said.

"What dows that nean?" | asked.

"Specifically, |I don't know," he told nme. "But the power in the Keep can
be used agai nst a person who is enpowered by the Keep. | learned that much in
Sharu's notes. But Momtook them away before | read themall, and | never saw
them again. Never trust - that's her motto. | think."

"You' re saying...?"
"I"msaying that if something happens to me and he cones up a winner in

this game, | believe she knows sone special way of destroying him™"
" O,]. n
“I"'malso pretty sure that she'll have to be asked very nicely."
"Somehow, | think I already knew that."

He gave a hunorl ess chuckl e.

"So you tell her that |I've ended the vendetta, that |'msatisfied, and
then offer her the citadel in return for her help."

"What if she says that's not enough?"

"Hell! Turn her back into a coat rack then! It's not as if the guy can't
be killed. My dad still died with an arrow through his throat, despite his
fancy powers. A death stroke is still a death stroke. It's just that
delivering it to a guy like that is a |lot harder."

"You really think that'll be enough?" | said.

He halted and | ooked at ne, frowning.

"She'll argue, but of course she'll agree," he said. "It'lIl be a step up
in the world. And she'll want revenge on Mask as much as that piece of her
former holdings. But to answer your question, don't trust her. No matter what
she prom ses, she'll never be happy with | ess than she had before. She'll be
schenming. She'll be a good ally till the job's done. Then you've got to think

about protecting yourself against her. Unless..."

"Unl ess what ?"

"Unless | cone up with sonmething to sweeten the pot."

"Li ke what ?"

"I don't know yet. But don't lift that spell until things are definitely
settled between Dalt and me. Ckay?"

He resumed wal ki ng.

"Wait a minute," | said "Wat are you pl anni ng?"

"Not hi ng special," he answered. "Like | told the queen, I'mjust going to
go play things by ear."

"I sometimes get the feeling you' re as devious as you nmake her out to be,"
| said.

"I hope so," he replied. "But there's a difference. |I'm honest."

"I don't know that 1'd buy a used car fromyou, Luke."



"Every deal | make is special,’
the line."

| glanced at him saw that he kept his expression under control

"What el se can | say?" he added, indicating the sitting roomw th a quick
gesture.

"Not hi ng, now," | answered, and we entered there.

Vialle turned her head in our direction as we canme in, hr expression as
unr eadabl e as Luke's.

"I take it you are properly attired now?" she asked.

"l amindeed,"” he answered.

"Then let's be about this," she said, raising her left hand, which | saw
to contain a Trunp. "Cone over here, please.”

Luke approached her and | followed him | could see then that it was
Julian's Trunp that she held.

"Place your hand upon ny shoul der,"” she told him

"Al'l right."

He did, and she reached, found Julian and began speaking to him Shortly,
Luke was party to the conversation, explaining what he intended to do.
overheard Vialle saying that the plan had her approval

Morments |ater | saw Luke raise his free hand and extend it. | also saw the
shadowy figure of Julian reaching forward, though I was not part of the Trunp
nexus. This was because | had sunmoned ny Logrus Sight and had becone
sensitive to such things. | needed it for the timng, not wanting Luke whisked
away before |I could nove

I let ny hand fall upon his shoulder and | noved forward as he did.

he said, "and for you it's always top of

"Merlin! What are you doing?" | heard Vialle call

"I"d like to see what happens,” | said. "I'Il come right home when things
are concluded," and the rainbow gate cl osed behi nd ne.

We stood within the flickering of oil lanps inside a large tent. From
outside, | could hear the wind and the sounds of stirring branches. Julian

stood facing us. He let Luke's hand fall and regarded hi mw t hout expression

"So you are Caine's killer," he said.

"I am" Luke replied.

And | was remenbering that Caine and Julian had al ways been particularly
close. If Julian were to kill Luke and cry vendetta, | was certain that Random
woul d nerely nod and agree. Perhaps he'd even snmile. Hard to say. If | were
Random | would greet Luke's renoval with a sight of relief. In fact, that was
one of the reasons |I'd conme al ong. Supposing this whole deal were a setup?
couldn't picture Vialle as a part of it, but she could easily have been
decei ved by Julian and Benedi ct. Supposing Dalt wasn't even out there?

O suppose he were - and that what he'd really asked for was Luke's head?
After all, he had tried to kill Luke fairly recently. |I had to adnmt the
possibility now, and | also had to admt that Julian was the nost likely
candidate to be a willing party to such a design. For the good of Amber.

Julian's gaze net mne, and | wore as affectless a mask as his own.

"Good evening, Merlin," he said. "Do you have a special part in this
pl an?"

"I"'man observer," | answered. "Anything else | may do will be dictated by
ci rcunst ance. "

From somewhere outside | heard the growing of a hell hound.

"So long as you keep out of the way," Julian said.

| smled.
"Sorcerers have special ways of avoiding notice, " | replied.
He studi ed me again, wondering, | amcertain, whether that involved sone

sort of threat, to defend Luke or avenge him

Then he shrugged and turned away to where a small table held an unrolled
map, weighted in place with a rock and a dagger. He indicated that Luke should
join himthere, and | foll owed when he did.

It was a map of the western fringe of Arden, and he' pointed out our
position on it. Garnath lay to our south-southwest, Anber to the southeast.



"Qur troops are situated here," he said, with a movenent of his finger
"And Dalt's are here." He described another line, roughly paralleling our own.

"What about Benedict's force?" | inquired.

He gl anced at me, showi ng the slightest of frowns.

"It is good for Luke to know that there is such a force," he stated, "but
not its size, location, or objective. That way, if Dalt were to capture and
question him he'd have a ot to worry about and nothing to act upon."

Luke nodded. "Good idea," he said.

Julian pointed again, to a spot midway between the lines. "This is the
pl ace where | met with himwhen we spoke earlier,” he explained. "It is a
clear, level area, in view of both sides during daylight. 1'd suggest we use
it again, for your neeting."

"Al'l right," Luke said, and | noticed that as he spoke, Julian's
fingertips caressed the handle of the dagger that |ay before him Then | saw
that Luke's right hand, in casual mnovenent, had come to rest upon his belt,
slightly to the left and near to his own dagger

Si mul t aneousl y, then, Luke and Julian smled at each other, and held it
several seconds too |ong. Luke was bigger than Julian, and | knew he was fast
and strong. But Julian had centuries of experience with weapons behind him |
wondered how | would intervene if either made a nove toward the other, because
| knew that | would try to stop them But they let their hands fall to their
sides then, as if by sudden agreenent, and Julian said, "Let nme offer you a
gl ass of w ne."

"Don't mind if |I do," Luke replied, and | wondered whether my presence had

kept themfromfighting. Probably not. I'd the feeling that Julian had just
wanted to make his feelings clear, and Luke had wanted to | et himknow he
didn't give a damm. | really don't know which one |I'd have bet on

Julian placed three cups upon the table, filled themw th Bayle's Best,
gestured for us to help ourselves as he corked the bottle, then picked up the
remai ni ng cup and took a swall ow before either of us could do nore than sniff
ours. A quick assurance that we weren't being poisoned and that he wanted to
tal k busi ness.

"When | met with himwe each brought two retainers along,'

"Arnmed?" | asked.

He nodded.

"More for show, really."

"Were you nounted or on foot?" Luke asked.

"On foot," he replied. "W each left our lines at the sane tine and
proceeded at the same pace till we met there in the mddle, several hundred
paces from either side."

"l see," Luke said. "No hitches?"

"None. We tal ked and returned.”

"When was this?"

"Around sundown.

"Did he seemto be a man in a nornal state of mi nd?"

"I"d say. | count a certain arrogant posturing and a few insults toward
Anber as normal for Dalt."”

"Under st andabl e, " Luke said. "And he wanted ne or ny nother, or both? And
failing to get us, he threatened to attack?"

“Yes."

"Did he give any indication as to why he wants us?"

"None, " Julian replied.

Luke took a sip of his w ne.

"Did he specify whether he wanted us dead or alive?" he asked.

"Yes. He wants you alive," Julian answered.

"What are your inpressions?"

"If I give youto him I'mrid of you," Julian said. "If | spit in his eye
and take himon in battle, I'mrid of him E ther way, | come out ahead."

Then his gaze noved to the wi ne cup, which Luke had picked up with his
left hand, and for an instant his eyes widened. | realized he had just then

he sai d.



noticed that Luke was wearing Vialle's ring.

"It looks as if | get to kill Dalt, anyway," he concl uded.
"By inpressions,"” Luke went on, unperturbed. "I neant, do you believe he
will really attack? Do you have any i dea where he came fron? Any indication

where he m ght be headed when he | eaves here, if he | eaves?”

Julian swirled his wine in his cup

"I have to go under the assunption that he means what he says and plans to
attack. Wien we first becane aware of his troop noverments, he was advanci ng
fromthe general direction of Begna and Kashfa, probably Eregnor, since he
hangs out there a lot. Your guess is as good as anyone's as to where he wants
to go if he | eaves here.”

Luke took a quick swallow of wine a fraction of a second too late for it

to conceal what appeared to be a sudden snmile. No, | realized right then
Luke's guess was not as good as anyone else's. It was probably a hell of a |ot
better. | took a quick drink nyself, though |I'm not sure what expression
m ght have been conceal i ng.

"You can sleep here,” Julian said. "If you're hungry, 1'll have sone food

brought in. W'Ill set up this nmeeting for you at daybreak."

Luke shook his head.

"Now, " Luke said, with another subtle but obvious display of the ring. "W
want it set up right away."

Julian studied himfor several pul sebeats. Then, "You'll not be in the
clearest sight of either side in the dark, especially with snow coni ng down, "
he said. "Sorme little m sunderstanding could result in an attack, fromeither
side. "

"I'f both of ny conpanions bore |arge torches, and if both of his did the

sarme, he suggested, "we ought to be visible to both sides at a few hundred
yards."

"Possibly," Julian said. "All right. 1'll have the message sent to his
canp, and I'll choose two retainers to acconpany you."

"I already know who | want to have with me," Luke said. "Yourself and
Merlin here.”

"You are a curious individual," Julian observed. "But yes, | agree.
woul d I'ike to be there when whatever happens, happens.”

Julian nmoved to the front of his tent, opened the flap, and sunmoned an
of ficer with whom he spoke for several minutes. In this space, | asked, "You
know what you're doing, Luke?"

"Certainly," he replied.

"I"'ve a feeling this is alittle nore than playing it by ear," | said.
"Any reason why you can't tell ne your plan?"
He appraised ne for a nmonent, then said, "I only recently realized that I

too, ama son of Anber. We've net, and we've seen that we're too nmuch |ike
each other. Ckay. That's good. It neans we can do business, right?"

| allowed nyself to frowm. | wasn't sure what he was trying to say.

He cl asped ny shoul der lightly.

"Don't worry," he said. "You can trust ne. Not that you have a great dea
of choice at this point. But you may a bit later. | want you to renenber then
t hat, whatever happens, you nust not interfere.”

"What do you think is going to happen?"

"W haven't the tine or the privacy to speculate," he said. "So let it go,
and renmenber everything | said this evening."

"As you said, | haven't much choice at this point."

"I want you to renmenber it later," he said, as Julian lowered the flap and
turned toward us.

“I"1l take you up on that neal,’
Merl e? Hungry?"

Luke called to him "How about you,

"Lord, no!" I replied. "l just sat through a state dinner. "
"Ch?" he inquired al nost too casually. "Wat was the occasi on?"
| began to laugh. It was too rmuch for one day. | was about to tell him

that we hadn't the tinme or the privacy. But Julian had just reopened the tent



flap and was calling for an orderly, and | wanted to throw a few curve balls
t hrough Luke's broken field just to see what they did to his conposure.

"Ch, it was for the Begnan prinme mnister, Okuz, and some of his staff,”
| expl ai ned.

He waited while | pretended to take a Iong drink of wine. Then | | owered
it and said, "That's all."

"Come on, Merlin. What's it about? |'ve been relatively square with you
recently.”

"Ch?" | said.

For a minute | didn't think he'd see the hunor in it, but then he began to
[ augh, too.

"Sonmetines the mlls of the gods grind too dammed fast and we get buried

in grist," he observed. "Look, how about giving ne this one for free. | don't
have anything brief to trade right now What's he want?"
"You'll bear in mind that this is classified until tonorrow?"

"Ckay. WWat happens tonorrow?"

"Arkans, Duke of Shadburne, gets crowned in Kashfa.

"Holy shit!" Luke said. He glanced at Julian, then back at me. "That was a
dammed cl ever choice on Random s part,"” he said after a tine. "I didn't think
he'd nove this fast."

He stared off into sone vanishing point for a | ong while. Then he said,
"Thanks. "

"Well, does it help or hurt?" | asked.

"Me, or Kashfa?" he said.

"I hadn't split it down that fine."

"That's okay, because |I'mnot sure howto take this. | need to do sone
thi nking. Get the big picture.”

| stared at himand he sniled again.

"It is interesting," he added. "You got anything else for ne?"

"That's enough," | said.

"Yeah, probably you're right," he agreed. "Don't want to overload the
systens. Think we're losing touch with the sinple things, old buddy?"

"Not so | ong as we know each other," | said.

Julian dropped the flap, returned to us, and sought his w ne cup

"Your food will be along in a few ninutes,"” he told Luke.

"Thanks. "

"According to Benedict," he said, "you told Randomthat Dalt is a son of

Goeron. "

"I did," Luke acknow edged. "One who's wal ked the Pattern, at that. Does
it make a difference?"

Jul i an shrugged.

"Wn't be the first time |I've wanted to kill a relative,’
t he way, you're ny nephew, aren't you?"

"Right... uncle.”

Julian swirled the contents of his cup again.

"Well, welcone to Anber," he said. "I heard a banshee last night. | wonder
if there's any connection?"

"Change, " Luke said. "They mean things are changing and they wail for
what's being lost."

"Deat h. They nean death, don't they?"

"Not al ways. Sonetinmes they just show up at turning points for dramatic
effect.”

"Too bad," Julian said. "But one can always hope."

| thought Luke was going to say sonething el se, but Julian began again
bef ore he coul d.

"How wel | did you know your father?" he asked.

Luke stiffened slightly, but answered, "Maybe not well as nost. | don't
know. He was |ike a sal esman. Al ways coming and going. Didn't usually stay
with us long."

Jul i an nodded.

he stated. "By



"What was he like, near the end?" he inquired.

Luke studied his hands.

"Well, he wasn't exactly normal, if that's what you nean," he finally
said. "Like | was telling Merlin earlier, | think the process he undertook to
gain his powers m ght have unbal anced hi m sone."

"I never heard that story."

Luke shrugged.

"The details aren't all that inportant just the results.”

"You're saying he wasn't a bad father before that?"

"Hell, | don't know | never had another father to a conpare himto. Wy
do you ask?"

"Curiosity. It's a part of his life |I knew nothing about."

"Vell, what kind of brother was he?"

"WIld," Julian said. "We didn't get along all that well. So we pretty mnuch
stayed out of each other's ways. He was smart, though. Talented, too. Had a
flair for the arts. | was just trying to figure how nuch you m ght take after
him "

Luke turned his hands pal ms upward. "Beats ne," he said.

"Well, no matter,"” Julian replied, setting down his cup and turning toward
the front of the tent again. "I believe your food is about to arrive."
He moved off in that direction. | could hear the tiny crystals of ice

rattling agai nst the canvas overhead, and a few grow s fromoutside - concerto
for wind and hell hound. No banshees, though. Not vyet.

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 9

| wal ked a pace or so behind Luke, a couple of yards off to his left,
trying to keep even with Julian, who was over to the right. The torch | bore
was a big thing, about six tapering feet of pitchy wood, sharpened at its
termnus to make it easy to drive into the ground. | held it at arms
di stance, because the oily flames |licked and Iashed in all directions in
accord with vagaries of the wind. Sharp, icy flakes fell upon ny cheek, ny
forehead, my hands, with a few catching in nmy eyebrows and | ashes. | blinked
vigorously as the heat of the torch melted themand they ran into ny eyes. The
grasses beneath my feet were sufficiently cold to give a brittle, crunching
sensation every time | took a step. Directly ahead | could see the sl ow
advance of two other torches toward us, and the shadowy figure of a man who
wal ked between them | blinked and waited for the flow fromone or the other
of his torches to give ne a better look. I'd only seen himonce, very briefly,
via Trunp, back at Arbor House. Hi s hair | ooked gol den, or even coppery, by
what |ight there was upon it, but | renenbered it as a kind of dirty blond by
natural light. H's eyes, | recalled, were green, though there was no way |
could see that now | did begin to realize for the first time, however, that
he was pretty big, either that or he had chosen fairly short torchbearers. He
had been alone that one tinme 1'd seen him and | had had no standard for
conparison. As the light fromour torches reached himl|l saw that he had on a
heavy, green sl eevel ess doublet w thout a collar, over something black and
al so heavy, with sleeves that extended down his arns to vani sh within green
gauntlets. H s trousers were black, as were the high boots they entered, his
cl oak was black and lined with an enmerald green that caught our light as the
cloak furled about himin shifting, oily landscapes of yellow and red. He wore
a heavy circul ar nedallion, which | ooked to be gold, on a chain about his
neck, and though | could not nake out the details of its device, | was certain
that it bore a Lion rending a Unicorn. He cane to a halt about ten or twelve
paces from Luke, who stopped an instant later. Dalt gestured, and his
retainers drove the butts of their torches into the ground. Julian and
i mediately did the same, and we remained near them as Dalt's nmen were doing.
Then Dalt nodded to Luke, and they both advanced again, neeting at the center
of the box formed by the lights, clasping right forearnms, staring into each



other's eyes. Luke's back was to nme, but | could see Dalt's face. He showed no
signs of emotion, but his |lips were already noving. | couldn't hear a word
that was being said, between the wind and the fact that they seened
intentionally to be keeping it low. At least, | finally had a point of
reference for Dalt's size. Luke is about six three, and | could see that Dalt
was several inches taller. |I glanced at Julian, but he was not | ooking nmy way.
I wondered how many eyes regarded us fromboth sides of the field.

Julian is always a bad person to check for reactions. He was sinply
wat ching the two of them expressionless, stolid. | cultivated the sane
attitude, and the nmi nutes passed, the snow kept falling.

After a long while Luke turned away and headed back toward us. Dalt noved
of f toward one of his torchbearers. Luke stopped m dway between us, and Julian
and | noved to join him

"What's up?" | asked him

"Ch," he said, "I think | found a way of settling this w thout a war."

"Great," | said. "What did you sell hin®"

"I sold himon the idea of fighting a duel with nme to determ ne how this
t hi ng goes," he expl ai ned.

"God damm it, Luke! " | said. "That guy's a pro! And |I'm sure he's got our
geneti c package for strength. And he's been living in the field all this tine.
He's probably in top shape. And he outwei ghs you and outreaches you."

Luke gri nned.

"So, | mght get lucky," he said. He | ooked at Julian. "Anyway, if you can
get a message back to the Iines and tell themnot to attack when we start this
thing, Dalt's side will be holding still for it, too."

Julian | ooked over to where one of Dalt's torchbearers had started back
toward his lines. He turned toward his own side then and executed a nunber of
hand signals. Shortly, a man emerged from cover and began jogs toward us.

"Luke," | said. "This is crazy. The only way you're going to win is to get
Benedi ct for a second and then break a leg."

"Merle," he said, "let it go. This is between Dalt and ne. Okay?"

"I"ve got a bunch of fairly fresh spells,” | said. "W can let this thing
start, and then I'Il hit himwith one at the right time. It'Il look as if you
didit."

"No!" he said. "This really is a matter of honor. So you've got to stay
out of it."

"Ckay," | said, "if that's how you want it."

"Besi des, nobody's going to die," he explained. "Neither of us wants that
right now, and it's part of the deal. We're too valuable to each other alive.
No weapons. Strictly mano a nano. "

"Just what," Julian inquired, "is the deal ?"

"I'f Dalt whips ny ass," Luke replied, "I"'mhis prisoner. He'll withdraw
his force and 1'll accompany him"

"Luke, you're crazy!" | said.

Julian glared at ne.

"Continue," he said.

“I'f I win, he's nmy prisoner,"” he went on. "He goes back with ne to Amber,
or anywhere else | care to transport him and his officers withdraw his
troops."

"The only way of assuring such a withdrawal,’
know that if they don't they're dooned."

"OfF course," Luke said. "That's why | told himthat Benedict is waiting in
the wings to roll down on him I'msure it's the only reason he's agreed to do
this."

"Mbst astute,” Julian observed. "Either way, Amber wi ns. \Wat are you
trying to buy with this, Rinaldo, for yourself?"

Luke smi | ed.

"Thi nk about it," he said.

"There is nore to you than |I'd thought, Nephew," he replied. "Move over
there to ny right, would you?"

Julian said, "is to |let them



" \Why 2"

"To bl ock his view of me, of course. |I've got to | et Benedict know what's
goi ng on."

Luke noved while Julian located his Trunps and shuffled out the proper
one. In the neantinme the runner fromour lines had come up and stood waiting.
Julian put away all of the cards but one then, and comrenced his
conmuni cation. It lasted for a minute or so, then Julian paused to speak with
the runner and send hi m back. Inmedi ately, he continued the conversation with
the card. Wen he finally stopped talking or seeming to listen, he did not
restore the Trunp to the inner pocket where he kept the others, but retained
it in his hand out of sight. |I realized then that the contact would not be
br oken, that he would stay in touch with Benedict until this business was
fini shed, so that Benedict would know in an instant what it was that he nust
do.

Luke unfastened the cloak 1'd I ent him canme over, and handed it to ne.

"Hold this till 1'mdone, will you?" he said

"Yes," | agreed, accepting it. "Good luck."

He smiled briefly and turned away. Dalt was al ready noving toward the
center of the square.

Luke advanced, also. He and Dalt both halted, facing each other, while
there were still several paces separating them Dalt said sonething I could
not hear, and Luke's reply was lost to ne, also.

Then they raised their arns. Luke struck a boxer's stance, and Dalt's
hands cane up in a westler's defense. Luke threw the first punch, or maybe it
was just a feint, either way, it didn't land toward Dalt's face. Dalt brushed
at it and stepped back, and Luke moved in quickly and | anded two bl ows on his
m dsecti on. Another shot at his face was bl ocked, though, and Luke began to
circle, jabbing. Dalt tried rushing twice then and got clipped both tines, a
little trickle of blood comng fromhis Iip after the second one. On his third
rush, though, he sent Luke sprawling but was unable to crash down on top of
him as Luke was able to twist partly away and roll when he hit. He tried
kicking Dalt in the right kidney, though, as soon as he'd scranmbled to his
feet, and Dalt caught his ankle and rose, bearing hi mover backward. Luke
| anded a kick on the side of his knee with his other foot as he went down, but
Dalt kept hold of the foot, bearing down and beginning to tw st. Luke bent
forward then, grinmacing, and managed to catch Dalt's right wist with both
hands and tear his foot free of the larger man's grip. He doubl ed and noved
forward then, still holding the wist, regaining his feet and strai ghtening as
he advanced, passing under Dalt's armon his right side, turning, and dragging
him face downward to the ground. He noved quickly then, bending the arm up
into a hammerl ock, holding it with his right hand and sei zi ng a handful of
Dalt's hair with his left. But as he drew Dalt's head backward, preparatory,
was certain, to slanming it a few times against the ground, | saw that it
wasn't going to work. Dalt stiffened, and his armstarted to nove downward. He
was straightening it against Luke's lock. Luke tried pushing Dalt's head
forward several times then, without effect. It became apparent that if he
rel eased either hand he was in trouble, and he wasn't able to nmaintain the
hold. Dalt was just too dammed strong. Seeing this, Luke threw all of his
wei ght against Dalt's back, pushed, and sprang up. He wasn't quite fast
enough, however, because Dalt's freed arm swung around and cli pped hi m across
the left calf as he noved away. Luke stunbled. Dalt was up and sw ngi ng
i medi ately. He caught Luke with a wild haymaker that knocked hi m over
backward. This tinme, when he threw hinself upon Luke, Luke was unable to rol
free, he only managed to turn his body partly. Dalt | anded with considerable
force, twisting past a slow knee ainmed toward his groin. Luke did not get his
hands free in tinme to defend agai nst a punch that caught himon the left side
of the jaw. He turned with it and fell conpletely flat. Then his right hand
snapped upward, its heel striking the point of Dalt's chin, fingers hooking
toward the eyes. Dalt jerked his head back and sl apped the hand away. Luke
threw a hamrer blow toward his tenple with the other hand, and though it



connected, Dalt was already noving his head to the side, and | couldn't see
that it had any effect. Luke dropped both el bows to the ground and pushed

hi nsel f up and forward, bowing. His forehead struck Dalt's face - where, | am
not precisely certain, before he fell back. Mmnents later, Dalt's nose began
bl eedi ng as he reached out with his left hand to grasp Luke by the neck. His
ri ght hand, open, slapped Luke hard on the side of the head. | saw Luke's
teeth just before it landed, as he tried biting at the incom ng hand, but the
grip on his neck prevented this. Dalt noved to repeat the blow, but this tinme
Luke's left armcanme up and bl ocked it, while his right hand caught hold of
Dalt's left wist in an effort to pull it away fromhis neck. Dalt's right
hand snaked in past Luke's left then, to take hold, creating a two-handed grip
on Luke's neck, thunmbs noving to depress the w ndpipe.

| thought that might well be it. But Luke's right hand suddenly noved to
Dalt's left elbow, his left hand crossed both of Dalt's arns to seize the left
forearm and Luke twi sted his body and cranked the el bow skyward. Dalt went
over to the left and Luke rolled to the right and regai ned his footing,
shaki ng his head as he did so. This tine he did not try kicking Dalt, who was
al ready recovering. Dalt again extended his arms, Luke raised his fists, and
t hey began circling once nore.

The snow continued to fall, the wind to slacken and surge, sonetines
driving the icy flakes hard against faces, other tinmes pernmitting the snowto
descend like a troubled curtain. | thought of all the troops about nme and
wondered for a nonment whether | would find nyself in the nmddle of a
battlefield when this thing was finally over. The fact that Benedict was ready
to swoop down from sonmewhere and wreak extra havoc did not exactly confort ne,

even though it neant that ny side would probably win. | renenbered then that
ny being there was ny own choi ce.
"Come on, Luke!"™ | yelled. "Flatten him"

This produced a very odd effect. Imediately, Dalt's torchbearers began
shouting encouragenment to him Qur voices must have carried though the wind' s
lulls, for shortly there canme waves of sound, which | at first took to be sone
di stant part of the stormand only later realized to be shouting comng from
both lines. Only Julian remained silent, inscrutable.

Luke continued to circle Dalt, throwing jabs and tryi ng occasi ona
conbi nati ons, and Dalt kept swatting away at themand trying to catch an arm
Bot h of them had bl ood on their faces and both seened a bit slower than they
had been earlier. I'd a feeling they'd both been hurt, though it was
i npossible to guess to what extent. Luke had opened a small cut high on Dalt's
| eft cheek. Both of their faces were beginning to | ook puffy.

Luke connected with anot her body conbination, but it was hard to say how
much force there was behind the blows. Dalt took them stoically and found
extra energy sonewhere to rush forward and attenpt to grapple. Luke was sl ow
in withdrawing and Dalt managed to draw himinto a clinch. Both tried kneei ng
the other, both turned their hips and avoided it. They kept tangling arns and
twisting as Dalt continued reaching after a better grip and Luke kept
defeating the efforts while attenpting to free an armand get in a punch. Both
tried several forehead bashes and instep stonpings, but all of these were
avoi ded by the other. Finally, Luke succeeded in hooking Dalt's leg, driving
hi m backward to the ground.

Hal f kneeling atop himthen, Luke caught himwith a left cross and
followed it imMmediately with a right. He tried for another left then, and Dalt
caught his fist, surged upward and threw himback to the ground. As Dalt
hurl ed hinmsel f upon him again, his face a half mask of blood and dirt, Luke
was sonehow able to strike himbeneath the heart, but this did not stop Dalt's
right fist which came down like a falling rock on the side of Luke's jaw Dalt
followed it with a weak left to the other side, a weak right, paused to suck
in a great breath, then landed a solid left. Luke's head rolled to the side
and he did not nove.

Dalt crouched there atop him panting |ike a dog, studying his face as if
suspecting some trick, his right hand twitching as if he were contenpl ating



striking again.

But not hi ng happened. They renmained in that position for ten or fifteen
seconds before Dalt slowy drew hinself erect, eased off of Luke to Luke's
left, then rose carefully to his feet, swayed for a second and strai ght ened
fully.

| could alnost taste the death spell | had hung earlier. It would only
take a few seconds to nail him and no one would be certain how he had di ed.
But | wondered what woul d happen if he were to collapse now, too. Wuld both
sides attack? It was neither this nor humanitarian considerations that finally
restrai ned me, however. Instead, it was Luke's words, "This really is a nmatter
of honor. So you've got to stay out of it," and, "Nobody's going to die..

W' re too valuable to each other alive."

kay. There was still no sound of trunpets. No rush of nen to conbat. It
seened that things mght actually go as had been agreed. This was the way Luke
had wanted it. | was not going to interfere.

| watched as Dalt knelt and began to raise Luke fromthe ground.
| mredi ately, he lowered him then called to his two torchnen to conme and carry
him Dalt rose again and faced Julian as the nen advanced.
"I call upon you to observe the rest of our agreemnent,’
Julian inclined his head slightly.

he said | oudly.

"W will, provided you do," he answered. "Have your nen out of here by
daybreak. "

"W | eave now," Dalt replied, and he began to turn away.

"Dalt!" | called out.

He turned back and regarded ne.

"My name is Merlin," | said. "W've net, though | don't know whet her you
remenber. "

He shook his head.

| raised my right arm and pronounced ny nost useless and at the sane tine
flashi est spell. The ground erupted before him showering himwith dirt and
gravel . He stepped back and wi ped his face, then | ooked down into the rough
trench that had appeared.

"That is your grave," | said, "If Luke's death comes of this."
He studi ed ne again.
"Next time I'Il renmenber you," he said, and he turned and foll owed the nen

who were carrying Luke back to his lines.

| 1 ooked over at Julian, who was watching me. He turned away and uprooted
his torch. | did the same. | followed himback the way we had cone.

Later, in his tent, Julian observed, "That solves one problem Possibly

two. "
"Maybe, " | said.
"It takes care of Dalt for the nonent."
"I guess."

"Benedict tells me the man is already breaking canp."

"l don't think we've seen the last of him"

"If that's the best he can manage for an armnmy these days, it won't
matter."

"Don't you get the inpression this was an inpronptu m ssion?" | asked.
"I"d guess he pulled his force together very fast. It makes nme think he had a
tight schedule.”

"You may be right there. But he really ganbled."

"And he won."

"Yes, he did. And you shouldn't have shown hi myour power, there at the
end -"

"\Why not ?"

"You'll have a wary eneny if you ever go after him™"

"He needed war ni ng. "

"Aman like that lives with risks. He cal cul ates and he acts. However he
figures you, he won't change his plans at this point. Besides, you haven't
seen the last of Rinaldo either. He's the sane way. Those two understand each



ot her.

"You may be right."

"I am"

"I'f the fight had gone the other way, do you think his army would have
stood for it?" | asked.

Julian shrugged. "He knew mine would if he won, because he knew | stood to
gain by it. That was sufficient.”

| nodded.
"Excuse me," he said. "I have to report this business to Vialle now |
assune you'll want to trunp through when |'ve finished?"

"Yes. He produced a card and set about the business. And | found nyself
wondering, not for the first time, just what it was that Vialle sensed when it

cane to a Trump contact. | always see the other person nyself, and all of the
others say that they do, too. But Vialle, as | understood it, had been blind
frombirth. 1've always felt it would be inpolite to ask her, and for that
matter it's occurred to ne that her answer probably woul dn't nake nuch sense
to a sighted person. 1'll probably al ways wonder, though

As Julian addressed her shadowy presence, | turned ny mind to the future.

| was going to have to do somet hing about Mask and Jurt soon, and it | ooked
now as if I'd be doing it without Luke. Did | really want to follow his advice
and try to talk Jasra into an alliance against then? Wuld the benefits really
be worth the risk? And if | didn't, how would | nanage the thing? Maybe
shoul d make ny way back to that strange bar and see about renting the
Jabberwock. O the Vorpal Sword. Or both, Mybe -

| heard ny name nentioned, and | drifted back to the present noment,
present problems. Julian was explaining sonething to Vialle, but | knew there
wasn't all that nuch to explain. So | got to ny feet, stretched, and sumoned
t he Logrus Sight.

| saw her ghostly formclearly when | directed my vision toward the area
before Julian. She was in that sane stiff chair where | had |ast seen her.
wonder ed whet her she had renmained there the entire while or had just returned.
| hoped she'd had a chance to go back and eat that dessert | hadn't had a shot
at .

Julian glanced at nme, then, "If you're ready to go, she's ready to take
you through," he said.

| crossed over and stood beside him dropping the Logrus vision as | did

so. | had decided it was not a good idea to bring the forces of the Logrus and
the Pattern into too great a proximty. | reached out and touched the card,
and Vialle' s imge sprang into full focus. A nmonent, and it was no |onger an
i mage.

"Anytime," she said, extending a hand. | reached out and took hold of it
gently.

"So long, Julian," | said, as | stepped forward.

He did not reply. Or if he did, |I didn't catch it.
"I did not mean for things to go this way," she told ne i mediately, not
rel easi ng ny hand.

"There was no way of foreseeing what happened," | said.

"Luke knew," she replied. "It makes sense now, doesn't it? Sone of those
little remarks he made? He planned the chall enge all along.”

"l guess so," | said.

"He's ganbling on something. | wish | knew what."

"I can't help you on that," |I answered. "He didn't say anything to ne
about it."

"But you will be the one with whomhe will get in touch, eventually," she
said. "I want to know i mredi ately when you hear fromhim?"

"All right," | agreed.

She rel eased ny hand.

"I't would seemthere is nothing nore to say, for the nonent.

"Well," | began, "there is another matter | think you ought to know
about . "



" Oh?"

"It concerns Coral's not being present at dinner this evening."

"CGo on," she said.

"You are aware that we took a |long wal k about town today?"

"I am" she said.

"W wound up below," | continued, "in the chanber of the Pattern. She'd
expressed a desire to see it."

"Many visitors do. It is pretty much a matter of judgnent whether to take
them Oten they |lose interest, though, when they | earn about the stairway."

"I did tell her about it," | said, "but it didn't discourage her. \Wen she
got there, she set foot upon the Pattern - "

"No!" she cried. "You should have watched her nore closely! Al that other
trouble with Begma... and now this! \Were is her body?"

"Good question," | responded. "I don't know But she was alive the |ast
tinme | saw her. You see, she clainmed Qheron was her father, and then she
proceeded to wal k the Pattern. \When she'd finished, she had it transport her
somewhere. Now, her sister, who is aware that we went off together, is
concerned. She was pestering nme through dinner as to where Coral mght be."

"What did you tell her?"

"I told her that I'd left her sister enjoying sonme, of the beauties of the
pal ace and that she might be a bit late to dinner. As things wore on, though
she seemed to grow nore concerned and made nme promi se to search for her
tonight if she didn't turn up. | didn't want to tal k about what had really
happened because | didn't want to go into the business of Coral's parentage."

"Under st andabl e." she replied. "Ch, ny."

| waited, but she said nothing nmore. | continued to wait.

Finally, "I was not aware of the late king's affair in Begma," she said,
"so it is difficult to assess the inmpact of this revelation. Did Coral give
you any indication as to how |l ong she intended to stay away? And for that
matter, did you provide her with any means of return?"

"I gave her ny Trunp," | said, "but she hasn't been in touch. | got the
i mpression she didn't intend to be away for too | ong, though.”

"This could be serious,” Vialle decided, "for reasons other than the
obvi ous. How does Nayda strike you?"

"She seemed quite sensible,"' | said. "Also, | believe she rather |ikes
ne."

Vialle brooded a nonment, then said, "If word of this gets to O kuz, he
could well get the inpression that we are hol di ng her hostage agai nst his
proper performance in any negotiations which mght arise out of the situation
in Kashfa."

"You're right. | hadn't thought of that."

"He will. People tend to think of such nmatters when dealing with us. So
what we need to do is buy some time and try to turn her up before this begins
| ooki ng suspi ci ous. "

"I understand,"” | said.

"Most likely, he will send to her quarters soon, if he hasn't already done
so, to discover why she was not present at dinner. If he can be satisfied now,
you will have the entire night in which to try to |locate her."

" How?"

"You're the magician. You figure it out. In the nmeantinme, you say that
Nayda i s synpathetic?"

"Very much so. "

"Good. It seenms to nme that the best course of action then would be to

attenpt to enlist her aid. | trust you to be tactful and do this in the | east
di stressi ng manner possible, of course - "

"Naturally - " | began

" - because of her recent illness,"” she went on. "All we need to do nowis
gi ve the second daughter a heart attack."

"Il ness?" | inquired. "She hadn't mentioned anything about that."

"I'd imagine the menory is still distressing. She was apparently quite



close to death until very recently, then rallied suddenly and insisted on
acconpanyi ng her father on this mssion. He's the one who told ne about it."

"She seenmed fine at dinner," | said |amely.

"Well, try to keep her that way. | want you to go to her inmmediately, tel
her what happened as diplomatically as possible, and try to get her to cover
for her sister while you search for her. There is, of course, the risk that
she will not believe you and that she will go directly to Orkuz. Perhaps you
m ght enploy a spell to prevent this. But we have no other choice that | can
see. Tell me whether |I'mwong."

"You're not wong," | said.

"Then | suggest you be about it... and report back to me inmediately if
there are any problens, or any progress, no nmatter what the hour."

"I"'mon nmy way," | said.

| departed the roomin a humbut shortly cane to a halt. It occurred to ne
that while | knew the general area of the palace in which the Begnan party was
quartered, | did not really know where Nayda's roons were |located. | did not
want to go back and ask Vialle because it would make me | ook stupid for not
havi ng found out during dinner

It took ne the better part of ten minutes to turn up a menber of the
pal ace staff able to give ne directions - along with a smrk - and then to
followthemat a jog until | stood before Nayda's door

I ran ny hand through ny hair, brushed off ny trousers and jacket, wi ped
nmy boots on the backs of ny pants |egs, took a deep breath, smled, exhaled,
and knocked.

The door opened a few nonments later. It was Nayda. She returned ny snile
and stepped asi de.

"Cone in " she said
"I was expecting the maid," | told her as | entered. "You surprised ne."
"Since | was expecting you, | sent her off to bed early,"” she replied.

She had changed into an outfit that |looked like a gray sweat suit with a
bl ack sash. She also had on a pair of black slippers, and she had renoved nost
of her nmakeup. Her hair was now drawn back severely and tied with a bl ack
ri bbon. She gestured toward a couch, but | did not nove to seat nyself.

| clasped her shoulder lightly and stared into her eyes. She noved nearer

"How are you feeling?" | asked.

"Find out," she said softly.

| could not even permt nyself a sigh. Duty called. | slipped ny arms
around her, drew her to me, and kissed her. | held the pose for severa

seconds, then drew away, smiled again, and said, "You feel fine to nme. Listen
there are sone things | did not tell you - "

"Shall we sit down?" she said, taking ny hand and | eading ne toward the
couch.

Vialle had told ne to be diplomatic, so | followed her

| mredi ately, she continued our enbrace and began to add refinenents. Damm!

And ne constrained to rush her out to cover for Coral. If she would, 1'd be
happy to cover her afterward. O any other interesting position Begnans m ght
go in for. |1'd better ask quickly, though, | decided. A couple of ninutes nore

and it would be very undi plomatic to begin tal king about her sister. Today was
just a bad day when it came to timnng

"Before we get too involved here," | said, "I've got to ask a favor of
you. "

"Ask ne anything," she said.

"I think there's going to be a delay in turning up your sister," |
explained, "and 1'd hate to worry your father. Do you know whet her he's sent
to her rooms yet, or been by them to check on her?"

"l don't believe so. He strolled off with Gerard and M. Roth after
dinner. | don't think he's returned to his apartnment yet. "

"Coul d you possibly find a way of giving himthe inpression that she
hasn't strayed? Buy nme sonme time to find out where she's off to?"

She | ooked anused.



"And t hose things you haven't told ne...?"

"Il give you the whole story if you'll do this for ne.

She traced nmy jawine with her index finger

"Al'l right," she said then. "W have a deal. Don't go away."

She rose, crossed the room and passed out into the hall, |eaving the door
a few inches ajar. Wiy hadn't | had a nice norrmal affair since Julia? The | ast
worman |'d made |l ove to had actually been under the control of that strange
body-shifting entity. Now .. Now there was the faintest of shadows across the
couch, as | realized that 1'd rather be holding Coral than her sister. That
was ridiculous. I'd only known her for half a day..

There had sinply been too much activity since nmy return. | was getting
punchy. That had to be it.

When she returned she seated herself on the couch again, but this tine
with a couple of feet separating us. She seemed cheerful enough, though she
made no nove to resume our earlier occupation

"It's taken care of," she said. "He will be msled, if he asks."

"Thanks," 1 told her

"Now it's your turn," she stated. "Tell me things."

"Al'l right," | began, and | launched into the story of Coral and the
Pattern.

"No," she interrupted. "Start at the beginning, would you?"

"What do you nean?"

"G ve me your whole day, fromthe tinme you left the pal ace together unti
you parted."”

"That's silly," | protested.
"Hunor ne," she said. "You owe nme one, renenber?"
"Very well," | agreed, and | started again. | was able to skip over the

bit about blasting the table in the caf,, but when | gl ossed over the business
in the sea caves by saying that we'd | ooked around in them and found them
pretty, she interrupted ne.

"Stop," she said. "You' re | eaving sonething out. What occurred in the
caves?"

"What mekes you say that?" | asked.

"That is a secret | do not care to share just now " she expl ai ned.
"Suffice it to say | have a neans of spot-checking your veracity."

"I't's not relevant,” | said. "It will just confuse the issue. That's why I
omtted it."

"You said you'd give ne the whol e afternoon.”

"Al'l right, lady," | agreed, and | did.

She bit her lip while | told her about Jurt and the zombies, and she
licked idly at the beads of blood that appeared thereafter

"What are you going to do about hin?" she asked suddenly.

"That's my problem" | said then. "I prom sed you the afternoon, not ny
menoi rs and survival plans.”
"It's just that... Renenber, | offered to try to help you?"

"What do you nmean? Do you think you can nail Jurt for me? |'ve got news
for you - He's practically a candidate for godhood at the nmonent."

"What do you nean by 'godhood' ?" she asked.

I shook ny head.

"I't would take nost of the night to tell you this story properly, and we
don't have the tine, not if I'"'mgoing to start |ooking for Coral soon. Just
let me finish with the business about the Pattern, will you?"

"Co ahead."

| did, and she showed no surprise whatsoever at the matter of her sister's
paternity. | was going to question her as to her lack of reaction. Then
said, the hell with it. She's done what | wanted, and | did what | prom sed.
She hasn't had a heart attack. And nowit's time to go

"That's it," | said, and | added, "Thanks."

| began to rise, and she noved quickly and was huggi ng ne again.

| returned her enbrace for a nmoment, then said, "I'd really better be



going... Coral could be in danger."

"The hell with her," she said. "Stay with ne. W have nore inportant
things to tal k about."

| was surprised by her callousness, but | tried not to showit.

"I"'ve a duty to her," | said, "and |I've got to see to it now"

"Al'l right," she said, sighing. "lI'd better conme along and give you a
hand. "

"How?" | asked.

"You' d be surprised,” she told ne, and she was on her feet and sniling a
twisted smle.

| nodded, feeling that she was probably right.

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 10

We hi ked back along the hallway to ny apartnent. \Wen | opened the door
and sumoned the lights, Nayda did a fast survey of the first room She froze
when she saw ny coat rack

"Queen Jasral" she said.

"Yep. She had a disagreement with a sorcerer naned Mask," | expl ai ned
"Guess who won?"

Nayda rai sed her left hand and nmoved it in a slow pattern - behind Jasra's

neck and down her back, across her chest, then downward again. | did not
recogni ze any of the novements she was performng
"Don't tell ne that you' re a sorceress, too," | said. "It seens that

everyone | run into these days has had some training in the Art."

"I amnot a sorceress," she answered, "and |'ve had no such training. I
have only one trick and it is not sorcery, but | use it for everything."

"And what is that trick?" | asked

She ignored the question, then said, "My, she's certainly tightly bound.
The key lies somewhere in the region of her solar plexus. Did you know t hat ?"

"Yes," | replied. "I understand the spell fully."

"Why i s she here?"

"Partly because | prom sed her son Rinaldo |I'd rescue her from Mask, and
partly as an assurance agai nst his good behavior."

| pushed the door shut and secured it. Wen | turned back, she was facing

ne.
"Have you seen himrecently?" she said in a conversational tone.
"Yes. \Why?"
"Ch, no special reason."
"I thought we were trying to help each other, " | said.

"I thought we were | ooking for nmy sister

"It can wait another mnute if you know sonethi ng special about Rinaldo."

"I was just curious where he m ght be right now"

| turned away and noved to the chest where | keep art supplies. | renoved
the necessary itens and took themto ny drawi ng board. Wile | was about it, |
said, "I don't know where he is."

| set up the piece of pasteboard, seated nyself and cl osed ny eyes,
sumoni ng a nental image of Coral, prelimnary to beginning her sketch. Again,
| half wondered whether the picture in ny mind, along with the appropriate
magi cal endorsenent, would be sufficient for contact. But now was not the tinme

to nmess around being experimental. | opened ny eyes and began to draw. | used
the techniques 1'd learned in the Courts, which are different yet simlar to
t hose enmployed in Anber. | was qualified to execute themin either fashion
but I'mfaster with the style | learned first.

Nayda cane over and stood near, watching, not asking whether | mnded. As
it was, | did not.
"When did you see himlast?" she asked.



"Who?"

"Luke."

"This evening," | answered.

"Where?"

"He was here earlier.'

"I's he here now?"

" NO. "

"Where did you | ast see hin"

"In the forest of Arden. Wy?"

"It seans a strange place to part."

I was working on Coral's eyebrows.

"W parted under strange circunstances," | said.

Alittle nmore work about the eyes, a bit on the hair..

"Strange? In what way?" she asked.

More color to the cheeks..

"Never mind," | told her

"Al'l right," she said. "It's probably not that inportant."

| decided against rising to that bait, because | was suddenly getting
somet hing. As had occasional ly happened in the past, my concentration on the
Trunp as | put the final touches to it was sufficiently intense to reach
t hr ough and..

"Coral!" | said, as the features noved, perspectives shifted.
"Merlin... ?" she answered. "I... I'min trouble.”
Qddly, there was no background whatever. Just blackness. | felt Nayda's

hand upon ny shoul der.

"Are you all right?" | asked

"Yes... It's dark here," she said. "Very dark."

O course. One cannot mani pul ate Shadow in the absence of light. O even
see to use a Trunp.

"That's where the Pattern sent you?" | asked.

"No, " she answer ed.

"Take nmy hand," | said. "You can tell me about it afterward."”.
| extended ny hand and she reached toward it.

"They - " she began

And with a stinging flash the contact was broken. | felt Nayda stiffen
besi de ne.
"What happened?" she asked.

"I don't know. W& were suddenly blocked. | can't tell what forces were
i nvol ved. "
"What are you going to do?"
"Try again in a little bit," | said. "If it were a reaction thing
resi stance will probably be high just now, and it may ease up later. At |east

she says she's all right."

| withdrew the packet of Trumps | normally carry, shuffled out Luke's. Now

seened as good a tinme as any to see how he was faring. Nayda gl anced at the
card and snmi | ed.

"I thought you just saw hima little while ago," she said.

"Alot can happen in a little while."

"I"'mcertain a |l ot has happened."”

"You think you know somnet hi ng about what's going on with hinP" | asked.

"Yes. | do."

| raised the Trunmp. "Wat?" | said.

"I"d be willing to wager, you won't get through to him"

"We'll see."

I concentrated and | reached. | reached again. A nminute or so later |

wi ped ny brow.
"How d you know?" | asked.
"Luke's bl ocking you. I would, too... under the circunstances."
"What circunstances?"
She gave nme a quirked smle, crossed to a chair, and sat down.



"Now | have sonething to trade with you again," she said.

" Agai n?"

| studied her. Something jiggled and fell into place. "You' ve been calling
him' Luke' rather than 'R naldo,'" | said.

"So | have."

"“I"d been wondering when you'd show up again."

She continued to smile.

"I went and shot ny eviction-notice spell,"” |I observed. "Can't conpl ain,
t hough. It probably saved my life. Do | owe you that one, in some roundabout
fashi on?"

“"I"'mnot proud. 1'll take it."

"I"mgoing to ask you again what you want, and if you say it's to help ne
or to protect me, I'mgoing to turn you into a coat rack."

She | aughed.

"I"d have guessed you'd take whatever help you could get right now " she
sai d.

"A |l ot depends on what you nmean by 'help' ."

"I'f you'll tell me what you have in mnd, 1'll tell you whether | can be
of any assistance."

"All right," | said. "I'mgoing to change clothes while |I talk, though. I
don't feel like stormng a citadel dressed like this. May | |end you sonething

t ougher than a sweat suit?"

"I'mfine. Start at Arbor House, okay?"

"Ckay," | said, and | proceeded to fill her in while | garbed nyself in
tougher fare. She was no longer a pretty lady to ne, but rather a nebul ous
entity in human form She seated herself while | was tal king and stared at the

wal I, or through it, over steepled fingers. Wien | was finished, she kept

staring, and | went over to ny drawi ng board, took up Coral's Trunp, tried
again, but couldn't get through. | tried Luke's card, also, with the sane

results.

As | was about to replace Luke's Trunp, square the deck, and case it, |
glinmpsed the next lower card and a lightning chain of recollections and
specul ations flashed through my mind. | renoved the card and focused on it. |
reached. ..

"Yes, Merlin?" he said noments |ater, seated at a snmall table on a terrace
- evening skyline of a city behind him- |owering what appeared to be a cup of
espresso to a tiny white saucer

"Right now Hurry," | said. "Conme to ne."

Nayda had begun to make a | ow grow i ng sound just as the contact occurred,
and she was on her feet and noving toward nme, her eyes fixed upon the Trunp,
just as Mandor took nmy hand and stepped through. She halted when the tall
bl ack-garbed figure appeared before her. They regarded each other without
expression for a nonment, and then she took a long sliding step toward him her
hands beginning to rise. Immediately, fromthe depth of some inner cloak
pocket where his right hand was thrust, there cane a single, sharp, netallic
click.

Nayda froze

"Interesting,"” Mandor said, raising his left hand and passing it in front
of her face. Her eyes did not followit. "This is the one you told ne about

earlier, Vinta, | believe, you called her?"
"Yes, only now she's Nayda."
He produced a small, dark netal ball from somewhere and held it upon the

pal mof his left hand, which he extended before her. Slowy, the ball began to
nmove, describing a counterclockw se circle. Nayda enitted a single sound,
somet hi ng hal fway between a cry and a gasp, and she dropped forward to her
hands and knees, head | owered. Fromwhere | stood |I could see saliva dripping
from her nout h.

He said sonething very fast, in an archaic formof Thari which | could not
foll ow. She responded in the affirmative.

"I believe |'ve solved your nystery,'

he said then. "Do you recall your



| essons on Respondances and Hi gh Conpel |l ings?"

"Sort of," | said. "Academically. | was never exactly swept away by the
subj ect.”

"Unfortunate,"” he stated. "You should report back to Suhuy for a
post graduat e course sonetine."

"Are you trying to tell ne...?"

"The creature you see before you, inhabiting a not unattractive hunman
form is aty'iga, " he explained

| stared. The ty'iga were a normally bodil ess race of denons that dwelled

in the blackness beyond the Rm | recalled being told that they were very
powerful and very difficult to control

"Uh... can you nake this one stop sl obbering on ny carpet?" | said.

"OfF course,"” he replied, and he rel eased the sphere, which fell to the
floor before her. It did not bounce, but began i mediately to roll, describing

a rapid circuit about her

"Stand up," he said, "and stop releasing bodily fluids upon the floor."

She did as he ordered, clinbing to her feet, her expression vacant.

"Seat yourself in that chair," he directed, indicating the one she had
occupi ed but mnutes earlier

She conplied, and the rolling ball adjusted itself to her progress and
continued its circle, about the chair now.

"It cannot vacate that body," he said then, "unless |I release it. And
can cause it any amount of torment within ny sphere of power. | can get you
your answers now. Tell me what the questions are.”

"Can she hear us right now?"

"Yes, but it cannot speak unless | permt it."

"Well, there's no point to causing unnecessary pain. The threat itself may
be sufficient. | want to know why she's been foll owi ng nme about."

"Very well," he said. "That is the question, ty'iga. Answer it!"

"I follow himto protect him" she said, her voice flat.

"I"ve already heard that one," | said. "I want to know why."

"Why?" Mandor repeated.

"I must," she answered.

"Why must you?" he asked.

"I..." Her teeth raked her lower lip and the bl ood began to flow again.

" \Why 2"

Her face grew flushed and beads of perspiration appeared upon her brow.

Her eyes were still unfocused, but they brinmred with tears. A thin |line of
bl ood trickled down her chin. Mandor extended a clenched fist and opened it,
reveal i ng another netal ball. He held this one about ten inches before her
brow, then released it. It hung in the air.

"Let the doors of pain be opened,"” he said, and he flicked it lightly with
a fingertip.

| mredi ately, the small sphere began to nove. It passed about her head in a
slow el lipse, coming close to her tenples on each orbit. She began to wail .

"Silence!" he said. "Suffer in silence!"

The tears ran down her cheeks, the blood ran down her chin..

"Stop it!" | said.

"Very well." He reached over and squeezed the ball for a noment between
the thunb and mddle finger of his left hand. Wen he released it, it remained
stationary, a small distance before her right ear. "Now you nay answer the
qguestion," he said. "That was but the snallest sanple of what | can do to you.
| can push this to your total destruction."”

She opened her nouth but no words came forth. Only a gaggi ng sound.

"I think we may be going about this wong," | said. "Can you just have her
speak normally, rather than this question-and-answer business?"

"You heard him" Mandor said. "It is ny will, also."

She gasped, then said, "My hands... Please free them"

"CGo ahead, " | said.

"They are freed," Mndor stated.



She flexed her fingers.

"A handkerchief, a towel..." she said softly.

| drew open a drawer in a nearby dresser, took out a handkerchief. As I
nmoved to pass it to her, Mandor seized ny wist and took it fromme. He tossed
it to her and she caught it.

"Don't reach within nmy sphere,” he told ne.

"I wouldn't hurt him" she said, as she w ped her eyes, her cheeks, her
chin. "I told you, | nean only to protect him "

"W require nore information than that," Mandor said, as he reached for
t he sphere again.

"Wait," | said. Then, to her, "Can you at least tell ne why you can't tel
ne?"

"No," she answered. "It would anmobunt to the same thing."

Suddenly | saw it as a strange sort of progranm ng problem and | decided
to try a different tack.

"You must protect ne at all costs?" | said. "That is your prinmary
function?"

"Yes. "

"And you are not supposed to tell ne who set you this task, or why?"

“Yes."

"Supposing the only way you could protect ne would be by telling nme these
t hi ngs?"

Her brow furrowed

“I..." she said. "I don't... The only way?"

She cl osed her eyes and raised her hands to her face. "I... Then | would
have to tell you. "

"Now we're getting somewhere," | said. "You would be willing to violate

the secondary order in order to carry out the primary one?"

"Yes, but what you have described is not a real situation," she said.

"I see one that is," Mandor said suddenly. "You cannot follow that order
if you cease to exist. Therefore, you would be violating it if you permt
yourself to be destroyed. | will destroy you unless you answer those
guestions.”

She snmi | ed.

"l don't think so," she said.

"\Why not ?"

"Ask Merlin what the diplomatic situation would be if a daughter of the
Begnman prime mnister were found dead in his room under nysterious
ci rcumst ances, especially when he's already responsible for the di sappearance
of her sister.”

Mandor frowned and | ooked at ne.

"l don't understand what that's all about,"” he said.

"It doesn't matter," | told him "She's Iying. If something happens to
her, the real Nayda sinply returns. | saw it happen with George Hansen, Mg
Devlin, and Vinta Bayle."

"That is what would normally occur,"” she said, "except for one thing. They
were all alive when | took possession of their bodies. But Nayda had j ust

died, following a severe illness. She was exactly what | needed, though, so
t ook possession and heal ed the body. She is not here anynore. If | depart,
you'll be left either with a corpse or a human vegetable."

"You're bluffing," | said, but |I remenbered Vialle's saying that Nayda had
been ill.

"No," she said. "I"'mnot."

"It doesn't matter," | told her

"Mandor," | said, turning to him "you said you can keep her from vacating
t hat body and foll owi ng nme?"

"Yes," he replied.

"Ckay, Nayda," | said. "I am going sonewhere and | amgoing to be in
extreme danger there. | amnot going to pernit you to follow ne and carry out

your orders."



"Don't," she answered.

"You give ne no choice but to keep you pent while | go about ny business."

She si ghed.

"So you've found a way to get me to violate one order in order to get ne
to carry out the other. Very clever."

"Then you'll tell ne what | want to know?"

She shook her head.

"I am physically unable to tell you," she said. "It is not a matter of
will. But... | think I've found a way around it."

"What is that?"
"I believe | could confide in a third party who al so desires your safety."

"You nmean - "

"I'f you will leave the roomfor atine, | will try to tell your brother
those things | may not explain to you."

My eyes net Mandor's. Then, "I'Ill step out in the hall for a bit," | said.

And | did. Alot of things bothered me as | studied a tapestry on the
wal I, not the least being that | had never told her that Mandor was ny
br ot her.

VWhen ny door opened after a | ong while, Mandor |ooked in both directions.
He rai sed his hand when | began to nove toward him | halted, and he stepped

out side and canme toward nme. He continued to gl ance about as he advanced.
"This is Anber pal ace?" he inquired.
"Yes. Not the nost fashionable w ng, perhaps, but I call it hone."
"I'd like to see it under nore rel axed circunstances," he said.
| nodded. "It's a date. So tell ne, what happened in there?"
He | ooked away, discovered the tapestry, studied it.

"It's very peculiar," he said. "I can't."

"What do you nean?"

"You still trust nme, don't you?"

"Of course.”

"Then trust ne in this. |1've a good reason for not telling you what |
| earned. "

"Come on, Mandor! \WWat the hell's going on?"

"The ty'iga is not a danger to you. It really does care about your
wel fare.'

"So what else is new? | want to know why.

"Leave it," he said, "for now It's better that way."

I shook ny head. | nade a fist and | ooked around for something to hit.

"I know how you feel, but |I'masking you to drop it," he said.

"You mean t he know edge would hurt me in some way?"

"I didn't say that."

"Or do you nean that you're afraid to tell nme?"

"Drop it'" he said.

| turned away and got control of nyself.

"You must have a good reason," | finally decided.

"l do."

"I"'mnot going to give up on this," | told him "But | haven't the tine to
pursue it further against this kind of resistance. Okay, you have your reasons
and | have pressing business el sewhere."

"She mentioned Jurt and Mask and the Keep where Brand gai ned his powers,"
he said.

"Yes, that's where 1'll be heading."

"She expects to acconmpany you."

"She is wong."

"I would counsel against taking her, too."

"You'll keep her for me until |'ve taken care of things?"

"No," he said, "because |I'mcomng with you. I'll put her into a very deep
trance, though, before we depart."

"But you don't know what's been going on since our dinner. A lot has
happened, and | just haven't the time to bring you up to date.™



"It doesn't matter," he said. "I know that it involves an unfriendly
sorcerer, Jurt, and a dangerous place. That's enough. I'll come along and give
you a hand."

"But that may not be enough,"” | countered. "W nmay not be enough."

"Even so, | think the ty'iga could turn into a hindrance."

"I wasn't referring to her. | was thinking about the stiff |ady near the
door."'

"I"d meant to ask you about her. Some eneny you're puni shing?"
"She had been an eneny, yes. And she's nasty, untrustworthy, and has a

poi sonous bite. She's al so a deposed queen. | didn't freeze her, though. The
sorcerer who's after me did it. She's the nother of a friend, and | rescued
her and brought her back here for safekeeping. | had no reason for rel easing

her, until now "

"Ah, as an ally against her old eneny."

"Exactly. She's well acquainted with the place |I'm going. But she doesn't
like nme and she's not easy to deal with, and | don't really know whet her her
son gave ne enough anmunition to make her trustworthy."

"Do you feel she'd be a real asset?"

"Yes. I'd like to have all of that aninmus on ny side. And | understand
s an acconplished sorceress.”

"If additional persuading is needed, there are only threats and bri bes.
I've a few private hells |'ve designed and furnished - for purely esthetic
reasons. She nmight find a quick tour very inpressive. On the other hand, |
could send for a pot of jewels."

"I don't know," | said. "Her notivations are sonewhat conplex. Let ne
handle this, as far as |'mable.”

"Of course. Those were only suggestions.”

"As | see it, the next order of business is to rouse her, put the
proposition to her, and attenpt to judge her response."

"There is no one else you mght bring along, fromanmong your Kkinsmen
her e?"

"I''" mafraid to let any of themknow |I'mgoing. It could easily result in
an order not to, until Random gets back. | haven't the time to wait around."

"I mght summon sone reinforcenment fromthe Courts. "

"Here? To Anber? |'d really be up shit creek if Random ever got w nd of
that. He m ght start suspecting subversion."

she

He smil ed.

"This place reminds ne a bit of hone," he remarked, turning back toward ny
door.

VWen we entered, | saw that Nayda was still seated, her hands upon her

knees, staring at a nmetal ball that hovered about a foot before her. The other
continued its slow circuit down on the fl oor

Seeing the direction of my gaze, Mandor renarked, "Very light trance
state. She can hear us. You can rouse her in an instant if you wish."

| nodded and turned away. Now it was Jasra's turn.

I removed all of the garnents |I'd hung upon her and placed themon a chair
across the room Then | fetched a cloth and the basin and washed the cl own
makeup of f her face.

"Am | forgetting anything?" | said, half to nyself.

"A glass of water and a nmirror," Mandor stated.

"What for?"

"She may be thirsty,” he replied, "and |I can just tell she'll want to | ook
at herself."

"You may have a point there," | said, drawing up a small table. | placed a
pitcher and a goblet upon it, also, a hand nmirror

"I"d al so suggest you support her, in case she collapses when the spell is
renmoved. "

"True."

| placed nmy left arm about her shoul ders, thought of her deadly bite,
st epped back, and held her at arnmis distance with the one hand.



"If she bites me, it will knock me out alnost instantly,” | said. "Be
ready to defend yourself quickly if this occurs.”

Mandor tossed another metal ball into the air. It hung there for an
unnaturally long noment at the top of its arc, then dropped back to his hand.
"Al'l right," | said, and then | spoke the words that raised the spell.

Not hi ng as dramatic as |'d feared ensued. She slunped and | supported her
"You're safe,"” | said, and added, "R naldo knows you're here," to invoke the
nost famliar. "Here's a chair. Do you want some water?"

"Yes," she replied, and | poured sonme and passed it to her

Her eyes were darting, taking in everything as she drank. | wondered
whet her she'd recovered instantly and mi ght not now be stalling for tine as
she sipped, her mind racing, spells dancing at her fingertips. Her eyes
returned nore than once to Mandor, appraising, though she gave Nayda a | ong,
hard stare.

Finally, she |lowered the goblet and sml ed.

"I take it, Merlin, that | amyour prisoner,"’
She took another sip.

"CQuest," | replied.

"Ch? How did this cone about? Accepting the invitation escapes ny nind."

"I brought you here fromthe citadel at the Keep of the Four Worlds in a
somewhat catal eptic condition," | said.

"And where might 'here' be?"

"My apartment in the Pal ace of Anber. "

"Prisoner, then," she stated.

she said, choking slightly.

"Cuest," | repeated.

"In that case, | should be introduced, should I not?"

"Excuse me. Mandor, | introduce Her Hi ghness Jasra, Queen of Kashfa." (
intentionally omtted the "Mdst Royal" part.) "Your Majesty, | request |eave

to present nmy brother, Lord Mandor."

She inclined her head, and Mandor approached, dropped to one knee, and
rai sed her hand to his lips. He's better at such courtly gestures than I am
not even sniffing the back of her hand for the scent of bitter al nonds. |
could tell that she liked his manner, and she continued to study him
afterward.

"I was not aware," she observed, "that the royal house here contai ned an
i ndi vi dual naned Mandor."

"Mandor is heir to the dukedom of Sawall in the Courts of Chaos,"
replied. Her eyes w dened.

"And you say he is your brother?"

"l ndeed. "

"You' ve succeeded in surprising me," she stated. "I had forgotten your
doubl e |ineage."

| smled, nodded, stepped aside and gestured.

"And this - " | began

"I am acquainted with Nayda," she said. "Why is the girl... preoccupi ed?"

"That represents a matter of great conplexity," | said, "and there are
other things | amcertain you will find to be of much greater interest.”

She cocked an eyebrow at ne.

"Ah! That fragile, perishable item the truth," she said. "Wen it
surfaces so quickly there is usually a claustrophobia of circunstance. Wat is
it that you want of nme?"

I held ny smle.

"It is good to appreciate circunstance," | said.
"I appreciate the fact that | amin Anber and alive and not occupying a
cell, with two gentlenmen behaving in a conciliatory fashion. | al so appreciate

the fact that | amnot in the straits ny nost recent menories indicate
shoul d occupy. And | have you to thank for my deliverance?"

"Yes."

"Somehow | doubt it was a matter of altruismon your part.”

"I didit for Rinaldo. He tried getting you out once and got cl obbered.



Then | figured a way that mght work, and | tried it. It did."

Her facial muscles tightened at the nmention of her son's nane. |'d decided
she'd prefer hearing the one she'd given him rather than 'Luke.'

"I's he all right?" she asked.

"Yes," | said, hoping it were so.

"Then why is he not present?"

"He's of f somewhere with Dalt. I'mnot sure as to his |ocation. But -

Nayda made a small noise just then, and we gl anced her way. But she did
not stir. Mandor gave nme an inquiring | ook, but | shook ny head slightly. |
did not want her roused just then

"Bad influence, that barbarian," Jasra observed, choking again and taking
another drink. "lI'd so wanted Rinaldo to acquire nore of the courtly graces,
rat her than doi ng rude things on horseback much of the time," she continued,
gl ancing at Mandor and granting hima small smle. "In this, | was
di sappoi nted. Do you have sonethi ng stronger than water?"

"Yes," | replied, and | uncorked a bottle of w ne and poured sone into a
goblet for her. | glanced at Mandor and at the bottle then, but he shook his
head. "But you have to adnmit he did well in that track meet against UCLA, in
hi s sophonore year," | said, not to let her put himdown conpletely. "A
certain amount of that comes fromthe nore vigorous side of life."

She sniled as she accepted the drink

"Yes. He broke a world record that day. | can still see him passing over
the final hurdle.”

"You were there?"

"Ch, yes. | attended all of your nmeets. | even watched you run," she said.
"Not bad."

She si pped the wine...

"Wuld you like me to send for a nmeal for you?" | asked.

"No, I'mnot really hungry. W were talking about truth a little while
ago..."

"So we were. | gather there had been sone sorcerous exchange back at the
Keep, between you and Mask - "

"Mask?" she said.

"The bl ue- masked sorcerer who rules there now "

"Ch, yes. Quite."

"I do have the story right, don't I?"

"Yes, but the encounter was nore than a little traumatic. Forgive ny
hesitation. | was surprised and did not get ny defenses up in tine. That was
really all there was to it. It will not happen again."

“I"msure. But - "

"Did you spirit me away?" she interrupted. "Or did you actually fight with
Mask to get nme free?"

"W fought," | said.

"I'n what condition did you | eave Mask?"

"Buried under a pile of manure," | said.

She chuckl ed.

"Wonderful! | like a man with a sense of hunor."
"I have to go back," | added

"Ch? Wiy is that?"

"Because Mask is now allied with an eneny of mine - man naned Jurt, who
desires ny death."

She shrugged slightly.

"I'f Mask is no match for you, | fail to see where Mask and this man shoul d
represent a great problem" Mandor cleared his throat.

"Beggi ng your |leave," he said. "But Jurt is a shape shifter and ni nor
sorcerer fromthe Courts. He al so has power over Shadow. "

"l suppose that woul d make sonmething of a difference," she said.

"Not as much as what the two of them apparently plan to acconplish,” |
told her. "I believe that Mask intends running Jurt through the same ritua
your | ate husband undert ook, sonething involving the Fount of Power."



"No!" she cried, and she was on her feet, the rest of the wine mxing with
Nayda's spittle and a few old bl oodstains on the Tabriz I'd purchased for its
delicately detail ed pastoral scene. "It nust not happen again!"

A storm cane and went behind her eyes. Then, for the first time, she
| ooked vul nerabl e.

"l lost himbecause of that..." she said.

Then the noment was gone. The hardness returned.

"I had not finished ny wine," she said then, reseating herself.

“I"1l get you another glass," | told her

"And is that a mirror on the table?"

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 11

| waited till she was finished prinping, glancing out of the wi ndow at the
snow and surreptitiously trying again to reach Coral or Luke while ny back was
turned to her.

No | uck, though. Wen she put down the conmb and brush she'd borrowed from
me and laid the mirror beside them | gathered she'd finished organi zing her
t houghts as well as her hair and was ready to talk again. | turned back slowy
and strolled over.

W studi ed each other while practicing expressionl essness, then she asked,
"I's anyone el se in Anber aware that you have awakened ne?"

"No," | replied.

"Good. That neans |'ve a chance of |eaving here alive. Presumably, you
want ny assistance against Mask and this Jurt?"

"Yes. "

"Exactly what sort of help do you desire, and what are you prepared to pay
for it?"

"I intend to penetrate the Keep and neutralize Mask and Jurt," | said.

"*Neutralize' ? That's one of those little euphemisns for "kill," isn't
it?"

"l suppose so," | replied.

"Anber has never been noted for its squeam shness," she said. "You have
been exposed to too rmuch Anerican journalism So, you are aware of ny
famliarity with the Keep, and you want ny help in killing the two of them
Correct ?"

| nodded.

"Rinaldo has told nme that if we were to arrive too late and Jurt had
al ready undergone the transformational ritual, you m ght know a way to use
t hat same power against him" | expl ai ned.

"He'd gotten further into those notes than |1'd realized," she said. "I am
going to have to be frank with you then, since our lives my depend on it -
Yes, there is such a technique. But no, it won't be of any help to us. Sone
preparations are required to turn the power to such an end. It is not
something | could sinply reach out and do at a nonent's notice."

Mandor cl eared his throat.

"I'"d rather not see Jurt dead," he stated, "if there's a possibility I
could take himback to the Courts as a prisoner. He could be disciplined.
There m ght be a way of neutralizing himw thout really... neutralizing him

as you put it."

"And if there isn't?" | asked.

"Then I'1l help you to kill him" he said. "I have no illusions about him
but | feel obliged to try something. I'"'mafraid that the news of his death
could push our father over the edge."

| |1 ooked away. He could be right, and even though old Sawal|l's death woul d
mean his own succession to the title and control of considerabl e hol dings, |
was certain he was not anxious to acquire themat that price."



"I understand," | said. "I hadn't thought of that."

"So give nme a chance to subdue him If | fail, I'll join you in whatever
nust be done."
"Agreed," | said, watching to see how Jasra was taking this.

She was studying us, a curious expression on her face.

"'Qur father'?" she said.

"Yes," | replied. "I wasn't going to nention that, but, since it got out,
Jurt's our younger brother."

Her eyes were alight now, at the scent of connivance.

"This is a fanm|ly power struggle, isn't it?" she asked.

"l suppose you could put it that way," | said.

"Not really,"” Mandor said.

"And yours is an inportant famly in the Courts?"

Mandor shrugged. So did I. 1'd a feeling she was trying to figure a way to
cash in on that end of it, too, and | decided to stonewall her
"W were discussing the task at hand," | said. "I want to take us in there

and accept Mask's challenge. W stop Jurt if he gets in the way and give him
to Mandor. If it is inpossible sinply to subdue him we go the rest of the
way. Are you with us?"

"W have not yet discussed the price," she said.

"AI'l right," | acknow edged. "I've tal ked about this with Rinaldo, and he
told me to tell you that he's called the vendetta off. He feels things were
settled with Anber when Caine died. He asked ne to release you if you would go
along with this, and he suggested that in return for your help against the new
lord of the citadel we restore the Keep of the Four Wrlds to your
sovereignty. Bottomline, as he put it. Wat do you say?"

She picked up the goblet and took a long, slow sip. She'd stall, | knew,
trying to figure a way to squeeze nore out of this deal

"You' ve spoken with Rinaldo very recently?" she said.

“Yes."

"I amnot clear as to why he is running about with Dalt, rather than being
here with us, if he is so much in agreenent with this plan.”

| sighed.

"Ckay, I'Il tell you the story," | said. "But if you're with us, | do want
to get noving soon."

"Proceed,"” she said.

So | recounted the evening' s adventure in Arden, omtting only the fact
that Vialle had placed Luke under her protection. Nayda seenmed to grow
progressively distressed as | told the tale, uttering small whinpering sounds
at odd intervals.

VWhen | was finished, Jasra placed her hand upon Mandor's arm and rose,
brushing himlightly with her hip as she passed, and she went to stand before
Nayda

"Now tell me why the daughter of a high Begman official is restrained
here, " she said.

"She is possessed of a denon that enjoys interfering in ny affairs,”
expl ai ned.

"Real ly? |'ve often wondered what hobbi es dermons mi ght pursue,” she
observed. "But it seenms this particular denon has been trying to say sonething
in which | mght be interested. If you would be so good as to free it for a
nmonent's conversation | pronise to consider your offer afterward."”

"Time is running," | said.

"I'n that case ny answer is no,'' she told ne. "Lock me up soneplace and go
to the Keep without ne."

| glanced at Mandor.

“In that | have not yet agreed to accept your offer," Jasra continued,
"Rinal do would call this an entertai nnent expense."

"l see no harmin it," Mandor said.

"Then let her speak," | told him

"You may talk, ty'iga," he said



Her first words were not addressed to Jasra, however, but to ne -
“Merlin, you have to Il et me acconpany you."
| noved around to where | could see her face.

"No way," | told her

"Why not ?" she asked.

"Because your penchant for protecting nme will actually hinder nme in a
situation where | will probably have to take sone chances."

"That is nmy nature," she responded.

"And nmy problem" | said. "I nmean you no ill. I'Il be glad to talk to you

when this is all over, but you're going to have to sit this one out."

Jasra cleared her throat.

"I's that the entire nessage? O is there sonmething you wished to tell ne,
al so?" Jasra asked.

There followed a long silence, then, "WII| you be acconpanying them or
not ?" Nayda i nquired.

Jasra took just as long to respond, obviously weighing her words.

"This is a clandestine, personal operation,"” she said. "I amnot at al
certain it would be countenanced by Merlin's seniors here in Arber. Wile it
is true that | stand to gain if | cooperate, | will also undergo considerable
risk. O course, | want ny freedomand the restoration of the Keep. It is
alnost a fair trade. But he also asks a quitclaimon the vendetta. Wat
assurance have | that this means anything here, and that the hierarchy of
Amber will not hunt me down as a troubl enaker afterward? He cannot speak for
t he others when he operates on the sly this way."

Sonehow, it had becone a question addressed to ne, and since it was a very
good question to which I did not really have an answer, | was glad that the
ty'iga had something to say -

"I believe that | can persuade you that it would be in your best interest
to agree to acconpany them and to render every assistance you can," she
of f er ed.

"Pray, begin," Jasra told her.

"I would have to speak with you in private on this matter."

Jasra smled, out of her love for intrigue, | amcertain.

"It is agreeable to ne," she said.

"“Mandor, force her to say it now, " | said.

"Wait!" Jasra declared. "I will have this private conversation or you can

forget about ny help."

| began wondering just how nuch help Jasra really represented if she
couldn't call upon the Fount to dispose of Jurt, should that become our
bi ggest problem True, she knew the Keep. But | didn't even know for certain
how acconpl i shed a sorceress she m ght be.

On the other hand, | wanted this thing settled now, and one nore adept
coul d make the difference.

"Nayda," | said, "are you planning sonething that could be danaging to
Anber ?"

"No," she replied

"Mandor, what do ty'iga swear by?" | inquired.

"They don't," he said.

"What the hell,"” | said. "How nmuch tine do you want?"

"Gve us ten mnutes,"” she told ne.

"Let's take a walk," | said to Mandor

"Surely," he agreed, tossing another netal ball toward Nayda. It joined

the others in orbit about her, a little above waist |evel

| fetched a key fromny desk drawer before departing. And as soon as we
were in the hall | asked him "lIs there any way Jasra could free her?"

"Not with the additional circuit of confinement | established on the way
out," he replied. "Not nmany could figure a way past it, and certainly not in
ten mnutes."

"She's just full of secrets, that damed ty'iga," | said. "Kind of makes
me wonder who's really the prisoner here.”



"She's only trading some bit of know edge for Jasra's cooperation," he
said. "She wants the lady to acconpany us if she can't go herself, since it
will mean extra protection for you."

"Then why can't we be present?"

"Nothing that | |earned fromher sheds any light on this," he said.

"Well, since | have a few minutes, there is a small errand I want to run
Wul d you keep an eye on things here and take charge if she calls us in before
| get back?"

He smil ed.

"I'f one of your relatives strolls by, should I introduce nyself as a lord
of Chaos?"

"I thought you were also a |l ord of deception.”

"OfF course,"” he said, and he clapped his hands and vani shed.

“I'"1l hurry,” | said.

"Cheerio," came his voice, from somewhere

| hurried off up the hall. It was a little pilgrinmage, | suppose, one that

I had not made in a long while. On the brink of an enterprise such as this, it
seenmed sonehow appropriate

VWen | reached the door, | stood outside it for a nmoment, ny eyes cl osed,
visualizing the interior as last | had seen it. It was my father's apartnment.
| had wandered through it on many occasions, trying to judge fromthe
furni shings, the layout, his bookshelves, and his curious collections
somet hing nore than | already knew about the man. There was al ways sone little
thing that caught nmy attention, that answered a question or raised a new one -
an inscription on the flyleaf of a book or a note in a margin, a silver
hai rbrush bearing the wong set of initials, a daguerreotype of an attractive
brunette signed "To Carl, Love, Carolyn," a snapshot of ny father shaking
hands wi th General MacArthur. ..

| unl ocked the door and pushed it open

I did not nove for several seconds, however, as a light glowed inside the
pl ace. For more long nonments | listened, but there were no sounds fromwithin.
Slowy then, | entered. A nunber of candl es burned upon the dresser set
against the far wall. There was no one in sight.

"Hello?" | called out. "It's me. Merlin." There came no answer.

| drew the door closed behind ne and noved forward. A bud vase stood upon
the dresser anmid the candles. It contained a single rose, and it appeared to
be silver in color. |I drew nearer. Yes, it was real, not artificial. And it
was silver. In what shadow did such flowers grow?

| picked up one of the candles by its holder and noved away with it,
shielding its flane with ny hand. | crossed to nmy left and entered the next
room | medi ately, on opening the door, | saw that there was no need to have
brought the candle. Mre of them were burning here.

"Hel l 0?" | repeated.

Agai n, no answer. No sounds of any sort.

| set the candle upon a nearby table and crossed to the bed. | raised a
sleeve and let it fall. A silvery shirt was laid out upon the counterpane
besi de a bl ack pair of trousers, ny father's colors. They had not been there
when last | had visited.

| seated nysel f beside them and stared across the roominto a shadowy
corner. Wat was going on? Sone bizarre household ritual ? A haunting? or..

"Corwi n?" | said.

In that I'd hardly expected a reply, | was not disappointed. When | rose,
however, | bunped agai nst a heavy object hung upon the nearest bedpost. |
reached out and raised it for a better view A belt with a sheathed weapon
hung upon it. These had not been present last tine either. | gripped the haft
and drew t he bl ade.

A portion of the Pattern, contained within the gray netal, danced in the
candl el ight. This was Grayswandir, sword of ny father. Wat it was doi ng back
here now, | had no idea.

And | realized with a pang that | could not stick around to see what mi ght



be going on. | had to get back to ny own problens. Yes, timng was definitely
agai nst ne today.

| resheathed Grayswandir.

"Dad?" | said. "If you can hear me, | want to get together again. But I
have to go now. Good |uck on whatever you're about."

Then | departed the room touched the silver rose as | passed and | ocked
t he door behind me. As | turned away, | realized that | was shaking.

| passed no one on the wal k back, and when |I approached nmy own door |
wonder ed whether | should enter, knock, or wait. Then sonething touched ny
shoul der, and | turned around but no one was there. When | turned forward once
agai n Mandor stood before ne, his brow slightly creased.

"What's the matter?" he asked. "You appear nore troubled than when you
left.”

"Something totally different," |I told him "I think. Any word fromi nside
yet ?"

"I heard a shriek fromJasra while you were gone," he said, "and | burned
to the door and opened it. But she was |aughing and she asked me to close it."

"Either ty'igas know sone good stories or the news is favorable."

"So it would seem™

Alittle later the door opened and Jasra nodded to us.

"Qur conversation is concluded," she said.

| studied her as | entered the room She |ooked a | ot nore cheerful than
she had seened when we'd left. There was a bit nore of a crinkling about the
out er edges of her eyes, and she seened al nbst to be fighting the corners of
her nmouth down into place.

"I hope it was a fruitful interview " | said.

"Yes. On the whole, I'd say it was that," she answered.

A gl ance at Nayda showed ne that nothing had changed in terns of her
position or expression.

“I"l1l have to be asking you for a decision now," | said. "I can't afford
to cut things much closer than this."
"What happens if | say no?" she asked.
“I"1l have you conducted to your quarters and informthe others that
re up and about," | said.
"As a guest?"
"As a very well-protected guest."
"I see. Well, | do not really care to inspect those quarters. | have
deci ded to acconpany you and assi st you under the ternms we di scussed. "

| bowed to her.

"Merlin!" Nayda said.

"No!" | answered, and | | ooked to Mandor. He approached and stood before
Nayda

"It is best that you sleep now," he told her, and her eyes cl osed, her
shoul ders sl unped. "Were is a good place for her to rest deeply?" he asked
ne.

you

"Through there," | said, indicating the doorway to the next room

He took her by the hand and | ed her away. After a time, | heard him
speaking softly, and then there was only silence. He energed a little later
and | went to the door and gl anced inside. She was stretched out on ny bed.
did not see any of his netal spheres in the neighborhood.

"She's out of it?" | said.

"For a long time," he replied.

| |l ooked at Jasra, who was gl ancing down into the mrror

"Are you ready?" | inquired

She regarded ne through | owered | ashes.

"How do you propose transporting us?" she asked.

"Do you have an especially tricky neans of getting us in?"

"Not at the nonment."

"Then | will be calling upon the CGhostwheel to take us there."

"Are you certain it is safe? |'ve conversed with that... device. | am not



sure it is trustworthy."

"It's fine," |I. said "Any spells you want to prime first?"
"Not necessary. My... resources should be in good order."
"Mandor ?"

| heard a clicking sound from somewhere within his cloak
"Ready, " he said.

| withdrew the Ghostwheel Trunmp and studied it. | began ny neditation
Then | reached. Nothing happened. | tried again, recalling, tuning, expanding.
| reached again, calling, feeling..

"The door..." Jasra said.

| glanced at the door to the hallway, but there was nothi ng unusual about
it. Then | | ooked at her and realized the direction of her gaze.

The doorway to the next room where Nayda slept, had begun to glow It
shone with a yellow Iight, and even as | watched, it grewin intensity. A spot
of greater brightness then occurred at its center. Abruptly, the spot began a
sl ow up-and- down nmovenent .

Then came nusic, fromwhere | was not certain, and Chost's voice
announced, "Follow the bouncing ball."

"Stop it!" | said. "It's distracting!"

The nusic went away. The circle of light grew still.

"Sorry," Chost said. "I thought you'd find a little comic relief relaxing.
"You guessed wong," | replied. "I just want you to take us to the citade

at the Keep of the Four Worlds."

"Do you want the troops, also? | can't seemto |ocate Luke."

"Just the three of us," | answered.

"\What about the one who sl eeps next door? |'ve net her before. She doesn't
scan right."

"I know. She's not human. Let her sl eep

"Very well, then. Pass through the door."

"Come on," | said to the others, picking up ny weapons belt and buckling
it on, adding my spare dagger, grabbing ny cloak off a chair, and drawing it
over ny shoul ders.

| wal ked toward the portal and Mandor and Jasra followed. | stepped
t hrough, but the roomwas no |onger there. Instead, there cane a nonment of
bl urring, and when ny senses cleared, | was staring down and outward across a
great distance beneath a heavily overcast sky, a cold w nd whipping at ny
gar ment s.

| heard an exclamation from Mandor and, a nonment |ater, another fromJasra
- behind ne and to the left. The great ice field |lay bone-white to ny right,
and in the opposite direction a slate-gray sea tossed whitecaps |ike serpents
in a bucket of mlk. Far bel ow, before me, the dark ground simrered and
st eaned.

"Chost!" | cried. "Were are you?"

"Here," cane a soft response, and | | ooked down to behold a tiny ring of
[ight near the toe of nmy left boot. Directly ahead and bel ow, the Keep stood
stark in the distance. There were no signs of life outside its walls.
realized that | nust be in the nountains, standing sonewhere near the place
where | had held my lengthy colloquy with the old hermt naned Dave.

"I wanted you to take us into the citadel within the Keep," | explained.
"Why did you bring us up here?"

"I told you I don't like that place," Chost answered. "I wanted to give
you a chance to look it over and deci de exactly where you wi shed to be sent
within. That way | can nove very fast on the delivery, and not expose nyself
overlong to forces | find distressing."

| continued to study the Keep. A pair of twisters were again circling the
outer walls. If there had not been a npat, they would probably have done a
good job of creating one. They stayed al nost exactly 180 degrees apart, and
they took turns at illum nation. The nearest one grew spark-shot with bolts of
lightning, acquiring an eerie incandescence, then, as it began to fade, the



ot her brightened. They passed through this cycle several tinmes as | watched.
Jasra made a snmall noise, and | turned and asked her, "Wat's going on?"
"The ritual," she n'sponded. "Someone is playing with those forces right
now. "

"Can you tell how far along they m ght be?" | asked.

"Not really. They could just be starting, or they could be finished
already. Al the poles of fire tell ne is that everything is in place."

"You call it then, Jasra," | told her. "Were should we put in our
appear ance?"

"There are two long hallways | eading to the chanber of the fountain," she
said. "One is on the sane |evel and the other a floor above it. The chanber

itself is several stories high."

"I recall that," | acknow edged.

"I'f they are working directly with the forces and we sinply appear within
t he chamber," she continued, "the advantage of surprise will only be
monentary. | can't say for certain what they mght hit us with. Better to

approach al ong one of the two hallways and give nme a chance to assess the
situation. Since there is a possibility that they could note our approach
al ong the | ower hallway, the upper one would be best for all our purposes.”

"Al'l right," | agreed. "Gnhost, can you put us back a distance in that
upper hal | way?"

The circle spread, tilted, rose, stood high above us for a nmonment, then
dr opped.

"You are... already... there," CGhost said, as my vision swam and the
circle of light passed over us, head to toe. "Good-bye."

He was right. We were on target this time. W stood in a long, dim
corridor, its walls of dark, hewn stone. Its one end was |ost in darkness. Its
other led into an area of illumnation. The ceiling was of rough tinbers, the
heavy cross-beans softened by curtains and plunmes of spider-webbing. A few
blue wi zard globes flickered within wall brackets, shedding a pale light that
i ndi cated they were near the ends of their spells. Qthers had already gone
dead. Near the brighter end of the hallway sonme of these had been replaced by
| anterns. From overhead cane the sounds of small things scurrying within the
ceiling. The place snelled danp, nusty. But the air had an electric quality to
it, as though we were breathing ozone, with an edge of event jitteriness
per meati ng everyt hi ng.

| shifted to Logrus Sight, and i mredi ately there was a consi derabl e
bri ghtening. Lines of force like glow ng yellow cabl es ran everywhere. They

provided the additional illumnation | now perceived. And every time ny
novenents intersected one, it heightened the overall tingling effect I
experienced. | could see now that Jasra was standing at the intersection of

several of these and seened to be drawi ng energy fromtheminto her body. She
was acquiring a glowing quality I was not certain nmy normal vision wuld have
detected. When | glanced at Mandor | saw the Sign of the Logrus hovering

bef ore him al so, which neant that he was aware of everything | was seeing.

Jasra began noving slowy along the corridor toward the |ighted end.
fell in behind her and slightly to her left. Mandor foll owed nme, noving so
silently | had to glance back occasionally to assure myself he was still with
us. As we advanced | becane aware of a certain throbbing sensation, as of the
beati ng of a vast pul se. Wiether this was being transmtted through the fl oor
or along those vibrating lines we continually encountered, | could not say.

I wondered whet her our disturbing this net of forces was betraying our
presence, and even our position, to the adept working with the stuff down at
the Fount. Or was his concentration on the task at hand sufficiently
distracting to permit us to approach undetected?

"It has started?" | whispered to Jasra.

"Yes," she replied

"How far al ong?"

"The maj or phase coul d be conpl et ed.

A few paces nore, and then she asked me, "What is your plan?"



"I'f you're right, we attack imredi ately. Perhaps we should try to take out
Jurt first, all of us, | nean, if he's becone that high-powered, that
dangerous. "

She licked her 1ips.

"“I'" m probably best equipped to deal with him because of my connection
with the Fount," she said then. "Better you don't get in nmy way. |'d rather
see you dealing with Mask while I'mabout it. It mght be better to keep
Mandor in reserve, to lend his aid to whichever of us mght need it. "

“I"1l go along with your judgment," | said. "Mandor, did you hear al
t hat ?"

"Yes," he replied softly. "I'll do as she says."

Then, "What happens if | destroy the Fount itself?" he asked Jasra.

"l don't believe it can be done," she answered.

He snorted, and | could see the dangerous |ines along which his thoughts
wer e running.

"Hurmor ne and suppose," he said.

She was silent for a tine, then, "If you were able to shut it down, even
for alittle while," she offered, "the citadel would probably fall. I've been
using its emanations to help hold this place up. It's old, and | never got
around to buttressing it where it needs it. The anobunt of energy required to
attack the Fount successfully, though, would be much better invested
el sewhere. "

"Thanks, " he said.

She halted, extending a hand into one of the Iines of force and cl osing
her eyes as if she were taking a pulse. "Very strong," she said a little
later. "Soneone is tapping it at deep | evels now. "

She began noving again. The light at the end of the hallway grew brighter
then dimrer, brighter, dinmer. The shadows retreated and fl owed back

repeatedly as this occurred. | becane aware of a sound something |like the
hunm ng of high wires. There was also an internmittent crackling noise coning
fromthat direction. | increased ny pace as Jasra began to hurry. At about

that time there came a sound of laughter fromup ahead. Frakir tightened upon
my wist. Flakes of fire flashed past the corridor's nouth.

"Damm, damm, dam," | heard Jasra sayi ng.
She raised her hand as we cane into sight of the |anding where Mask had
stood at the time of our encounter. | halted as she noved very slowy,

approaching the railing. There were stairs both to the right and the left,
| eadi ng downward to opposite sides of the chanber.

She | ooked down for only an instant, then she threw herself back and to
the right, rolling when she hit the floor. Taking out a piece of railing, a
ball of orange flane fled upward |ike a slow conmet, passing through the area
she had just quitted. | rushed to her side, slipped an arm beneath her
shoul ders, began to raise her

| felt her stiffen, as her head jerked slightly to the left. Somehow, |
al ready knew what | would see when | turned that way.

Jurt stood there, stark naked save for his eye patch, glowing, smling, a
pul se away from substantiality.

"Good of you to drop by, brother," he said. "Sorry you can't stay."

Spar ks danced at his fingertips as he swng his armin ny direction. |
doubt ed that shaki ng hands was forenmpost in his mnd

The only response | could think of was, "Your shoelace is untied," which
of course didn't stop him but it actually had himl ooking puzzled for a
second or two.

Sign O Chaos
Chapter 12

Jurt had never played football. | do not believe he expected me to come up
fast and rush him and when it happened, | don't think he anticipated ny



coming in as low as | did.
And as for clipping himjust above the knees and knocki ng hi m back through

the opening in the railing, I'msure he was surprised. At |east he | ooked
surprised as he went over backward and plumeted, sparks still dancing at his
fingertips.

| heard Jasra chuckle, even as he faded in nmid-fall and vani shed before
the floor got to spread himaround a bit. Then, fromthe corner of ny eye,
saw her rise

“I"ll deal with himnow, " she said, and, "No problem He's clunsy," even
as he appeared at the head of the stair to her right. "You take care of Mask!"

Mask was on the opposite side of the black stone fountain, staring up at
me through an orange and red geyser of flanmes. Below, in the basin, the fires
rippled yell ow and white. \Wen he scooped up a handful and worked them
together as a child might shape a snowbal |, they becanme an i ncandescent bl ue.
Then he threw it at ne.

| sent it past with a sinple parry. This was not Art, it was basic energy
work. But it served as a rem nder, even as | saw Jasra performthe prelimnary
gestures to a dangerous spell purely as a feint, bringing her near enough to
Jurt to trip him pushing hi mbackward down the stair.

Not Art. Whoever enjoyed the luxury of living near and utilizing a power
source such as this woul d doubtl ess get very sloppy as tine went on, only
using the basic frames of spells as guides, running rivers of power through
them One untutored, or extrenely |lazy, mght possibly even di spense with that
much after a tine and play directly with the raw forces, a kind of shamani sm
as opposed to the Higher Magic's purity, like that of a bal anced equation
produci ng a maxi nrum effect froma mni numof effort.

Jasra knew this. | could tell she'd received formal training sonewhere
along the Iine. That much was to the good anyway, | decided as |I parried
another ball of fire and noved to ny left.

| began descending the stair, sideways, never taking ny gaze off Mask.
was ready to defend or to strike in an instant.

The railing began to gl ow before ne, then it burst into flame. | retreated
a pace and continued nmy descent. Hardly worth wasting a spell to douse it. It
was obviously neant for show rather than damage..

Vell. ..

There was another possibility, | realized then, as | saw that Mask was
simply wat ching me, was making no nmove to throw anything else in ny direction

It could also be a test. Mask nmight sinply be attenpting to di scover
whether | was Iimted to whatever spells | had brought with me, or whether
had |l earned to tap the power source here directly and woul d shortly be
slugging things out with himas Jurt and Jasra were now obviously preparing to
do. Good. Let himwonder. A finite nunber of spells against a near linitless
source of energy?

Jurt suddenly appeared upon a windowsill, high and to ny left. He had tine
only for a brief frown before a curtain of fire was rung down upon him Both
he and the curtain were gone a nmonent later, and | heard Jasra's |aughter and
his curse, followed by a crashing noise off to the other side of the chanber.

As | nmoved to descend anot her step, the stairway faded from vi ew
Suspecting illusion, | continued the sl ow downward nmovenent of ny foot. |
encount ered not hi ng, though, and finally extended ny stride to pass over the
gap and on down to the next stair. It also vanished, however, as | shifted ny
wei ght. There cane a chuckle from Mask as | turned ny novenent into a leap to
avoid the area. Once | was committed to junping, the stairs w nked out one by
one as | passed over them

| was certain Mask's thinking nust be - that if | had a handle on the
| ocal power, reflex would cause ne to betray that connection here. And if |
didn't it might still cause ne to waste an escape spell

But | judged the distance to the now visible floor. If no nore stairs
vani shed | might be able to catch a handhold on the next one, hang a noment,
then drop. That would be perfectly safe. And if | mssed, or if another stair



vanished... | still felt I would | and reasonably intact. Better to use an
entirely different sort of spell on the way down.

| caught the rearward edge of the farthest stair, dangled and dropped,
turning nmy body and speaking the words of a spell | call the Falling Wall

The fountain shuddered. The fires sl oshed and spl ashed, overflow ng the
basin on the side nearest Mask. And then Mask hinmself was thrown backward to
the floor as ny spell continued its course of descent.

Mask's arnms rose before himas his body seened to sop up the swirling
glow, his hands to expel it. There was a bright arc between his hands, then a
shieldli ke dome. He held it above him warding off the final collapsive force
of my spell. | was already noving quickly in his direction. Even as | did so,
Jurt appeared before nme, standing on the far lip of the fountain just above
Mask, glaring at nme. Before | could draw ny blade, throw Frakir, or utter
anot her spell, however, the fountain welled up, a great wave toppling Jurt
fromits side, sending himspraw ing upon the floor, washing himpast Mask and
across the chanmber toward the foot of the other stair, down which | now saw
that Jasra was slowy descendi ng.

"It neans nothing to be able to transport yourself anywhere,” | heard her
say, "if you are a fool in all places."

Jurt snarled and sprang to his feet. Then he | ooked upward, past Jasra..

"You, too, brother?" he said.

"I amhere to preserve your life, if at all possible,” |I heard Mandor
reply. "I would suggest you return with ne now - "
Jurt cried out, no recognizable words, just an animal l|ike bleat. Then, "I

do not need your patronage!" he screaned. "And you are the fool, to trust
Merlin! You stand between himand a ki ngdom "

A series of glowing circles drifted like glow ng smoke rings from between
Jasra's hands, dropping as if to settle about his body. Jurt imrediately
vani shed, though monents later | heard himshouting to Mandor from a different
direction.

I continued to advance upon Mask, who had guarded successfully agai nst ny

Falling Wall and was now beginning to rise. | spoke the words of the Icy Path,
and his feet went out frombeneath him Yes, | was going to throwa finite
nunber of spells against his power source. | call it confidence. Mask had
power. | had a plan, and the neans to execute it.

A flagstone tore itself loose fromthe floor, turned into a cloud of
gravel amd a grating, crunching noise, then flewtoward nme |ike a charge of

shot. | spoke the words of the Net and gestured.

Al of the fragments were coll ected before they could reach nme. Then
dunped t hem upon Mask, who was still struggling to rise.

"Do you realize that | still don't know why we're fighting? ' | said.
"This was your idea. |I can still - "

For the nonent, Mask had given up on trying to rise. He had placed his
left hand in a simering puddl e of Iight and had extended his right, palm
toward me. The puddl e vani shed, and a shower of fire energed fromthe right
hand and sped at nme, like drops froma lawn sprinkler. | was ready for this,
t hough. If the Fount could contain the fire, then it had to be insul ated
against it.

| threw nyself flat on the other side of the dark structure, using its
base as a shield.

"It is likely one of us is going to die," |I called out, "since we are not
pul I'i ng our punches. Either way, | won't have a chance to ask you later -
What ' s your bitch? What am | to you?"

The only reply was a chuckling sound fromthe other side of the Fount, as
the floor began to nove beneath ne.

From somewhere off to my right, near the foot of the undamaged stair,
heard Jurt say, "A fool in all places? What about close quarters?" and
| ooked up in tine to see himappear before Jasra and seize hold of her

A moment | ater he screaned, as Jasra |l owered her head and her |ips touched
his forearm She pushed himaway then, and he fell down the remaining steps,



l anding stiffly, not noving.

| crept to the right of the Fount, over the sharp edges of the broken
flooring, which jiggled and sawed at me within the matrix of Mask's power.

"Jurt is out of it," I comented, "and you stand al one now, Mask, agai nst
the three of us. Call it quits, and I'll see that you go on living."

"Three of you," cane that flat, distorted voice. "You admt that you
cannot beat me without hel p?"

"Beat?" | said. "Perhaps you consider it a gane. | do not. | wll not be
bound by any rules you choose to recognize. Call it quits or I'Il kill you,
with or without help, any way | can.”

A dark object suddenly appeared overhead, and | rolled back away fromthe
Fount as it canme to rest in the basin. It was Jurt. Unable to nove nornally
because of the paralytic effect of Jasra's bite, he had trunped away fromthe
foot of the stair and into the Fount.

"You have your friends, Lord of Chaos, and | have nine," Msk replied, as
Jurt noaned softly and began to gl ow

Suddenly Mask went spinning into the air, as | heard the flooring shatter
The Fount itself died down, grew weaker, as a flam ng tower tw sted
ceilingward, rising froma new opening in the floor, bearing Mask with it on
the crest of its golden plune.

"And enem es," Jasra stated, noving nearer.

Mask spread his arns and | egs and wheeled slowy through the mddle air,
suddenly in control of his trajectory. | got to ny feet and backed away from
the Fount. |I'm seldomat ny best at centers of geol ogi cal catastrophes.

A rushing, runbling sound now canme fromthe doubled fountain, and a
hi gh- pi tched, sourcel ess-seemi ng note acconpanied it. A small w nd sighed
anong the rafters. The tower of fire atop which Mask rode continued its slow
spiraling, and the spray in the |lowered fountain began a simlar novement.
Jurt stirred, noaned, raised his right arm

"And enem es," Mask acknow edged, beginning a series of gestures |
recogni zed i medi ately because |'d spent a lot of time figuring them out.

"Jasral" | cried. "Watch out for Sharu!"

Jasra took three quick steps to her left and smled. Sonmething very nuch
like lightning then fell fromthe rafters, blackening the area she had just
depart ed.

"He al ways starts with a lightning stroke," she explained. "He's very
predictable."

She spun once and vani shed redly, with a sound |ike breaking gl ass.

| looked i mMmediately to where the old nan had stood, RI NALDO carved upon
his right leg. He was | eaning against the wall now, one hand to his forehead,
the other inplenmenting a sinple but powerful shielding spell.

| was about to scream for Mandor to take the old boy out, when Mask hit ne
with a Kl axon spell which tenmporarily deafened nme while bursting bl ood vessels
in ny nose.

Dripping, | dove and rolled, interposing the nowrising Jurt between
nmysel f and the sorcerer in the air. Jurt actually appeared to be throw ng off
the effects of Jasra's bite. So | drove ny fist into his stomach as | rose and
turned himinto an even better position to serve as ny shield. A m stake.
received a jolt fromhis body, not unlike a nasty electrical shock, and he
even managed a brief laugh as | fell.

"He's all yours," | heard himgasp then

Fromthe corner of ny eye, | saw where Jasra and Sharu Garrul stood, each
of them seem ngly hol di ng one end of a great |ong piece of macrame work woven
of cables. The lines were pul sing and changing colors, and | knew t hey
represented forces rather than material objects, visible only by virtue of the
Logrus Sight, under which | continued to operate. The pul se increased in

tempo, and both sank slowy to their knees, arns still extended, faces
glistening. A quick word, a gesture, and | could break that bal ance.
Unfortunately, | had problenms of nmy own just then. Mask was swooping toward mne

i ke sonme huge insect, expressionless, shimrering, deadly. A succession of



brittle snapping sounds occurred within the front wall of the Keep, where a
series of jagged cracks raced downward |ike black lightning. I was away of
falling dust beyond the spiraling lights, of the growling and the whining
sounds, faint now w thin ny ringing ears, of the continuing vibration of the
floor beneath ny hal f-nunmbed legs. But that was all right. | raised ny left
hand as ny right slid within nmy cloak

A fiery bl ade appeared in Mask's right hand. | did not stir, but waited a
second | onger before speaking the guide words to ny
Fant asi a- f or - Si x- Acetyl ene- Torches spell as | snapped ny forearm back to cover
nmy eyes and rolled to the side.

The stroke m ssed me, passing through broken stone. Mask's left armfel

across ny chest, however, el bow connecting with my lower ribs. | did not stop
to assess damages, though, as | heard the sword of fire crackle and conme free
of the stone. And so, turning, | struck with ny own nore nundane dagger of

steel, driving its full length up into Mask's |eft kidney.

There foll owed a scream as the sorcerer stiffened and sl unped besi de ne.

Al most inmmedi ately thereafter | was kicked with considerable force behind ny
right hip. I twisted away and anot her bl ow | anded upon ny right shoulder. | am
sure it was ained for ny head. As | covered ny neck and tenples and rolled
away, | heard Jurt's voice, cursing.

Drawi ng ny | onger blade, | rose to ny feet, and ny gaze net Jurt's. He was
rising at the sane tine, and he held Mask cradled in his arns.

"Later," he said to ne, and he vani shed, bearing the body away with him
The bl ue nmask remai ned on the floor, near to a | ong smear of bl ood.

Jasra and Sharu were still facing each other from kneeling positions,
panting, bodies conpletely drenched, their [ife forces tw sting about each
other like mating serpents.

Then, like a surfacing fish, Jurt appeared within the tower of forces
beyond the Fount. Even as Mandor hurled two of his spheres, which seened to
grow in size as they fled down the chanber, to crash into the Fount and reduce
it to rubble, I saw what | believed | would never see again.

As the reverberation of the Fount's coll apse spread and the groaning and
grinding within the walls was replaced by a snappi ng and swayi ng, and dust,
gravel and tinmbers fell about me, | was moving forward, skirting the w eckage,
si dest eppi ng new geysers and rivulets of glowing forces, cloak raised to
protect ny face, black extended.

Jurt cursed ne roundly as | cane on. Then, "Pleased, brother? Pleased?" he
said. "May death be the only peace between us."

But | ignored the predictable sentinment, for | had to get a better |ook at
what | thought | had seen nmoments before. | |eaped over a piece of broken
masonry and beheld the fallen sorcerer's face within the flames, head cradl ed
agai nst hi s shoul der.

"Julial " | cried.

But they vani shed even as | noved forward, and | knew it was tinme for ne
to do the sane

Turning, | fled through the fire.

[end, Sign of Chaos]



