The Guns O Aval on
Chapter 1

| stood there on the beach and said, "Good-by, Butterfly," and the ship
slowy turned, then headed out toward deep water. It would rmake it back into

port at the lighthouse of Cabra, | knew, for that place |ay near to Shadow
Turning away, | regarded the black line of trees near at hand, know ng
that a long walk lay ahead of ne. | noved in that direction, making the
necessary adjustnments as | advanced. A pre-dawn chill lay upon the silent
forest, and this was good.
| was perhaps fifty pounds underwei ght and still occasionally experienced
doubl e vision, but | was inproving. | had escaped the dungeons of Amber and

recuperated somewhat, with the assistance of nad Dworkin and drunken Jopin, in
that order. Now |l had to find ne a place, a place resenbling another place -
one which no | onger existed. | located the path. | took it.

After a time, | stopped at a hollowtree that had to be there. | reached
inside and drew forth my silvered blade and strapped it to ny waist. It
mattered not that it had been sonewhere in Amber. It was here now, for the
wood that | wal ked was in Shadow

| continued for several hours, the unseen sun somewhere behind ny |eft
shoul der. Then | rested awhile, then noved on. It was good to see the | eaves
and the rocks and the dead tree trunks, the live ones, the grass, the dark
earth. It was good to snell all the little snells of life, and to hear its
buzzi ng/ hunm ng/ chi rpi ng sounds. God! How I treasured my eyes! Having them

back again after nearly four years of blackness was a thing for which I |acked
words. And to be wal king free..
| went on, ny tattered cloak flapping in the norning breeze. | mnust have

| ooked over fifty years old, ny face creased, nmy form sparse, |ean. Wio woul d
have known nme for what | was?

As | wal ked, wal ked i n Shadow, noved toward a place, | did not reach that
place. It nust be that | had grown sonewhat soft. Here is what happened..

| came upon seven men by the side of the road, and six of them were dead,
lying in various stages of red disnenbernent. The seventh was in a
sem -reclined position, his back against the nossy bole of an ancient oak. He
hel d his bl ade across his lap and there was a |large wet wound in his right
side, fromwhich the blood still flowed. He wore no arnmor, though sone of the
others did. H s gray eyes were open, though glassy. H s knuckl es were skinned
and his breathing was sl ow. From beneath shaggy brows, he watched the crows
eat out the eyes of the dead. He did not seemto see ne.

| raised my com and |lowered ny head to hide ny face. | noved nearer

| knew him or soneone very like him once. H's blade tw tched and the
poi nt rose as | advanced.

"I"'ma friend," | said. "Wuld you like a drink of water?" He hesitated a
nonment, then nodded.
"Yes." | opened nmy canteen and passed it to him He drank and coughed,

drank sone nore

"Sir, | thank you," he said as he passed it back. "I only regret it were
not stronger. Damm this cut!"

"I"ve some of that, too. If you're sure you can handle it."

He held out his hand and | unstoppered a snmall flask and gave it to him
He nust have coughed for twenty seconds after a slug of that stuff Jopin
dri nks.

Then the left side of his mouth smiled and he winked lightly.

"Much better," he said. "Mnd if | pour a drop of this onto ny side?
hate to waste good whisky, but..."

"Use it all, if you have to. On second thought, though, your hand | ooks
shaky. Maybe |'d better do the pouring.”

He nodded, and | opened his | eather jacket and with nmy dagger cut away at
his shirt until | had exposed the wound. It was nasty-I|ooking, deep, running



fromfront to back a couple inches above the top of his hip. He had other
| ess serious gashes on his arns, chest, and shoul ders.

The bl ood kept oozing fromthe big one, and | blotted it a bit and wi ped
it clean with ny kerchief.

"Ckay," | said, "clench your teeth and | ook away," and | poured.

Hi s entire body jerked, one great spasm and then he settled down to
shivering. But he did not cry out. | had not thought he would. | folded the
kerchief and pressed it in place on the wound. | tied it there, with a |long
strip | had torn fromthe bottom of ny cloak. "Want another drink?" | asked
hi m

"OfF water," he said. "Then | fear | nust sleep." He drank, then his head
| eaned forward until his chin was resting upon his breast. He slept, and
made hima pillow and covered himover with dead men's cl oaks.

Then | sat there at his side and watched the pretty black birds.

He had not recogni zed nme. But then, who would? Had | reveal ed nyself to
him he night possibly have known ne. We had never really met, | guess, this
wounded man and |I. But in a peculiar sense, we were acquainted.

I was wal king in Shadow, seeking a place, a very special place. It had
been destroyed once, but | had the power to re-create it, for Amber casts an
infinity of shadows. A child of Amber may wal k anobng them and such was ny
heritage. You may call themparallel worlds if you wi sh, alternate universes
if you would, the products of a deranged mind if you care to. | call them
shadows, as do all who possess the power to wal k ambng them W select a
possibility and we wal k until we reach it. So, in a sense, we create it. Let's
leave it at that for now

| had sailed, had begun this wal k toward Aval on

Centuries before, | had lived there. It is a long, conplicated, proud and
pai nful story, and | may go into it later on, if |I live to finish much nore of
this telling.

I was drawi ng nearer to ny Aval on when | cane upon the wounded kni ght and
the six dead nmen. Had | chosen to walk on by, | could have reached a pl ace
where the six nmen lay dead and the kni ght stood unwounded - or a place where
he | ay dead and they stood | aughing. Sonme would say it did not really matter
since all these things are possibilities, and therefore all of them exist
sonewhere in Shadow.

Any of ny brothers and sisters - with the possible exceptions of Gerard
and Benedict - would not even have given a second gl ance. | have becone
somewhat chi ckenhearted, however. | was not always that way, but perhaps the
shadow Earth, where | spent so many years, nellowed ne a bit, and maybe ny
hitch in the dungeons of Anber rem nded ne sonewhat of the quality of hunman

suffering. | do not know | only know that | could not pass by the hurt | saw
on the formof sonmeone nuch |ike soneone who had once been a friend. If | were
to speak ny nane in this nman's ear, | mght hear nyself reviled, | would
certainly hear a tale of woe.

So, all right. I would pay this much of the price: | would get himback on

his feet, then | would cut out. No harm done, and perhaps some snall good
within this Oher

| sat there, watching him and after several hours, he awakened.

"Hello," | said, unstoppering nmy canteen. "Have another drink?"

"Thank you." He extended a hand.

| watched himdrink, and when he handed it back he said, "Excuse nme for
not introducing nyself. | was not in good manner..."

"I know you," | said. "Call me Corey."

He | ooked as if he were about to say, "Corey of Wat?" but thought better

of it and nodded.
"Very well. Sir Corey," he denoted nme. "I wish to thank you."
"I amthanked by the fact that you are | ooking better,” | told him "Want

somet hing to eat?"
"Yes, please."
"l have sone dried neat here and sone bread that could be fresher," |



said. "Also a big hunk of cheese. Eat all you want." | passed it to himand he
di d.

"What of yourself, Sir Corey?" he inquired.

"I"ve already eaten, while you were asleep." | |ooked about ne,
significantly. He smled.

"... And you knocked off all six of them by yourself?" | said. He nodded.

"Good show. What am | going to do with you now?"

He tried to see ny face, failed. "I do not understand," he said.

"Where are you headed?"

"I have friends," he said, "some five |leagues to the north. | was going in
that direction when this thing happened. And | doubt very nuch that any man,
or the Devil hinself, could bear me on his back for one | eague. And | could
stand. Sir Corey, you'd a better idea as to ny size."

| rose, drew ny blade, and felled a sapling - about two inches in dianeter
- with one cut. Then | stripped it and hacked it to the proper |ength.

| didit again, and with the belts and cl oaks of dead nen | rigged a
stretcher.

He wat ched until | was finished, then commented:
"You swing a deadly blade. Sir Corey - and a silver one, it would seem.."
"Are you up to sone traveling?" | asked him Five | eagues is roughly

fifteen mles.

"What of the dead?" he inquired.

"You want to maybe give them a decent Christian burial?" | said. "Screw
them Nature takes care of its own. Let's get out of here. They stink
al ready. "

"I"'d like at least to see them covered over. They fought well."

| sighed.

"AIl right, if it will help you to sleep nights. | haven't a spade, so
["lI'l build thema cairn. It's going to be a conmon burial, though."

"Good enough," he said.

| laid the six bodies out, side by side. | heard hi mmunbling sonething,
which | guessed to be a prayer for the dead.

| ringed themaround with stones. There were plenty of stones in the
vicinity, so | worked quickly, choosing the |largest so that things would go
faster.

That is where | made a m stake. One of them nust have wei ghed around four
hundred pounds, and | did not roll it. | hefted it and set it in place.

| heard a sharp intake of breath fromhis direction, and | realized that
he had noted this. | cursed then

"Dam near ruptured nyself on that one!" | said, and | selected smaller
stones after that.

VWhen | had finished, | said, "All right. Are you ready to nove?"

“Yes."

| raised himin ny arms and set himon the stretcher. He clenched his
teeth as | did so.

"VWhere do we go?" | asked.
He gestured.
"Head back to the trail. Followit to the left until it forks. Then go

right at that place. How do you propose to...?"
| scooped the stretcher up in ny arns, holding himas you would a baby,

cradle and all. Then I turned and wal ked back to the trail, carrying him
"Corey?" he said.
"Yes?"

"You are one of the strongest nmen | have ever nmet - and it seens | should
know you. "

| did not answer himinmediately. Then | said, "I try to keep in good
condition. Clean living and all."

" And your voice sounds rather famliar."

He was staring upward, still trying to see ny face. | decided to get off
t he subject fast.



"Who are these friends of yours | amtaking you to?"

"W are headed for the Keep of Ganelon."

"That ratfink!" | said, alnobst dropping him

"While | do not understand the word you have used, | take it to be a term
of opprobrium" he said, "fromthe tone of your voice. If such is the case, |
nmust be his defender in..."

"Hold on," | said. "I've a feeling we're tal king about two different guys
with the sane nane. Sorry." Through the stretcher, | felt a certain tension go
out of him

"That is doubtless the case,” he said.

So | carried himuntil we reached the trail, and there | turned to the
left.

He dropped off to sleep again, and | nade better tine after that, taking
the fork he had told nme about, and sprinting while he snored. | began
wonderi ng about the six fellows who had tried to do himin and al nost
succeeded. | hoped that they did not have any friends beating about the
bushes.

| slowed nmy pace back to a wal k when his breathi ng changed.

"I was asleep," he said.

"“... And snoring," | added.

"How far have you borne ne?"

"Around two | eagues, |1'd say."

"And you are not tired?"

"Some," | said, "but not enough to need rest just yet."

"Mon Dieu!" he said. "I am pl eased never to have had you for an enemny. Are
you certain you are not the Devil ?"

"Yeah, sure,” | said. "Don't you snell the brinmstone? And ny right hoof is
killing me."

He actually sniffed a couple tinmes before he chuckl ed, which hurt ny
feelings a bit.

Actual ly, we had travel ed over four |eagues, as | reckoned it. | was
hopi ng he woul d sl eep again and not be too concerned about distances. My arns
wer e begi nning to ache.

"Who were those six men you slew?" | asked him

"Wardens of the Circle," he replied, "and they were no | onger nmen, but nen
possessed. Now pray to God, Sir Corey, that their souls be at peace."

"Wardens of the Circle?" | asked. "Wat Circle?"

"The dark Circle - the place of iniquity and | oathsone beasts..." He took
a deep breath. "The source of the illness that |lies upon the land."

"This |l and doesn't | ook especially ill to ne," | said.

"W are far fromthat place, and the real mof Ganelon is still too strong
for the invaders. But the Circle widens. | feel that the last battle will be

fought here."

"You have aroused ny curiosity as to this thing."

"Sir Corey, if you know not of it 'twere better you forgot it, skirted the
Crcle, and went your way. Though | should dearly love to fight by your side,
this is not your fight - and who can tell the outconme?"

The trail began w nding upward. Then, through a break in the trees, | saw
a distant thing that made ne pause and caused ne to recall another, simlar
pl ace.

"What...?" asked ny charge, turning. Then, "Wy, you noved much nore
qui ckly than | had guessed. That is our destination, the Keep of Ganelon."

| thought then about a Ganelon. | did not want to, but | did. He had been

a traitorous assassin and | had exiled himfrom Aval on centuries before. | had
actual ly cast himthrough Shadow into another time and place, as ny brother
Eric had |l ater done to nme. | hoped it was not to this place that | had sent

him Wiile not very likely, it was possible. Though he was a nortal man with
his allotted span, and | had exiled himfromthat place perhaps six hundred
years ago, it was possible that it was only a few years past in terns of this
world. Tine, too, is a function of Shadow, and even Dworkin did not know al



of its ins and outs. O perhaps he did. Maybe that is what drove himmad. The
nmost difficult thing about Tine, | have learned, is doing it. In any case, |
felt that this could not be ny old eneny and former trusted aide, for he would
certainly not be resisting any wave of iniquity that was sweeping across the
and. He would be right in there pitching for the | oathsome beasts, | felt
sure.

A thing that caused me difficulty was the man that | carried. H's
counterpart had been alive in Avalon at the tinme of the exiling, meaning that
the tine lag could be just about right.

| did not care to encounter the Ganelon | had known and be recogni zed by
him He knew not hi ng of Shadow. He woul d only know that | had worked sonme dark
magi c on him as an alternative to killing him and while he had survived that
alternative it m ght have been the rougher of the two.

But the man in ny arnms needed a place of rest and shelter, so | trudged
f or war d.

| wondered, though..

There did seemto be sonething about nme that lent itself to recognition by
this man. If there were some nmenories of a shadow of nyself in this place that
was |ike yet not |ike Aval on, what formdid they take? How woul d they
condition a reception of the actual me should | be discovered?

The sun was beginning to sink. A cool breeze began, hinting of a chilly
night to come. My ward was snoring once nore, so | decided to sprint nost of
the remaining distance. | did not like the feeling that this forest after dark
m ght becone a place crawling with unclean deni zens of some dammed Circle that
| knew not hi ng about, but who seened to be on the make when it cane to this
particul ar piece of real estate.

So | ran through | engtheni ng shadows, dism ssing rising notions of
pursuit, anbush, surveillance, until | could do so no |onger. They had
achi eved the strength of a prenonition, and then | heard the noises at ny
back: a soft pat-pat-pat, as of footfalls.

| set the stretcher down, and | drew nmy bl ade as | turned.

There were two of them cats.

Their marki ngs were precisely those of Sianmese cats, only these were the
size of tigers. Their eyes were of a solid, sun-bright yellow, pupilless. They
seated thensel ves on their haunches as | turned, and they stared at nme and did
not bl i nk.

They were about thirty paces away. | stood sideways between them and the
stretcher, ny bl ade raised.

Then the one to the left opened its nouth. | did not know whether to
expect a purr or a roar. Instead, it spoke. It said, "Man, nost nortal." The
voi ce was not human-sounding. It was too highpitched.

"Yet still it lives," said the second, sounding nmuch like the first.

"Slay it here," said the first.

"What of the one who guards it with the blade | Iike not at all?"

"Mrtal man?"

"Come find out," | said, softly.

"It is thin, and perhaps it is old."

"Yet it bore the other fromthe cairn to this place, rapidly and w t hout
rest. Let us flank it."

| sprang forward as they noved, and the one to ny right |eaped toward ne.

My bl ade split its skull and continued on into the shoulder. As | turned,
yanking it free, the other swept past ne, heading toward the stretcher.
swung wildly.

My bl ade fell upon its back and passed conmpletely through its body. It
emtted a shriek that grated Iike chalk on a blackboard as it fell in two
pi eces and began to burn. The other was burning al so.

But the one | had hal ved was not yet dead. Its head turned toward nme and
t hose bl azing eyes met ny own and hel d them

"I die the final death,” it said, "and so | know you, Opener. Wiy do you
slay us?" And then the flames consumed its head.



| turned, cleaned ny blade and sheathed it, picked up the stretcher
i gnored all questions, and continued on

A smal |l know edge had begun within ne, as to what the thing was, what it
had neant .

And | still sonetimes see that burning cat head in dreams, and then |
awaken, wet and shivering, and the night seens darker, and filled wi th shapes
| cannot define.

The Keep of Ganelon had a mpat about it, and a drawbridge, which was
rai sed. There was a tower at each of the four corners where its high walls
met. Fromwi thin those walls nmany other towers reached even higher, tickling
the bellies of |ow, dark clouds, occluding the early stars, casting shadows of
jet down the high hill the place occupied. Several of the towers were already
lighted, and the wind bore ne the faint sound of voices.

| stood before the drawbridge, |owered ny charge to the ground, cupped ny
hands about mnmy nmouth, and called out:

"Hol a! Ganelon! Two travelers are stranded in the night!"

| heard the clink of metal on stone. | felt that | was being studied from
somewher e above. | squinted upward, but ny eyes were still far from nornal

"Who is there?" the voice came down, big and booni ng

"Lance, who is wounded, and I, Corey of Cabra, who bore himhere."

| waited as he called this information to another sentry, and | heard nore
voi ces raised as the nmessage was passed along the line.

After a pause of several mnutes, a reply came back in the same manner

Then the guard cal |l ed down:

"Stay clear! We're going to | ower the drawbridge! You rmay enter!™

The creaking began as he spoke, and in a brief tine the thing banged to
earth on our side of the moat. | raised my charge once nore and wal ked across
it.

Thus did | bear Sir Lancelot du Lac to the Keep of Ganel on, whom | trusted
like a brother. That is to say, not at all

There was a rush of people about ne, and I found nyself ringed by arned
men. There was no hostility present, however, only concern. | had entered a
| arge, cobbled courtyard, lit by torches and filled with bedrolls. | could
snel |l sweat, snoke, horses, and the odors of cooking. A small arnmy was
bi vouacked t here.

Many had approached nme and stood staring and nurnuring, but then there
cane up two who were fully arrayed, as for battle, and one of themtouched ny
shoul der.

"Come this way," he said.

| followed and they flanked me. The ring of people parted as we passed.
The drawbri dge was al ready creaking back into place. W noved toward the main
conpl ex of dark stone.

I nsi de, we wal ked al ong a hallway and passed what appeared to be a
recepti on chanber. Then we cane upon a stairway. The man to ny right indicated
that | should nount it. On the second floor, we stopped before a heavy wooden
door and the guard knocked upon it.

"Come in," called out a voice which unfortunately seened very fanmiliar. W
ent er ed.

He sat at a heavy wooden table near a wi de wi ndow overl ooki ng the
courtyard. He wore a brown | eather jacket over a black shirt, and his trousers
were al so black. They were bl oused over the tops of his dark boots. He had
about his waist a wide belt which held a hoof-hilted dagger. A short sword |ay
on the table before him His hair and beard were red, with a sprinkling of
white. Hi s eyes were dark as ebony.

He | ooked at ne, then turned his attention to a pair of guards who entered
with the stretcher.

"Put himon ny bed," he said. Then, "Roderick, tend to him™"

Hi s physician, Roderick, was an old guy who didn't ook as if he would do



much harm which relieved me sonmewhat. | had not fetched Lance all that
di stance to have him bl ed.
Then Ganelon turned to nme once nore. "Wiere did you find hin?" he asked.
"Five |l eagues to the south of here.”
"Who are you?"
"They call me Corey," | said.
He studied nme too closely, and his wormlike lips twitched toward a smle
beneat h his nmustache. "What is your part in this thing?" he asked.

"I don't know what you nean," | said.
| had let ny shoulders sag a bit. | spoke slowy, softly, and with a
slight falter. My beard was | onger than his, and |ightened by dust. | imagined

| looked like an older man. His attitude on appraisal tended to indicate that
he t hought | was.
"I am asking you why you hel ped him" he said.

"Br ot herhood of man, and all that," | replied.

"You are a foreigner?"

| nodded.

"Well, you are wel cone here for so long as you wish to stay."
"Thanks. | will probably nove on tonorrow "

"Now join nme in a glass of wine and tell nme of the circunmstances under
whi ch you found him"

So | did.

Ganel on let ne speak without interrupting, and those, piercing eyes of his
were on ne all the while. While | had always felt laceration by neans of the
eyeballs to be a trite expression, it did not feel so that night. He stabbed
at me with them | wondered what he knew and what he was guessi ng concerni ng
ne.

Then fatigue sprang and seized me by the scruff of the neck. The exertion
the wine, the warmroom- all of these worked together, and suddenly it was as
if I were standing off in the coner somewhere and listening to nyself,
wat chi ng mysel f, feeling dissociated. Wile | was capable of great exertion in

short bursts, | realized that | was still very |low when it canme to stam na. |
al so noticed that ny hand was trenbling.

"I"'msorry," | heard myself saying. "The day's |abors are begi nning to get
to nme..."

"OfF course," said Ganelon. "I will talk with you nore on the norrow. Sl eep

now. Sleep well."

Then he called in one of the guards and ordered himto conduct ne to a
chanmber. | rnust have staggered on the way, because | renenber the guard' s hand
on ny el bow, steering ne.

That night | slept the sleep of the dead. It was a big, black thing, about
fourteen hours | ong.

In the morning, | ached all over

| bathed myself. There was a basin on the high dresser, and soap and a
washcl ot h someone had thoughtfully set beside it.

My throat felt packed with sawdust and ny eyes were full of fuzz. | sat
down and assessed nysel f.

There had been a day when | could have carried Lance the entire distance
wi t hout going to pieces afterward. There had been a day when | had fought ny
way up the face of Kolvir and into the heart of Anber itself.

Those days were gone. | suddenly felt |like the weck |I nust have | ooked.

Sonet hi ng woul d have to be done.

| had been putting on weight and picking up strength slowy. The process
woul d have to be accel erated.

A week or two of clean living and violent exercise could help a lot, |
deci ded. Ganel on had not given any real indication of having recognized ne.

Al right. | would take advantage of the hospitality he had of fered.
Wth that resolve, | sought out the kitchen and conned a hearty breakfast.
Wll, it was really around lunchtime, but let's call things by their proper

nanes. | had a strong desire for a snmoke and felt a certain perverse joy in



the fact that | was out of tobacco. The Fates were conspiring to keep me true
to nysel f.

| strolled out into the courtyard and a brisk, bright day. For a long
while, | watched the nen who were quartered there as they went through their
trai ning regine.

There were bownen off at the far end, thwanging away at targets fastened
to bales of hay. | noted that they enployed thunb rings and an oriental grip
on the bowstring, rather than the three-fingered technique with which | was
nore confortable. It nmade me wonder a bit about this Shadow. The swordsnen
used both the edges and points of their weapons, and there was a variety of
bl ades and fencing techniques in evidence. | tried to estimte, and guessed
there were perhaps eight hundred of them about - and | had no idea as to how
many of themthere mght be out of sight. Their conplexions, their hair, their
eyes, varied frompale to quite dark. | heard many strange accents above the
t hwangi ng and the cl angi ng, though nost spoke the | anguage of Avalon, which is
of the tongue of Anber

As | stood watching, one swordsman raised his hand, |owered his bl ade,
nmopped his brow, and stepped back. Hi s opponent did not seem especially
wi nded. This was my chance for some of the exercise | was seeking.
| moved forward, smiled, and said, "I'm Corey of Cabra. | was watching
you. "

| turned my attention to the big, dark man who was grinning at his resting
buddy.

"Mnd if | practice with you while your friend rests?" | asked him

He kept grinning and pointed at his nmouth and his ear. | tried severa
ot her | anguages, but none of them worked. So | pointed at the blade and at him
and back to nyself until he got the idea. H s opponent seened to think it was
a good one, as the smaller fellow offered ne his bl ade.

| took it into nmy hands. It was shorter and a | ot heavier than
Grayswandir. (That is the nane of ny blade, which I know | have not nentioned
up until now It is a story initself, and | nay or may not go into it before
you | earn what brought nme to this final pass. But should you hear nme refer to
it by nanme again, you will know what | amtalking about.) | swung ny bl ade a
fewtines to test it, renoved ny cloak, tossed it off to the side, and struck
an en garde.

The big fellow attacked. | parried and attacked. He parried and ri posted.
| parried the riposte, feinted, and attacked. Et cetera. After five mnutes,
knew t hat he was good. And | knew that | was better. He stopped ne tw ce so
that | could teach hima nmaneuver | had used. He | earned both very quickly.
After fifteen minutes, though, his grin wi dened. | guess that was around the
poi nt where he broke down nobst opponents by virtue of sheer staying power, if
t hey were good enough to resist his attacks up until then. He had stam na
"Il say that. After twenty minutes, a puzzled | ook cane onto his face. | just
didn't look as if | could stand up that | ong. But then, what can any nan
really know - of that which lies within a scion of Anber?

After twenty-five mnutes, he was sheathed in sweat, but he continued on

My brot her Random | ooks and acts, on occasion, |like an asthmatic, teen-age
hood - but once we had fenced together for over twenty-six hours, to see who
would call it quits. (If you're curious, it was ne. | had had a date lined up

for the next day and had wanted to arrive in reasonably good condition.) W
could have gone on. VWiile | was not up to a performance |ike that just then,
knew that | could outlast the man | faced. After all, he was only human.
After about half an hour, when he was breathing heavily and sl owi ng down
on his counterstrokes and | knew that in a few nminutes he night guess that |

was pulling mine, | raised ny hand and | owered nmy bl ade as | had seen his
previ ous opponent do. He ground to a halt also, then rushed forward and
enbraced ne. | did not understand what he said, but | gathered that he was

pl eased with the workout. So was I.
The horrible thing was, | felt it. | found nyself slightly heady.
But | needed nore. | pronmised me | would kill myself on exercise that day,



glut myself with food that night, sleep deeply, wake, and do it again.

So | went over to where the archers stood. After a tine, | borrowed a bow,
and in ny three-fingered style unleashed perhaps a hundred arrows. | did not
do too badly. Then, for a tine, | watched the nmen on horseback, with their
| ances, shields, maces. | noved on. | watched sone practice in hand-to-hand
conbat .

Finally, | westled three men in succession. Then | did feel beat.

Absol utely. Entirely.

| sat down on a bench in the shade, sweating, breathing heavily. |
wonder ed about Lance, about Ganel on, about supper. After perhaps ten minutes,
| made ny way back to the room| bad been given and | bathed again.

By then | was ravenously hungry, so | set forth to find ne dinner and
i nformati on.

Before | had gone very far fromthe door, one of the guards whom I
recogni zed fromthe previous evening - the one who had guided me to ny chanber
- approached and said, "Lord Ganelon bids you dine with himin his quarters,
at the ringing of the dinner bell." | thanked him said | would be there,
returned to nmy chanber, and rested on my bed until it was time. Then | made ny
way forth once again.

| was beginning to ache deeply and | had a few additional bruises.
decided this was a good thing, would help ne to seemolder. | banged on
Ganel on's door and a boy admitted ne, then dashed off to join another youth
who was spreading a table near to the fireplace.

Ganel on wore a green shirt and trousers, green boots and belt, sat in a
hi gh- backed chair. He rose as | entered, wal ked forward to greet ne.

"Sir Corey, |I've heard report of your doings this day," he said, clasping
my hand. "It nakes your carrying Lance seemnore believable. | nmust say you're
nmore a man than you | ook - meani ng no of fense by that."

| chuckled. "No offense."

He led me to a chair, handed ne a glass of pale wine that was a bit too
sweet for my taste, then said, "Looking at you. |I'd say | could push you over
with one hand - but you carried Lance five | eagues and killed two of those
bastard cats on the way. And he told ne about the cairn you built, of big
stones -"

"How i s Lance feeling today?" | interrupted.
"I had to place a guard in his chanber to be sure he rested. The
nmuscl e- bound cl od wanted to get up and walk around. He'll stay there all week,

t hough, by God!"

"Then he rmust be feeling better.”

He nodded.

"Here's to his health."”

“I'll drink to that."

We drank. Then: "Had | an army of nmen |like you and Lance,'
story m ght have been different."

"What story?"

"The Circle and its Wardens," he said. "You ve not heard of it?"

"Lance nentioned it. That's all."

One boy tended an enornous chunk of beef on a spit above a low fire.
Qccasional ly, he sloshed some wine over it as he turned the shaft. Wenever
the odor drifted ny way, ny stomach would runbl e and Ganel on woul d chuckl e.
The other boy left the roomto fetch bread fromthe kitchen

Ganel on was silent a long while. He finished his wine and poured hinself
anot her glass. | sipped slowmy at ny first.

"Have you ever heard of Aval on?" he finally asked.

"Yes," | replied. "There is a verse | heard |long ago from a passi ng hard:
"Beyond the River of the Blessed, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we
renmenbered Aval on. Qur swords were shattered in our hands and we hung our
shields on the oak tree. The silver towers were fallen, into a sea of bl ood.
How many miles to Aval on? None, | say, and all. The silver towers are fallen.'

' he said, "the



"Avalon fallen...?" he said.

"I think the man was mad. | know of no Avalon. H's verse stayed in ny
m nd, though."

Ganel on averted his face and did not speak again for several ninutes. Wen
he did, his voice was altered.

"There was," he said. "There was such a place. | lived there, years ago. |
did not knowit was fallen."
"How cane you here fromthat place?" | asked him

"I was exiled by its sorcerer Lord, Corwin of Anber. He sent ne through
dar kness and madness to this place, that | mght suffer and die here - and
have suffered and conme near to the final lay nany a time. |'ve tried to find
t he way back, but nobody knows it. |'ve spoken with sorcerers, and even a
captured creature of the Circle before we slew the thing. But none knew the
road to Avalon. It is as the bard said, "No miles, and all," " he m squoted ny
lyric. "Do you recall the bard' s nane?"

"I amsorry, but | do not."

"Where is this Cabra place you hie fron®"

"Far to the east, across the waters,” | said. "Very far. It is an island
ki ngdom "

"Any chance they could furnish us with some troops? | can afford to pay
quite a bit." | shook my head.

"It is a small place with a small nilitia, and it would be several nonths
travel both ways - sea and | and. They have never fought as mercenaries, and
for that matter they are not very warlike."

"Then you seemto differ a great deal fromyour countrynen,"” he said,

| ooking at nme once nore. | sipped ny wine.
"I was an arns instructor," | said, "to the Royal CGuard."
"Then you night be inclined to hire out, to help train ny troops?"
"I"lIl stay a few weeks and do that," | said.
He nodded a tight-1ipped mcrosecond of a snile, then, "It saddens ne to

hear this indication that fair Avalon is gone," he said. "But if it is so, it
means that my exiler is also likely dead." He drained his w neglass. "So even
the denon canme to a tine when he could not defend his own," he nused. "That's
a heartening thought. It means we night have a chance here, against these
denons. "

"Beggi ng your pardon," | said, sticking my neck out for what | thought
good reason, "if you were referring to that Corwin of Anber, he did not die
when what ever happened, happened." The gl ass snapped in his hand.

"You know Corwi n?" he said.

"No, but | know of him" | replied. "Several years ago, | net one of his
brothers - a fellow named Brand. He told nme of the place called Anber, and of
the battle in which Corwin and a brother of his named Bleys | ed a horde
against their brother Eric, who held the city. Bleys fell fromthe nmountain
Kolvir and Corwin was taken prisoner. Corwin's eyes were put out after Eric's
coronation, and he was cast into the dungeons beneath Anber, where he may yet
remain if he has not since died."

Ganel on's face was drai ned of color as | spoke.

"Al'l those names you nentioned - Brand, Bleys, Eric," he said. "I heard
hi m mention themin days |ong gone by. How | ong ago did you hear of this
t hi ng?"

"It was about four years back."

"He deserved better."

"After what he did to you?"

"Well," said the man, "I've had a lot of tinme to think about it, and it is
not as if I gave himno cause for what he did. He was strong - stronger than
you or Lance, even - and clever. Also, he could be nerry on occasion. Eric
shoul d have killed himquickly, not the way that he did. I've no love for him
but nmy hate's died down a bit. The denon deserved better than he got, that's
all.”



The second boy returned with a basket of bread. The one who had prepared
the neat renoved it fromthe spit and set it on a platter in the center of the
tabl e.

Ganel on nodded toward it. "Let's eat,'

He rose and noved to the table.

| followed. We did not tal k much during the neal.

After stuffing nyself until my stomach woul d hold no nmore and soaki ng down
its contents with another glass of too-sweet wine, | began to yawn. Ganel on
cursed after the third one.

"Damm it, Corey! Stop that! It's contagious!" He stifled a yawn of his
own.

"Let's take some air," he said, rising.

So we wal ked out along the walls, passing the sentries in their rounds.
They woul d conme to attention and sal ute Ganel on as soon as they saw who it was
approachi ng, and he would give thema word of greeting and we woul d nove on
W canme to a battlenent, where we paused to rest, seating ourselves on the
stone, sucking in the evening air, cool and danp and full of the forest, and
noti ng the appearance of the stars, one by one, in the darkening sky. The
stone was cold beneath nme. Far off in the distance, | thought | could detect
the shimrer of the sea. | heard a night bird, from sonmewhere bel ow us. Ganel on
produced a pi pe and tobacco froma pouch he wore at his belt. He filled it,
tanmped it, and struck a flame. Hi s face woul d have been satanic in the spark
light, save for whatever turned his nmouth downward and drew the nuscles in his
cheeks up into that angle fornmed by the inner corners of his eyes and the
sharp bridge of his nose. A devil is supposed to have an evil grin, and this
one | ooked too norose.

| snelled the snoke. After a time, he began to speak, softly and very
slowy at first:

"l renmenber Avalon,'

he sai d.

he began. "My birth there was not ignoble, but virtue

was never one of my strong points. | went through ny inheritance quickly and
took to the roads where | waylaid travelers. Later, | joined with a band of

ot her men such as nyself. Wen | discovered | was the strongest and nost fit
to lead, | became the | eader. There were prices on all our heads. Mne was the
hi ghest . "

He spoke nore rapidly now, and his voice grew nore refined and his choice
of words canme as an echo fromout of his past.

"Yes, | renmenber Avalon," he said, "a place of silver and shade and coo
waters, where the stars shone like bonfires at night and the green of day was
al ways the green of spring. Youth, |love, beauty - | knew themin Aval on. Proud
steeds, bright metal, soft lips, dark ale. Honor..." He shook his head.

"One | ater day," he said, "when war commenced within the realm the ruler
of fered full pardon to any outlaws who would follow himin battle against the
i nsurgents. This was Corwin. | threwin with himand rode off to the wars. |
becane an officer, and then - later - a nmenber of his staff. W won the
battles, put down the uprising. Then Corwin rul ed peacefully once nore, and
remai ned, at his court. Those were the good years. There | ater came sone
border skirm shes, but these we always won. He trusted me to handl e such
things for him Then he granted a Dukedomto dignify the House of a nminor
nobl e whose daughter he desired in marriage. | had wanted that Dukedom and he
had long hinted it might one day be mne. | was furious, and | betrayed ny
conmand the next tinme | was dispatched to settle a dispute along the southern
border, where sonething was al ways stirring. Many of ny nen died, and the
i nvaders entered into the realm Before they could be routed, Lord Corw n
hinsel f had to take up arnms once nore. The invaders had conme through in great

strength, and | thought they would conquer the realm | hoped they woul d. But
Corwin, again, with his foxy tactics, prevailed. | fled, but was captured and
taken to himfor sentencing. | cursed himand spat at him | would not bow I

hated the ground he trod, and a condemmed man has no reason not to put up the
best front he can, to go out like a man. Corwin said he would show ne a
measure of mercy for favors past. | told himto shove his mercy, and then



realized that he was nocking ne. He ordered ne rel eased and he approached ne.
I knew he could kill me with his hands. | tried to fight with him but to no

avail. He struck ne once and | fell. Wen | awakened, | was strapped across
his horse's runp. He rode along, jibing at me the while. I would not reply to
anyt hi ng he said, but we rode through wondrous | ands and | ands out of

ni ght mare, which is one way | |earned of his sorcerous power - for no traveler

| have ever met has passed through the places | saw that day. Then he
pronounced mny exile, released me in this place, turned, and rode away."

He paused to relight his pipe, which had gone out, puffed upon it for a
time, went on: "Many a bruising, cudgeling, biting, and beating did | take in
this place, at the hands of nman and beast, only barely preserving ny life. He
had left me in the wickedest portion of the realm But then one day ny
fortunes took a turn. An arnored kni ght bade nme depart the roadway that he
m ght pass. At that point, | cared not whether | lived or died, so | called
hi m a pock-marked whoreson and bade himgo to the Devil. He charged nme and
sei zed his |l ance and pushed its point into the ground, so unhorsing him |
drew hima smle beneath his chin with his own dagger, and thus obtai ned ne
mounti ng and weapons. Then did | set about payi ng back those who had used ne
poorly. | took up ny old trade on the hi ghways once again and | gai ned ne
anot her band of followers. W grew. Wen there were hundreds of us our needs
were considerable. W would ride into a small town and nake it ours. The |oca
mlitia would fear us. This, too, was a good life, though not so splendid as
the Avalon | never shall know again. Al the roadside inns came to fear the
t hunder of our mounts, and travelers would soil their britches when they heard
us comng. Ha! This lasted for several years. Large parties of armed nen were
sent to track us and destroy us, but always we evaded them or anmbushed t hem
Then one day there was the dark Crcle, and no one really knows why."

He puffed nore vigorously on his pipe, stared off into the distance.

"I amtold it began as a tiny ring of toadstools, far to the west. A child
was found dead in its center, and the nman who found her - her father - died of
convul sions several days later. The spot was i mediately said to be accursed.
It grew quickly in the nonths that followed, until it was half a | eague
across. The grasses darkened and shone like netal within it, but did not die.
The trees twisted and their |eaves bl ackened. They swayed when there was no
wi nd, and bats danced and darted anmong them In the twilight, strange shapes
could be seen noving - always within the Crcle, mnd you - and there were
lights, as of small fires, throughout the night. The Circle continued to grow,
and those who lived near it fled - nostly. A fewremained. It was said that
t hose who remai ned had struck some bargain with the dark things. And the
Circle continued to widen, spreading like the ripple froma rock cast into a

pond. More and nore people remained, living, within it. I have spoken wth
t hese people, fought with them slain them It is as if there is something
dead inside themall. Their voices lack the thrust and dip of men chew ng over

their words and tasting them They seldomdo nmuch with their faces, but wear
them li ke death masks. They began to leave the Circle in bands, marauding.
They sl ew wantonly. They comritted many atrocities and defil ed places of
wor ship. They put things to the torch when they |left them They never stole
objects of silver. Then, after nmany nonths, other creatures than nmen began to
cone forth - strangely forned, |like the hellcats you slew

"Then the Circle slowed in its growh, alnmost halting, as though it were
nearing sone sort of limt. But now all manner of raiders enmerged fromit -
some even faring forth during the day - laying waste to the countrysi de about
its borders. Wen they had devastated the |and about its entire circunference,
the Circle noved to enconpass those areas, also. And so its growth began
again, in this fashion. The old king, Uher, who had | ong hunted nme, forgot
all about nme and set his forces to patrolling that dammed G rcle. It was
beginning to worry nme, also, as | did not relish the notion of being seized by
some hel | -spawned bl oodsucker as |I slept. So | got together fifty-five of ny
men - that was all who woul d volunteer, and | wanted no cowards - and we rode
into that place one afternoon. W canme upon a pack of those dead-faced nen



burning a live goat on a stone altar and we lit into the lot of them W took
one prisoner and tied himto his own altar and questioned himthere. He told
us that the GCrcle would grow until it covered the entire land, from ocean to
ocean. One day it would close with itself on the other side of the world. W
had best join with them if we wi shed to save our hides. Then one of ny nen
stabbed himand he died. He really died, for I know a dead man when | see one.
I've made it happen often enough. But as his blood fell upon the stone, his
nmout h opened and out canme the | oudest laugh | ever heard in ny life. It was
like thunder all about us. Then he sat up, unbreathing, and began to burn. As
he burned, his form changed, until it was |like that of the burning goat - only
|arger - there upon the altar. Then a voice cane fromthe thing. It said,
'"Flee, nortal man! But you shall never leave this Circle!'" And believe ne, we
fled! The sky grew black with bats and other-things. W heard the sound of
hoof beats. W rode with our blades in our hands, killing everything that cane
near us. There were cats such as you slew, and snakes and hoppi ng things, and
God knows what all else. As we neared the edge of the Circle, one of King

U her's patrols saw us and cane to our aid. Sixteen of the fifty-five who had
ridden in with me rode back out. And the patrol lost perhaps thirty nen
itself. When they saw who | was, they hustled nme off to court. Here. This used
to be Uher's palace. |I told himwhat | had done, what | had seen and heard.
He did with me as Corwin had. He offered full pardon to me and to ny nmen if we
woul d join with him agai nst the Wardens of the Circle. Having gone through
what | had gone through, | realized that the thing had to be stopped. So |

agreed. Then | fell ill, I amtold that | was delirious for three days. | was
as weak as a child after nmy recovery, and | |earned that everyone who had
entered the Circle had been |ikewi se taken. Three had died. | visited the rest

of my men, told themthe story, and they were enlisted. The patrols about the
Circle were strengthened. But it would not be contained. In the years that
followed, the Grcle grew. W fought many skirm shes. | was pronoted until |
stood at Uther's right hand, as once | had at Corwin's. Then the skirm shes
became nore than skirnishes. Larger and larger parties energed fromthat

hell hole. W lost a few battles. They took sone of our outposts. Then one
night an army energed, an arnmy - a horde - of both nen and the other things
that dwell ed there. That night we met the | argest force we had ever engaged.
King Ut her hinself rode to battle, against ny advice - for he was advanced in

years - and he fell that night and the land was without a ruler. | wanted ny
captain, Lancelot, to sit in stewardship, for | knew himto be a far nore
honorabl e man than nmyself... And it is strange here. | had known a Lancel ot,
just like him in Avalon - but this man knew ne not when first we met. It is
strange... At any rate, he declined, and the position was thrust upon ne. |
hate it, but here I am | have held them back for over three years now Al ny

instincts tell ne to flee. What do | owe these damed peopl e? What do | care
if the bloody Circle widens? | could cross over the sea to sone land it would
never reach during nmy lifetime, and then forget the whole thing. Damm it! |
didn't want this responsibility! Nowit is mne, though!"

"Why?" | asked him and the sound of ny own voice was strange to ne.

There was sil ence.

He enmptied his pipe. He refilled it. He relit it. He puffed it.

There was nore silence.

Then, "1 don't know, " he said. "lI'd stab a man in the back for a pair of
shoes, if he had themand | needed themto keep ny feet fromfreezing. | once
did, that's how !l know But... this is different. This is a thing hurting
everybody, and I'mthe only one who can do the job. God damm it! | know
they're going to bury ne here one day, along with all the rest of them But |
can't pull out. I've got to hold that thing back as long as | can."

My head was cleared by the cold night air, which gave my consci ousness a
second wi nd, so to speak, though ny body felt mldly anesthetized about ne.

"Coul dn't Lance |ead thenP" | asked.

"I'"d say so. He's a good man. But there is another reason. | think that
goat -t hing, whatever it was, on the altar, is a bit afraid of me. | had gone



inthere and it had told me I'd never make it back out again, but | did.

lived through the sickness that followed after. It knows it's me that has been
fighting it all along. W won that great bl oody engagement on the night U her
died, and | net the thing again in a different formand it knew nme. Maybe this
is a part of what is holding it back now. "

"What forn®"

"Athing with a manli ke shape, but with goat horns and red eyes. It was
mounted on a piebald stallion. W fought for a time, but the tide of the
battl e swept us apart. Which was a good thing, too, for it was winning. It
spoke again, as we swaggered swords, and | knew that head-filling voice. It
called ne a fool and told ne | could never hope to win. But when norning cane,
the field was ours and we drove themback to the G rcle, slaying them as they
fled. The rider of the piebald escaped. There have been other sallyings forth
since then, but none such as that night's. If | were to |leave this |and,
anot her such arny - one that is readying even now - would cone forth. That
t hi ng woul d sonehow know of ny departure - just as it knew that Lance was
bringing me another report on the disposition of troops within the Crcle,
sendi ng those Wardens to destroy himas he returned. It knows of you by now,
and surely it rmust wonder over this developnment. It nust wonder who you are,

for all your strength. | will stay here and fight it till I fall. | nust. Do
not ask nme why. | only hope that before that day cones, | at |east |earn how
this thing came to pass - why that Crcle is out there."

Then there canme a fluttering near to ny head. | ducked quickly to avoid

what ever it was. It was not necessary, though. It was only a bird. A white
bird. It landed on ny |l eft shoul der and stood there, making small noises.
held up ny wist and it hopped over onto it There was a note tied to its |eg.
| unfastened it, read it, crunpled it in nmy hand. Then | studied invisible
t hi ngs di stant.

"What is the matter. Sir Corey?" cried Ganel on

The note, which | had sent on ahead to nmy destination, witten in my own
hand, transmtted by a bird of ny desire, could only reach the place that had
to be ny next stop. This was not precisely the place that | had in mnd
However, | could read ny own onens.

"What is it?" he asked. "What is it that you hol d? A nessage?"

| nodded. | handed it to him | could not very well throw it away, since
he had seen nme take it. It read, "I amconming,"” and it bore my signature.
Ganel on puffed his pipe and read it in the gl ow

"He lives? And he woul d conme here?" he said.

"So it would seem™

"This is very strange," he said. "I do not understand it at all..."

"It sounds like a prom se of assistance," | said, disnissing the bird,
whi ch cooed twice, then circled ny head and depart ed.

Ganel on shook his head.

"l do not understand."

"Why nunber the teeth of a horse you may receive for nothing?" | said.
"You have only succeeded in containing that thing."

"True," he said. "Perhaps he could destroy it."

"And perhaps it's just a joke," | told him "A cruel one."

He shook his head again.

"No. That is not his style. | wonder what he is after?"

"Sleep on it," | suggested.

"There is little else that | can do, just now, " he said, stifling a yawn.
We rose then and wal ked the wall. W said our good nights, and | staggered

off toward the pit of sleep and fell headlong into it.

The GQuns O Aval on
Chapter 2



Day. Mdre aches. More pains.

Soneone had |l eft me a new cl oak, a brown one, which | decided was a good
thing. Especially if | put on nore weight and Ganel on recalled ny col ors.

did not shave ny beard, because be had known ne in a slightly less hairy
condition. | took pains to disguise ny voice whenever he was about. | hid
Grayswandi r beneath ny bed

For all of the follow ng week | drove myself ruthlessly. I worked and
sweated and strove until the aches subsided and nmy rmuscles grew firm once
nmore. | think | put on fifteen pounds that week. Slowy, very slowy, | began
feeling like my old self.

The country was called Lorraine, and so was she. If | happened to be in
the nmood to hand you a line, | would tell you we net in a nmeadow behind the
castle, she gathering flowers and ne wal king there for exercise and fresh air.
Crap.

| guess a polite termwould be canp follower. | net her at the end of a
hard day's work, spent mainly with the saber and the nace. She was standing
off on the sidelines waiting for her date when I first caught sight of her
She smled and | snil ed back, nodded, w nked, and passed her by. The next day
| saw her again, and | said "Hello" as | passed her. That's all.

Well, | kept running into her. By the end of nmy second week, when ny aches
were gone and | was over a hundred-ei ghty pounds and feeling that way again, |
arranged to be with her one evening. By then, | was aware of her status and it
was fine, so far as | was concerned. But we did not do the usual thing that
ni ght. No.

I nstead, we tal ked, and then sonet hing el se happened.

Her hair was rust-colored with a few strands of gray in it. | guessed she

was under thirty, though. Eyes, very blue. Slightly pointed chin. Cean, even
teeth inside a nouth that smled at me a lot. Her voice was sonmewhat nasal

her hair was too long, her make-up laid on too heavily over too nuch
tiredness, her conplexion too freckled, her choice in clothing too bright and

tight. But | liked her. | did not think |I'd actually feel that way when |
asked her out that night because, as | said, liking her was not what | had in
m nd.

There was no place to go but my chanber, so we had gone there. | had

become a captain, and | took advantage of ny rank by having dinner brought to
us, and an extra bottle of w ne.

"The men are afraid of you," she said. "They say you never grow tired."

"l do," | said, "believe ne."

"OfF course," she said, shaking her too-long |l ocks and smling. "Don't we
al | ?"

"I daresay," | replied.

"How ol d are you?"

"How ol d are you?"

"A gentl eman woul d not ask that question."”

"Nei ther would a | ady?"

"When you first cane here, they thought you were over fifty."

"And...?"
"And now t hey have no idea. Forty-five? Forty?"
"No," | said.

"I didn't think so. But your beard fool ed everyone."

"Beards often do that."

"You | ook better every day. Bigger..."

"Thanks. | feel better than | did when | arrived."

"Sir Corey of Cabra," she said. "Where's Cabra? Wat's Cabra? WIIl you
take me there with you, if | ask you nicely?"

“I"d tell you so," | said, "but 1'd be lying."
"l know. But it would be nice to hear."
"Ckay. I'Il take you there with nme. It's a nice place."

"Are you really as good as the men say?"
“I'mafraid not. Are you?"



"Not really. Do you want to go to bed now?"

"No. 1'd rather tal k. Have a glass of w ne."
"Thank you... Your health."
"Yours."

"Why is it you are such a good swordsnman?"

"Aptitude and good teachers."

" And you carried Lance all that distance and slew those beasts..."

"Stories growwith the telling."

"But | have watched you. You are better than the others. That is why
Ganel on made you whatever deal he did. He knows a good thing when he sees it.
I've had many friends who were swordsmen, and |'ve watched them at practice.
You could cut themto pieces. The nen say you are a good teacher. They like
you, even if you do scare them"

"Way do | frighten then? Because | am strong? There are many strong men in
the worl d. Because | can stand up and swing a blade for a | ong while?"

"They think there is sonething supernatural involved."

| | aughed.

"No, |I'mjust the second-best swordsman around. Pardon ne - nmaybe the
third. But | try harder."

"Who's better?"

"Eric of Anber, possibly."

"Who is he?"

"A supernatural creature."”

"He's the best?"

"No. "

"Who is?"

"Benedi ct of Anber."

"I's he one, too?"

"If he is still alive, heis."

"Strange, that's what you are," she said. "And why? Tell nme. Are you a
supernat ural creature?"

"Let's have anot her gl ass of wine."

"I't'll go to ny head."

"Good." | poured them

"We are all going to die," she said.

"Eventual ly."

"I mean here, soon, fighting this thing."

"Why do you say that?"

"It's too strong."

"Then why stick around?"

"I"ve no place else to go. That's why | ask you about Cabra"

"And why you cane here tonight?"

"No. | came to see what you were like."

"I aman athlete who is breaking training. Wre you born around here?"

"Yes. In the wood"

"Why' d you pick up with these guys?”

"Why not? It's better than getting pig shit on ny heels every day."

"Never have a man of your own? Steady, | mean?"

"Yes. He's dead. He's the one who found... the Fairy Ring."

"I" msorry."

"I"'mnot. He used to get drunk whenever he could borrow or steal enough to
afford it and then come hone and beat nme. | was gl ad when | net Ganel on."

"So you think that the thing is too strong, that we are going to lose to
it?"

"Yes."

"You may be right. But | think you' re wong.'

"You'll be fighting with us?"

"I"'mafraid so."

"Nobody knew for sure, or would say if they did. That mi ght prove
interesting. I'd like to see you fight with the goat-nman."

She shrugged.



n W]y?ll
"Because he seens to be their leader. If you killed him we'd have nore of
a chance. You might be able to do it."

"l have to," | said.
" Speci al reason?"
"Yes. "

"Private one?"
"Yes. "

"Good luck."
"Thanks. "

She finished her wine, so | poured her another

"I know he is a supernatural creature," she said.

"Let's get off the subject.”

"Al'l right. But will you do nme a thing?"

"Nane it."

"Put on arnor tonmorrow, pick up a lance, get hold of a horse, and trounce
that big cavalry officer Harald."

" \Npy ?"

"He beat me |ast week, just like Jarl used to. Can you do it?"

"Yes "

"WIl you?"

"Why not? Consider himtrounced."

She cane over and | eaned agai nst ne.

"I love you," she said.

"Crap."

"Al'l right. How about, | Iike you?"

"Good enough. | "

Then a chill and numbing wi nd bl ew al ong ny spine. | stiffened and

resi sted what was to come by bl anking nmy mnd conpletely.

Soneone was | ooking for me. It was soneone of the House of Amber,
doubt| ess, and he was using ny Trunp or sonething very like it. There was no
m st aking the sensation. If it was Eric, then he had nore guts than | gave him
credit for, since | had al nbst napalned his brain the last tinme we had been in
contact. It could not be Random unless he was out of prison, which | doubted.

If it was Julian or Caine, they could go to hell. Bleys was probably dead.
Possi bly Benedict, too. That left Gerard, Brand, and our sisters. O these,
only Gerard mght nmean ne well. So | resisted discovery, successfully. It took

me perhaps five nminutes, and when it was finished I was shaki ng and sweating
and Lorraine was staring at nme strangely.

"\What happened?" she asked. "You aren't drunk yet, and neither aml."

"Just a spell | sonetimes get," | said. "It's a disease | picked up in the
i slands. "

"I saw a face," she said. "Perhaps it was on the floor, maybe it was in ny
head. It was an old man. The collar of his garnment was green and he | ooked a
ot like you, except that his beard was gray." | slapped her then

"You're lying! You couldn't have..."

"I"'mjust telling you what | sawl Don't hit ne! | don't know what it
neant! Wio was he?"

"I think it was nmy father. God, it's strange..."

"What happened?" she repeated.

"Aspell,” | said. "I sometines get them and people think they see ny
father on the castle wall or floor. Don't worry about it. It's not
cont agi ous. "

"Crap," she said. "You're lying to ne."

"I know. But please forget the whole thing."

"Way should | ?"

"Because you like ne," | told her. "Renmenber? And because |I'mgoing to
trounce Harald for you tonorrow "

"That's true," she said, and | started shaki ng again and she fetched a
bl anket fromthe bed and put it about ny shoul ders.



She handed me nmy wine and | drank it. She sat beside nme and rested her
head on ny shoulder, so | put my arm about her. A devil w nd began to scream
and | heard the rapid rattle of the rainfall that cane with it. For a second,
it seemed that sonething beat against the shutters. Lorrai ne whi npered
slightly.

"I do not |ike what is happening tonight," she said.

"Neither do I. Go bar the door. It's only bolted right now. "

As she did this, | noved our seat so that it faced ny single w ndow. I
fetched Grayswandir out from beneath the bed and unsheathed it. Then
ext i ngui shed every light in the room save for a single candle on the table to
nmy right.

| reseated nyself, ny blade across ny knees.

"What are we doi ng?" Lorraine asked, as she cane and sat down at ny left.

"Waiting," | said.

"For what ?"

"I amnot positive, but this is certainly the night for it.

She shuddered and drew near.

"You know, perhaps you had better |eave," | said.

"I know," she said, "but I"'mafraid to go out. You'll be able to protect

me if | stay here, won't you?"
I shook ny head.
"I don't even know if I'Il be able to protect myself."
She touched G ayswandir.
"What a beautiful blade! |I've never seen one like it."
"There isn't another," | said, and each tine that | shifted a little, the

light fell differently upon it, so that one noment it seemed filned over with
unhurman bl ood of an orange tint and the next it lay there cold and white as
snow or a woman's breast, quivering in ny hand each time a little chill took
ne.

I wondered how it was that Lorraine had seen something | had not during
the attenpted contact. She could not sinply have imagi ned anything that close
to hone.

"There is sonething strange about you" | said.

She was silent for four or five flickerings of the candle, then said,
"I"ve a touch of the second sight. My nother had nore of it. People say ny

grandmot her was a sorceress. | don't know any of that business, though. Well
not much of it. | haven't done it for years. | always wind up | osing nore than
| gain."

Then she was silent again, and | asked her, "Wat do you nmean?"

"I used a spell to get ny first man," she said, "and | ook what he turned
out to be. If | hadn't, 1'd have been a lot better off. | wanted a pretty
daughter, and | made that happen - " She stopped abruptly and | realized she
was crying.

"What's the matter? | don't understand..."

"I thought you knew," she said. "No, |I'"'mafraid not."

"She was the little girl in the Fairy Crcle. | thought you knew. .."

"I" msorry."

"I wish | didn't have the touch. | never use it any nore. But it won't |et
me alone. It still brings ne dreams and signs, and they are never over things
I can do anything about. | wish it would go away and devil sonebody el se!™

"That's the one thing it will not do, Lorraine. I'mafraid you are stuck
withit."

"How do you know?"

"I'"ve known people like you in the past, that's all."

"You've a touch of it yourself, haven't you?"

“Yes."

"Then you feel that there is sonething out there now, don't you?"
"Yes."

"So do |I. Do you know what it is doing?"

"I't's looking for ne."



"Yes, | feel that, too. Why?"

"Perhaps to test ny strength. It knows that | amhere. If | ama newally
cone to Ganelon, it nust wonder what | represent, who I am.."

"Is it the horned one hinself?"

"I don't know. | think not, though."

"\Why not ?"

"If I amreally he who would destroy it, it would be foolish to seek ne
out here in the keep of its eneny when I am surrounded by strength. | would
say one of its mnions is |ooking for ne. Perhaps, somehow, that is what ny
father's ghost... | do not know. If its servant finds ne and names me, it wll
know what preparations to nake. If it finds me and destroys nme, it will have
solved the problem If | destroy the servant, it will know that ruch nore
about mnmy strength. Wiichever way it works out, the horned one will be
somet hi ng ahead. So why should it risk its own pronged done at this stage in
t he ganme?"

W& waited, there in the shadow cl ad chanber, as the taper burned away the
m nut es.

She asked ne, "What did you nean when you said, if it finds you and nanes
you. ..? Names you what ?"

"The one who al nost did not conme here," | said.

"You think that it mght know you from somewhere, sonehow?" she asked.

"I think it mght," | said. She drew away from ne then.

"Don't be afraid,” | said. "I won't hurt you."

"I amafraid, and you will hurt me!" she said. "I knowit! But | want you!
Way do | want you?"

"I don't know," | said.

"There is sonething out there now" she said, sounding slightly
hysterical. "It's near! It's very near! Listen! Listen!"

"Shut up!" | said, as a cold, prickly feeling canme to rest on the back of

nmy neck and coil ed about my throat. "Get over on the far side of the room
behi nd the bed!"

"I'"'mafraid of the dark," she said.

"Do it, or I'Il have to knock you out and carry you. You'll be in ny way
here.”

| could hear a heavy flappi ng above the storm and there cane a scratching
on the stone of the wall as she nmoved to obey ne.

Then | was looking into two hot, red eyes which were | ooking back into ny
own. | dropped mne quickly. The thing stood there on the | edge outside the
wi ndow and regarded ne.

It was well over six feet in height, with great branches of antlers
growi ng out of its forehead. Nude, its flesh was a uniform ash-gray in color
It appeared to be sexless, and it had gray, |eathery w ngs extending far out
behind it and joining with the night. It held a short, heavy sword of dark
metal in its right hand, and there were runes carved all along the blade. Wth
its left hand, it clutched at the lattice.

"Enter at your peril," | said loudly, and | raised the point of
Grayswandir to indicate its breast.

It chuckled. It just stood there and chuckled and giggled at nme. It tried
to neet nmy eyes once nore, but I would not let it. If it |ooked into ny eyes
for long, it would know nme, as the hellcat had known ne.

VWhen it spoke, it sounded |ike a bassoon bl owi ng words.

"You are not the one," it said, "for you are smaller and older. Yet..
That blade... It could be his. Wo are you?"

"Who are you?" | asked.

"Strygalldwir is ny name. Conjure with it and | will eat your heart and
liver."

"Conjure with it? | can't even pronounce it," | said, "and my cirrhosis

woul d give you indigestion. Go away."
"Who are you?" it repeated.
"Msli, ganmi gra'dil, Strygalldwir,” | said, and it junped as if given a



hot f oot .

"You seek to drive me forth with such a sinple spell?" it asked when it
settled again. "I amnot one of the | esser ones."

"It seened to make you a bit unconfortable.™

"Who are you?" it said again.

"None of your business, Charlie. Ladybird, Ladybird, fly away home - "

"Four times nust | ask you and four times be refused before | may enter
and slay you. Wio are you?"

"No," | said, standing. "Come on in and burn!"

Then it tore away the latti cework, and the wind that acconpanied it into
t he chanber extingui shed the candl e.

| lunged forward, and there were sparks between us when G ayswandir met
t he dark rune-sword. We clashed, then |I sprang back. My eyes had adjusted to
the half dark, so the loss of the light did not blind ne. The creature saw
wel | enough, also. It was stronger than a man, but then so aml. W circled
the room An icy wind noved about us, and when we passed the w ndow agai n,
cold droplets lashed nmy face. The first time that | cut the creature - a |long

sl ash across the breast - it remmined silent, though tiny flanmes danced about
t he edges of the wound. The second tinme that | cut it - high upon the arm- it
cried out, cursing ne.

"Tonight | will suck the marrow fromyour bones!" it said. "I will dry
them and work them nost cunningly into instruments of music! Wenever | play
upon them your spirit will withe in bodiless agony!"

"You burn prettily," | said.

It slowed for a fraction of a second, and ny opportunity was there.

| beat that dark blade aside and ny |unge was perfect. The center of its
breast was ny target. | ran it through

It how ed then, but did not fall. Grayswandir was torn fromny grasp and
fl anmes bl ooned about the wound. It stood there wearing them It advanced a
step toward nme and | picked up a small chair and held it between us.

"I do not keep ny heart where nmen do," it said.

Then it lunged, but | blocked the blow with the chair and caught it in the
right eye with one of the legs. | throwthe chair to the side then, and
stepping forward, seized its right wist and turned it over. | struck the

el bow with the edge of ny hand, as hard as | could. There cane a sharp crack
and the runesword clattered to the floor. Then its left hand struck nmy head
and | fell.

It |eaped for the blade, and | seized its ankle and jerked.

It spramed, and | threw myself atop it and found its throat. | turned ny
head into the hollow of ny shoul der, chin against ny breast, as it clawed for
my face with its left hand.

As ny death grip tightened, its eyes sought mne, and this time | did not
avoid them There cane a tiny shock at the base of my brain, as we both knew
that we knew.

"You!" it managed to gasp, before | twisted ny hands hard and the life
went out of those red red eyes.

| stood, put nmy foot upon its carcass, and wi thdrew G ayswandir.

The thing burst into flames when ny bl ade cane free, and kept burning
until there was nothing remaining but a charred spot upon the fl oor

Then Lorrai ne came over and | put my arm about her and she asked ne to
take her back to her quarters and to bed. So | did, but we didn't do anything
but lie there together until she had cried herself to sleep. That is how | net
Lorr ai ne.

Lance and Ganelon and | sat atop our nounts on a high hill, the late
nmorni ng sun hitting us in the back, and we | ooked down into the place. Its
appear ance confirmed things for ne.

It was akin to that twi sted wood that filled the valley to the south of
Anber .

Oh ny father! What have | wought? | said within nmy heart, but there was



no answer other than the dark Crcle that |lay beneath me and spread for as far
as the eye could see.

Through the bars of ny visor, | |ooked down upon it - charred-seem ng
desol ate, and snelling of decay. | lived inside nmy visor these days. The nen
| ooked upon it as an affectation, but my rank gave ne the right to be
eccentric. | had worn it for over two weeks, since my battle with
Strygalldwir. | had put it on the following norning before | trounced Harald
to keep nmy promi se to Lorraine, and | had decided that as my girth increased
had better keep ny face conceal ed.

I wei ghed perhaps fourteen stone now, and felt like my old self again. If
| could help clean up this ness in the land called Lorraine, | knew that
woul d have a chance at least to try what | nost wanted, and perhaps succeed.

"So that's it," | said. "I don't see any troops nustering."

"I believe we will have to ride north," said Lance, "and we will doubtless
only see them after dark."

"How far north?"

"Three or four |eagues. They nove about a bit."

We had ridden for two days to reach the Circle. W had nmet a patrol
earlier that nmorning and | earned that the troops inside the thing continued to
nmuster every night. They went through various drills and then were gone - to
somepl ace deeper inside - with the comng of norning. A perpetual thunderhead,
| learned, rode above the Circle, though the storm never broke.

"Shal |l we breakfast here and then ride north?" | asked.

"Why not?" said Ganelon. "I'mstarved and we've tine."

So we dismounted and ate dried neat and drank from our canteens.

"I still do not understand that note," said Ganel on, after bel ching,
patting his stomach, and lighting his pipe. "WII he stand beside us in the
final battle, or will he not? Were is he, if he intends to hel p? The day of
conflict draws nearer and nearer."

"Forget him" | said. "It was probably a joke."

"I can't, damm it!" he said. "There is something passing strange about the
whol e busi ness!"

"What is it?" asked Lance, and for the first time | realized that Ganel on
had not told him

"My old liege, Lord Corwin, sends an odd message by carrier bird, saying
he is conmng. | had thought himdead, but he sent this message," Ganelon told
him "l still do not know what to nake of it."

"Corwi n?" said Lance, and | held ny breath. "Corwin of Anber?"

"Yes, Anber and Aval on."

"Forget his nessage."

"\hy 2"

"He is a man wi thout honor, and his prom se means not hing."

"You know hi nP"

"I know of him Long ago, he ruled in this land. Do you not recall the
stories of the denon lordling? They are the same. That was Corwin, in days
bef ore ny days. The best thing he did was abdicate and flee when the
resi stance grew too strong against him™"

That was not true! O was it?

Amber casts an infinity of shadows, and ny Aval on had cast nany of its
own, because of ny presence there. | mght be known on nany earths that | had
never trod, for shadows of myself had wal ked them mmcking inmperfectly ny
deeds and ny thoughts.

"No," said Ganelon, "I never paid heed to the old stories. | wonder if it
could have been the same man, ruling here. That is interesting.”
"Very," | agreed, to keep ny hand in things. "But if he ruled so |ong ago,

surely he must be dead or decrepit by now "
"He was a sorcerer," said Lance.
"The one | knew certainly was," said Ganel on
| and neither art nor artifice can discover now. "
"You never spoke of this before," said Lance. "How did it occur?"

for he banished ne froma



"None of your business," said Ganel on, and Lance was sil ent once again.

| haul ed out nmy own pipe - | had obtained one two days earlier - and Lance
did the sane. It was a clay job and drew hot and hard. W |lit up, and the
three of us sat there snoking.

"Well, he did the smart thing," said Ganelon. "Let's forget it now. "

We did not, of course. But we stayed away fromthe subject after that.

If it had not been for the dark thing behind us, it would have been quite
pl easant, just sitting there, relaxing. Suddenly, |I felt close to the two of
them | wanted to say sonmething, but | could not think what.

Ganel on solved that by bringing up current business once nore.

"So you want to hit thembefore they hit us?" he said.

"That's right," | replied. "Take the fight to their home territory."

"The trouble is that it is their home territory," he said. "They know it
better than we do now, and who knows what powers they mght be able to call on
t here?"

"Kill the horned one and they will crunmble," | said.

"Per haps. Perhaps not. Maybe you could do it," said Ganelon. "Unless | got
[ ucky, though, | don't know whether | could. He's too nean to die easily.
VWhile | think I"'mstill as good a man as | was sone years ago, | nmay be
fooling nyself. Perhaps |I've grown soft. | never wanted this damm stay-at-hone
job!'"

"I know, " | said.

"I know, " said Lance.

"Lance," said Ganelon, "should we do as our friend here says? Should we
attack?"

He coul d have shrugged and equi vocated. He did not.

"Yes," he said. "They alnpost had us last tinme. It was very close the night
King Uther died. If we do not attack themnow, | feel they nay defeat us next
time. Ch, it would not be easy, and we would hurt them badly. But | think they
could do it. Let us see what we can see now, then nake our plans for an
attack."

"Al'l right," said Ganelon. "I amsick of waiting too. Tell me that again
after we return and I'lIl go along with it." So we did that thing.

W rode north that afternoon, and we hid ourselves in the hills and | ooked
down upon the Circle. Wthin it, they worshiped, after their fashion, and they
drilled. | estimated around four thousand troops. W had about twenty-five
hundred. They al so had weird flying, hopping, crawing things that nmade noi ses
in the night. W had stout hearts. Yeah

Al'l that | needed was a few minutes alone with their |eader, and it would

be deci ded, one way or another. The whole thing. | could not tell ny
conpanions that, but it was true.
You see, | was the party responsible for the whole thing down there. | had

done it, and it was up to ne to undo it, if | could.

| was afraid that |I could not.

In a fit of passion, conmpounded of rage, horror, and pain, | had unl eashed
this thing, and it was reflected somewhere in every earth in existence. Such
is the blood curse of a Prince of Anber.

We wat ched themall that night, the Wardens of the GCrcle, and in the
nmorni ng we depart ed.

The verdict was, attack

So we rode all the way back and nothing followed us. Wen we reached the
Keep of Ganelon, we fell to planning. Qur troops were ready - over-ready,
perhaps - and we decided to strike within a fortnight.

As | lay with Lorraine, |I told her of these things. For | felt that she
shoul d know. | possessed the power to spirit her away into Shadow - that very
night, if she woul d agree. She did not.

"Il stay with you," she said.

"Ckay. "

| did not tell her that |I felt everything lay within nmy hands, but | have



a feeling she knew and that for sone reason she trusted me. | would not have,
but that was her affair.

"You know how things mght be," | said.

"l know, " she said, and | knew that she knew and that was it.

We turned our attention to other subjects, and | ater we slept.

She'd had a dream

In the norning, she said to ne, "I had a dream™

"What about?" | asked.

"The coming battle," she told me. "I see you and the honed one | ocked in
conbat . "

"Who wi ns?"

"I don't know. But as you slept, | did a thing that m ght help you."

"I wish you had not," | said. "I can take care of nyself."

"Then | dreaned of my own death, in this tine."
"Let me take you away to a place | know "
"No, nmy place is here," she told ne.

"I don't pretend to own you," | said, "but | can save you from what ever
you' ve dreaned. That nmuch lies within ny power, believe ne."
"I do believe you, but I will not go."

"You're a dammed fool ."
"Let ne stay."

"As you wish... Listen, I'll even send you to Cabra..."
"No. "

"You're a dammed fool ."

"I know. | |ove you."

" And a stupid one. The word is 'like." Remenber?"
"You'll do it," she said.

"Co to hell," | said.

Then she wept, softly, until | conforted her once again.

That was Lorrai ne.

The GQuns O Aval on

Chapter 3

| thought back, one norning, upon all that had gone before. | thought of
nmy brothers and sisters as though they were playing cards, which | knew was
wrong. | thought back to the rest home where | had awakened, back to the

battle for Amber, back to ny wal king the Pattern in Rebma, and back to that
time with Mdire, who just might be Eric's by now | thought of Bleys and of
Random Deirdre, Caine, Cerard, and Eric, that norning. It was the norning of
the battle, of course, and we were canped in the hills near the Crcle. W had
been attacked several tines along the way, but they had been brief, guerrilla
affairs. We had di spatched our assail ants and conti nued. Wen we reached the
area we had deci ded upon, we made our canp, posted guards, and retired. W

sl ept undi sturbed. | awoke wondering whether ny brothers and sisters thought
of me as | thought of them It was a very sad thought.

In the privacy of a small grove, ny helnet filled with soapy water, |
shaved my beard. Then |I dressed, slowy, in ny private and tattered col ors.
was as hard as stone, dark as soil, and nean as hell once nore.

Today woul d be the day. | donned ny visor, put on chain mail, buckled ny
belt, and hung Grayswandir at my side. Then | fastened ny cloak at ny neck
with a silver rose and was di scovered by a nessenger who had been | ooking for
me to tell me that things were about ready.

| kissed Lorraine, who had insisted on coning along. Then | nounted ny
horse, a roan naned Star, and rode off toward the front.

There | met with Ganelon and with Lance. They said, "W are ready."

| called for nmy officers and briefed them They saluted, turned and rode



away. "Soon," said Lance, lighting his pipe.
"How i s your arnP"
"Fine, now," he replied, "after that workout you gave it yesterday.

Perfect." | opened ny visor and lit ny own pipe.

"You' ve shaved your beard," said Lance. "l cannot picture you w thout
it."

"The helmfits better this way," | said.

"Cood fortune to us all,"” said Ganel on

"I know no gods, but if any care to be with us, | welcone them"

"There is but one God," said Lance. "I pray that He be with us."

"Amen," said Ganelon, lighting his pipe. "For today."

"It will be ours," said Lance.

"Yes," said I, as the sun stirred the east and the birds of norning the
air, "it has that feel to it." W enptied our pipes when we had fini shed and

tucked them away at our belts. Then we secured ourselves with fina
ti ghteni ngs and cl aspi ngs of our arnor and Ganel on said, "Let us be about it.

My officers reported back to ne. My sections were ready.

We filed down the hillside, and we assenbled outside the Circle. Nothing
stirred within it, and no troops were visible.

"l wonder about Corwin," Ganelon said to ne.

"He is with us," | told him and he | ooked at me strangely, seened to
notice the rose for the first tine, then nodded brusquely.

"Lance," he said, when we had assenbled. "G ve the order."

And Lance drew his blade. Hi s cried "Charge!" echoed about us.

W were half a mle inside the Circle before anything happened. There were
five hundred of us in the lead, all nobunted. A dark cavalry appeared, and we
met them After five mnutes, they broke and we rode on. Then we heard the
t hunder .

There was lightning, and the rain began to fall.

The t hunderhead had finally broken

A thin line of foot soldiers, pikenmen mainly, barred our way, waiting
stoically. Maybe we all snelled the trap, but we bore down upon them Then the
cavalry hit our flanks.

We wheel ed, and the fighting began in earnest. It was perhaps twenty
mnutes later... W held out, waiting for the main body to arrive. Then the
two hundred or so of us rode on..

Men. It was nmen that we slew, that slew us - grayfaced, dour-countenanced
men. | wanted nore. One nore...

Theirs must have been a sem - net aphysical problemin |ogistics. How nuch
could be diverted through this Gateway? | was not sure. Soon..

We topped a rise, and far ahead and bel ow us lay a dark citadel

| raised ny bl ade.

As we descended, they attacked.

They hi ssed and they croaked and they flapped. That neant, to ne, that he
was running | ow on people. G ayswandir becane a flane in ny hand, a
t hunderbolt, a portable electric chair. | slewthemas fast as they
approached, and they burned as they died. To nmy right, | saw Lance draw a
simlar line of chaos, and he was muttering beneath his breath. Prayers for
the dead, no doubt. To my left, Ganelon laid about him and a wake of fires
foll owed behind his horse's tail. Through the flashing Iightning, the citade
| oomed | arger.

The hundred or so of us storned ahead, and the abom nations fell by the
waysi de.

VWhen we reached the gate, we were faced by an infantry of men and beasts.
W charged.

They out nunmbered us, but we had little choice. Perhaps we had preceded our
own infantry by too nuch. But | thought not. Tine, as | sawit, was al
i mportant now.

"I"ve got to get through!" | cried. "He's inside!"



"He's minel" said Lance.

"You're both welcone to him" said Ganel on, |aying about him "Cross when
you can! I'"'mwth you!"

W slew and we slew and we slew, and then the tide turned in their favor.
They pressed us, all the ugly things that were nore or |ess than human, m xed
in with human troops. W were drawn up into a tight knot, defending ourselves
on all sides, when our bedraggled infantry arrived and began hacki ng. W
pressed for the gate once nore and made it this tine, all forty or fifty of
us.

W& won through, and then there were troops in the courtyard to be slain.

The dozen or so of us who nade it to the foot of the dark tower were faced
by a final guard contingent.

"G it!" cried Ganelon, as we | eaped from our horses and waded into them

"G it!" cried Lance, and | guess they both meant ne, or each other

| took it to mean nme, and | broke away fromthe fray and raced up the
stairs.

He woul d be there, in the highest tower, | knew, and I would have to face
him and face himdown. | did not know whether | could, but I had to try,
because | was the only one who knew where he really came from- and | was the
one who put himthere.

| came to a heavy wooden door at the top of the stairs. | tried it, but it
was secured fromthe other side. So | kicked it as hard as | could. It fel
innard with a crash

| saw himthere by the wi ndow, a man-formed body dressed in Iight arnor,
goat head upon those nassive shoul ders.

| crossed the threshold and st opped.

He had turned to stare as the door had fallen, and now he sought ny eyes
t hr ough st eel

"Mortal man, you have come too far,'
there was a blade in his hand.

he said. "Or are you nortal man?" and

"Ask Strygalldwir," | said

"You are the one who slew him" he stated. "Did he nane you?"

"Maybe. "

There were footsteps on the stairs behind me. | stepped to the left of the
door way.

Ganel on burst into the chanber and | called "Halt!" and he did.

He turned to ne.

"This is the thing," he said. "Wat is it?"

"My sin against athing | loved," | said. "Stay away fromit. It's mne."

"You're welconme to it." He stood stock still.

"Did you really nmean that?" asked the creature.

"Find out," | said, and | eaped forward.

But it did not fence with ne. Instead, it did what any nortal fencer would
consi der foolish

It hurled its blade at me, point forward, like a thunderbolt. And the
sound of its passage canme |like a clap of thunder. The el enents outside the
tower echoed it, a deafening response.

Wth Gayswandir, | parried that blade as though it were an ordinary
thrust. It enbedded itself in the floor and burst into flames. Wthout, the
[ i ght ni ng responded.

For an instant, the light was as blinding as a magnesiumflare, and in
that nonment the creature was upon ne.

It pinned ny arns to ny sides, and its horns struck agai nst my visor
once, twce...

Then | threw ny strength against those arns, and their grip began to
weaken.

| dropped Grayswandir, and with a final heave broke the hold it had upon
ne.

In that nmonment, however, our eyes net.

Then we both struck, and we both reel ed back.



"Lord of Anmber," it said then, "why do you strive with ne? It was you who
gave us this passage, this way..."

"I regret a rash act and seek to undo it."

"Too late - and this a strange place to begin." It struck again, so
quickly that it got through ny guard. | was slanmmed back against the wall. Its
speed was deadly.

And then it raised its hand and made a sign, and | had a vision of the
Courts of Chaos conme upon ne - a vision that made ny hackles rise, nade a

chill wind blow across ny soul, to know what | had done.
"You see?" it was saying. "You gave us this Gateway. Hel p us now, and we
will restore to you that which is yours."

For a monent | was swayed. It was possible that it could do just what it
had offered, if | would help.

But it would be a threat forever after. Allies briefly, we would be at
each other's throats after we got what we wanted - and those dark forces would
be much stronger by then. Still, if | held the city...

"Do we have a bargai n?" cane the sharp, near-bleat of the question

| thought upon the shadows, and of the places beyond Shadow. ..

Slowmy, | reached up and unbuckl ed nmy helm ..

Then | hurled it, just as the creature seemed to relax. | think Ganel on
was moving forward by then

| | eaped across the chanmber and drove it back against the wall.

"No!" | cried.

Its manli ke hands found ny throat at about the sane instant nine w apped
about its own.

| squeezed, with all my strength, and twisted. | guess it did the sane.

| heard sonmething snap like a dry stick. | wondered whose neck had broken
M ne sure hurt.

| opened ny eyes and there was the sky. | was lying on nmy back on a
bl anket on the ground.

"I"'mafraid he's going to live," said Ganelon, and | turned ny head,
slowy, in the direction of his voice.

He was seated on the edge of the blanket, sword across his knees. Lorraine
was with him

"How goes it?" | said.

"W've won," he told ne. "You've kept your promi se. Wien you killed that
thing, it was all over. The nen fell sensel ess, the creatures burned."

" Good. "

"I have been sitting here wondering why | no |onger hate you."

"Have you reached any concl usi ons?"

"No, not really. Maybe it's because we're a lot alike. |I don't know " |
ed at Lorrai ne.

"I"'mglad you're very poor when it conmes to prophecy. The battle is over
and you're still alive."

"The death has al ready begun," she said, not returning ny snile

"What do you nean?"

"They still tell stories of how the Lord Corwi n had ny grandfather
executed - drawn and quartered publicly - for |eading one of the early
upri sings agai nst him"

"That wasn't nme," | said. "It was one of ny shadows."

But she shook her head and said, "Corwin of Anber, I amwhat | am" and
she rose and left nme then

"What was it?" asked Ganel on, ignoring her departure. "Wat was the thing
in the tower?"

"Mne," | said; "one of those things which was rel eased when | laid ny
curse upon Anber. | opened the way then for that which |ies beyond Shadow to
enter the real world. The paths of |east resistance are followed in these
t hi ngs, through the shadows to Amber. Here, the path was the Crcle.

El sewhere, it night be sonme different thing. | have closed their way through

sm



this place now. You nmay rest easy here."

"That is why you cane here?"

"No," | said. "Not really. | was but passing on the road to Aval on when |
canme upon Lance. | could not let himlie there, and after I took himto you I
becarme involved in this piece of ny handi work."

"Aval on? Then you |ied when you said it was destroyed?"

I shook ny head.

"Not so. Qur Avalon fell, but in Shadow | may find its |ike once nore."

"Take me with you."

"Are you mad?"

"No, | would I ook once again on the land of ny birth, no matter what the
peril."

"I do not go to dwell there," | said, "but to armfor battle. In Aval on
there is a pink powder the jewelers use. | ignited a sanple of it one time in
Anber. | go there only to obtain it and to build guns that | may lay siege to

Anmber and gain the throne that is mne."

"What. of those things from beyond Shadow you spoke of."

"I will deal with themafterwards. Should | lose this time, then they are
Eric's problem"”

"You said that he had blinded you and cast you into the dungeons."

"That is true. | grew new eyes. | escaped.”

"You are a denon."

"This has often been said. | no longer deny it."

"You will take me with you?"

"I'f you really wish to conme. It will differ fromthe Aval on you knew,
however . "

"To Anmber!"

"You are mad!"
"No. Long have | wished to | ook upon that fabled city. After | have seen

Aval on once again | will want to turn ny hand to sonething new. WAs | not a
good general ?"

“Yes."

"Then you will teach nme of these things you call guns, and I will help you
in the greatest battle. |1've not too nany good years remai ning before me, |

know. Take ne with you."

"Your bones may bl each at the foot of Kolvir, beside ny own."

"What battle is certain? I will chance it"

"As you woul d. You may cone."

"Thank you. Lord."

We canped there that night, rode back to the keep in the nmorning. Then |
sought after Lorraine. | learned that she had run off with one of her forner
| overs, an officer naned Mel kin. Although she had been upset, | resented the
fact that she had not given ne the opportunity to explain sonething of which
she only knew runors. | decided to follow them

I mounted Star, turned ny stiff neck in the direction they had supposedly
taken, and rode on after. In a way, | could not blame her. | had not been
recei ved back at the keep as the slayer of the horned one m ght have been were
he anyone el se. The stories of their Corwin lingered on, and the denmon tag was
on all of them The nen | had worked w th, fought beside, now | ooked at ne
wi t h gl ances hol di ng sonet hing nore than fear - glances only, for they quickly
dropped their eyes or turned themto another thing. Perhaps they feared that |
wi shed to stay and reign over them They mi ght have been relieved, all save

Ganel on, when | took to the trail. Ganelon, | think, feared that | woul d not
return for himas | had promsed. This, | feel, is the reason that he offered
toride with me. But it was a thing that | had to do by mnysel f.

Lorraine had conme to nean sonmething to me, | was surprised to discover,
and | found nyself quite hurt by her action. | felt that she owed ne a hearing
bef ore she went her way. Then if she still chose her nortal captain, they
could have ny blessing. If not, | realized that | wanted to keep her with ne.

Fair Aval on woul d be postponed for so long as it took ne to resolve this to



endi ng or conti nuance.

| rode along the trail and the birds sang in the trees about nme. The day
was bright with a sky-blue, tree-green peace, for the scourge had been lifted
fromthe land. In nmy heart, there was sonmething like a bit of joy that | had
undone at |east a small portion of the rottenness |I had wought. Evil? Hell
|'ve done nore of it than nmost nen, but | had picked up a conscience too,

somewhere along the way, and | let it enjoy one of its rare nonents of
satisfaction. Once | held Amber, | could allowit alittle nore | eeway, |
felt. Hal

I was heading north, and the terrain was foreign to ne. | followed a
clearly marked trail, which bore the signs of two riders' recent passage.

followed all that day, through dusk and into evening, disnounting periodically
to inspect the way. Finally, mnmy eyes played too many tricks on ne, so

| ocated a small glen - several hundred yards to the left of the trail - and
there | camped for the night. It was the pains in nmy neck, doubtless, that
made ne dream of the horned one and relive that battle. "Help us now, and we

will restore to you that which is yours,” it said. | awoke suddenly at that
point, with a curse on mny lips.

VWhen norning paled the sky, I nounted and continued on. It had been a cold
night, and the day still held me in hands out of the north. The grasses

sparkled with a light frost and ny cloak was danp from havi ng been used as a
bedrol I .

By noon, sonething of warnmth had returned to the world and the trail was
fresher. I was gaining on them

VWhen | found her, | |eaped down fromny mount and ran to where she | ay,
beneath a wild rosebush without flowers, the thorns of which had scratched her
cheek and shoul der. Dead, she had not been so for long, for the bl ood was
still danmp upon her breast where the bl ade had entered, and her flesh yet
war m

There were no rocks with which to build her a cairn, so | cut away the sod
with Gayswandir and laid her there to rest He had renmoved her bracel ets, her
rings, and her jewel ed conbs, which had held all she possessed of fortune.
had to cl ose her eyes before I covered her over with ny cl oak, and here ny
hand faltered and ny own eyes grew dim It took ne a | ong while.

I rode on, and it was not long before | overtook him riding as though he

were pursued by the Devil, which he was. | spoke not a word when | unhorsed
him nor afterward, and | did not use ny bl ade, though he drew his own. |
hurl ed his broken body into a high oak tree, and when | | ooked back it was

dark with birds.

| replaced her rings, her bracelets, her conbs, before | closed the grave,
and that was Lorraine. Al that she had ever been or wanted to be had cone to
this, and that is the whole story of how we net and how we parted, Lorraine
and I, inthe land called Lorraine, and it is like onto my life, | guess, for
a Prince of Amber is part and party to all the rottenness that is in the
worl d, which is why whenever | do speak of ny consci ence, sonething else

within me must answer, "Ha!" In the mrrors of the many judgnents, ny hands
are the color of blood. | ama part of the evil that exists in the world and
in Shadow. | sonetinme fancy nyself an evil which exists to oppose other evils.

| destroy Melkins when | find them and on that Great Day of which prophets
speak but in which they do not truly believe, on that day when the world is

conpletely cl eansed of evil, then I, too, will go down into darkness,

swal | owi ng curses. Perhaps even sooner than that, | now judge. But whatever..

Until that tine, | shall not wash ny hands nor |et them hang usel ess.
Turning, | rode back to the Keep of Ganel on, who knew but woul d never

under st and.

The GQuns O Aval on
Chapter 4



Ri ding, riding, through the wild, weird ways that led to Aval on, we went,
Ganel on and I, down alleys of dream and of nightmare, beneath the brass bark
of the sun and the hot, white isles of night, till these were gold and di anond
chi ps and the moon swam like a swan. Day belled forth the green of spring, we
crossed a nmighty river and the nountains before as were frosted by night.
unl eashed an arrow of my desire into the mdnight and it took fire overhead,
burned its way like a nmeteor into the north. The only dragon we encountered
was |l anme and |inped away quickly to hide, singeing daisies as it panted and
wheezed. M grations of bright birds arrowed our destination, and crystalline
voi ces from | akes echoed our words as we passed. | sang as we rode, and after
a tine, Ganelon joined ne. W had been traveling for over a week, and the I and
and the sky and the breezes told me we were near to Aval on now.

We canped in a wood near a | ake as the sun slid behind stone and the day

di ed down and ceased. | went off to the |ake to bathe while Ganel on unpacked
our gear. The water was cold and bracing. | splashed about in it for a |long
whi | e.

| thought | heard several cries as | bathed, but | could not be certain.
It was a weird wood and | was not overly concerned. However, | dressed quickly
and hurried back to the canp.

As | walked, | heard it again: a whine, a plea. Drawing nearer, | realized

that a conversati on was in progress.

Then | entered the small clearing we had chosen. Qur gear was spread about
and the begi nnings of a canpfire had been |aid.

Ganel on squatted on his haunches beneath an oak tree. The nman hung from
it.

He was young and fair of hair and conpl exi on. Beyond that, it was hard to
say at a glance. It is difficult, | discovered, to obtain a clear initial
i npression as to a man's features and size when he is hangi ng upsi de down
several feet above the ground.

H s hands had been tied behind his back and he hung froma | ow bough by a
rope that had been knotted about his right ankle.

He was talking - brief, rapid phrases in response to Ganelon's questions -
and his face was noist with spittle and sweat. He did not hang |inply, but
swung back and forth. There was an abrasion on his cheek and several spots of
bl ood on his shirt front.

Halting, | restrained myself frominterrupting for a noment and wat ched.
Ganel on woul d not have put himwhere he was without a reason, so | was not
i medi ately overwhel med with synpathy for the fellow Watever it was that had
pronmpted Ganelon to question himthus, | knew that |, too, would be interested
in the information. | was also interested in whatever the session would show
me concerni ng Ganel on, who was now sonething of an ally. And a few nore
m nut es upsi de down could not do that much additional danage..

As his body sl owed, Ganelon prodded himin the sternumwith the tip of his
bl ade and set himto swinging violently once again. This broke the skin
lightly and another red spot appeared. At this, the boy cried out. Fromhis
conpl exion, | could see now that he was a youth. Ganel on extended his bl ade
and held its point several inches beyond the place the boy's throat would cone
to on the backswing. At the [ast nonent, he snatched it back and chuckl ed as
the boy withed and cried out, "Please!"

"The rest," said Ganelon. "Tell ne everything."

"That's all!" said the other. "I know no nore!"
"\Why not ?"

"They swept on by ne then! | could not seel™
"Why did you not follow?"

"They were mounted. | was on foot."

"Why did you not follow on foot then?"

"I was dazed."

"Dazed? You were afraid! You deserted!"”
"No! "



Ganel on held his blade forth, snapped it away again at the final noment.
"No!" cried the youth.
Ganel on nmoved t he bl ade agai n.

"Yes!" the boy screanmed. "I was afraid!"

"And you fled then?"

"Yes! | kept running! |'ve been fleeing ever since..."
"And you know not hing of how t hings went after that?"
"No. "

"You lie!" He noved the bl ade again.
"No!" said the boy. "Please..."

| stepped forward then. "Ganelon," | said.
He gl anced at me and grinned, |owering the blade. The boy sought mny eyes.
"What have we here?" | asked.

"Hal " he said, slapping the inside of the youth's thigh so that he cried
out. "Athief, a deserter - with an interesting tale to tell."

"Then cut himdown and let nme hear it," | said.

Ganel on turned and cut through the cord with one swi pe of his blade. The
boy fell to the ground and began sobbi ng.

"I caught himtrying to steal our supplies and thought to question him
about the area," Ganelon said. "He's cone from Aval on - quickly."

"What do you nean?"

"He was a foot soldier in a battle that took place there two nights ago.
He turned coward during the fighting and deserted."

The youth began to mouth a denial and Ganel on ki cked him

"Silence!" he said. "I'mtelling it now - as you told ne!"

The boy noved sideways |ike a crab and | ooked at ne with w de, pleading
eyes.

"Battl e? Who was fighting?" | asked. Ganelon smiled grimy

"It sounds somewhat familiar," he said. "The forces of Aval on were engaged

in what seenms to have been the largest - and perhaps final - of a long series
of confrontations with beings not quite natural."
" O,]?II

| studied the boy and his eyes dropped, but | saw the fear that was there
before they fell.

"...Wiren," Ganelon said. "Pale furies out of some hell, |ovely and cold.
Armed and arnored. Long, light hair. Eyes like ice. Munted on white,
firebreathing steeds that fed on human flesh, they came forth by night froma
warren of caves in the nountains an earthquake opened several years ago. They
rai ded, taking young nen back with them as captives, killing all others. Many
appeared later as a soulless infantry, followi ng their van. This sounds very
like the men of the Gircle we knew "

"But many of those |lived when they were freed," | said. "They did not seem
soul l ess then, only sonewhat as | once did - amesiac. It seens strange,"
went on, "that they did not block off these caves during the day, since the
riders only came forth by night..."

"The deserter tells ne this was tried," said Ganelon, "and they al ways
burst forth after a tinme, stronger than before."

The boy was ashen, but he nodded when | | ooked toward himinquiringly.

"Their General, whomhe calls the Protector, routed them many tines,"
Ganel on continued. "He even spent part of a night with their |eader, a pale
bitch nanmed Lintra - whether in dalliance or parlay, |I'mnot certain. But
not hi ng cane of this. The raids continued and her forces grew stronger. The
Protector finally decided to mass an all-out attack, in hopes of destroying
themutterly. It was during that battle that this one fled," he said,

i ndicating the youth with a gesture of his blade, "which is why we do not know
the ending to the story."

"I's that the way it was?" | asked him

The boy | ooked away from the weapon's point, nmet ny eyes for a nonent,

t hen nodded sl owy.
"Interesting," | said to Ganelon. "Very. |I've a feeling their problemis



linked to the one we just solved. | wish | knew how their fight turned out”

Ganel on nodded, shifted his grip on his weapon. "Well, if we're finished with
hi m now. .. " he said.

"Hold. | presume he was trying to steal sonething to eat?"

“Yes."

"Free his hands. Well feed him"

"But he tried to steal fromus."

"Did you not say that you had once killed a man for a pair of shoes?"

"Yes, but that was different"

"How so?"

"I got away with it."

| laughed. It broke me up completely, and | could not stop |aughing. He
| ooked irritated, then puzzled. Then he began | aughi ng hinsel f.

The youth regarded us as if we were a pair of maniacs.

"Al'l right," said Ganelon finally, "all right," and he stooped, turned the
boy with a single push, and severed the cord that bound his wists.

"Come, lad," he said. "I'lIl fetch you something to eat," and he noved to
our gear and opened several food parcels.

The boy rose and linped slowy after him He seized the food that was
of fered and began eating quickly and noisily, not taking his eyes off Ganel on.
Hs information, if true, presented me with several conplications, the
forenpst being that it would probably be nore difficult to obtain what |
wanted in a war-ravaged land. It also lent weight to ny fears as to the nature
and extent of the disruption pattern

| hel ped Ganelon build a small fire.

"How does this affect our plans?" he asked.

| saw no real choice. Al of the shadows near to what | desired would be
simlarly involved. | could lay nmy course for one which did not possess such
i nvol venent, but in reaching it | would have achi eved the wong place. That
which | desired would not be available there. If the forays of chaos kept
occurring on my desire-wal k through Shadow, then they were bound up with the
nature of the desire and would have to be dealt wi th, one way or another
sooner or later. They could not be avoided. Such was the nature of the gane,
and I could not conplain because | had laid down the rules.

"W go on," | said. "It is the place of ny desire.”

The youth let out a brief cry, and then - perhaps from sone feeling of
i ndebt edness for ny having prevented Ganel on from poking holes in him -
war ned, "Do not go to Avalon, sir! There is nothing there that you could
desire! You will be slain!"

| smiled to himand thanked him Ganel on chuckl ed then and said, "Let us
take himback with us to stand a deserter's trial."

At this, the youth scranbled to his feet and began runni ng.

Still laughing, Ganelon drew his dagger and cocked his armto throwit. |
struck his armand his cast went wide of its mark. The youth vani shed within
t he wood and Ganel on conti nued to | augh

He retrieved the dagger fromwhere it had fallen and said, "You should
have let me kill him you know. "

"l decided against it." He shrugged.

"I'f he returns and cuts our throats tonight you may find yourself feeling
sonewhat different."

"I should inmagine. But he will not, you know that."

He shrugged again, skewering a piece of neat and warmng it over the
fl anes.

"Well, war has taught himto show a good pair of heels,’
"Perhaps we will awaken in the norning."

He took a bite and began to chew. It seened |like a good idea and | fetched
some for nyself.

Much later, | was awakened froma troubled sleep to stare at stars through
a screen of |eaves. Sonme onen making portion of my mnd had seized upon the
yout h and used us both badly. It was a long while before | could get back to

he acknow edged.



sl eep.

In the norning we kicked dirt over the ashes and rode on. W nade it into
t he nmountai ns that afternoon and passed through themthe follow ng day. There
wer e occasional signs of recent passage on the trail we followed, but we
encountered no one.

The foll owi ng day we passed several farmhouses and cottages, not pausing

at any of them | had opted against the wild, demonic route | had foll owed
when | had exiled Ganelon. Wile quite brief, | knew that he woul d have found
it massively disconcerting. | had wanted this tine to think, so nuch a

journeying was not called for. Now, however, the long trek was nearing its
end. We achieved Anber's sky that afternoon, and | admired it in silence. It
m ght al nbst be the Forest of Arden through which we rode. There were no horn
not es, however, no Julian, no Mdrgenstern, no stornmhounds to harry us, as
there had been in Arden when last | passed that way. There were only the bird
notes in the great-boled trees, the complaint of a squirrel, the bark of a
fox, the plash of a waterfall, the whites and bl ues and pinks of flowers in

t he shade.

The breezes of the afternoon were gentle and cool; they lulled ne so that
I was unprepared for the row of fresh graves beside the trail that came into
si ght when we rounded a bend. Near by, there was a torn and tranpled glen. W
tarried there briefly but |earned nothing nore than had been i medi ately
apparent.

W passed anot her such place farther along, and several fire-charred
groves. The trail was well worn by then and the side brush tranpled and
broken, as by the passage of nmany nen and beasts. The snell of ashes was
occasionally upon the air, and we hurried past the partly eaten carcass of a
horse now wel |l ripened where it |ay.

The sky of Anmber no | onger heartened nme, though the way was clear for a
long while after that.

The day was running to evening and the forest had thinned considerably
when Ganel on noted the snoke trails to the southeast. W took the first side
path that seened to lead in that direction, although it was tangent to Aval on
proper. It was difficult to estimate the distance, but we could tell that we
woul d not reach the place until after nightfall.

"Their army - still encanped?" Ganel on wonder ed.

"Or that of their conqueror.™

He shook his bead and | oosened his blade in its scabbard.

Toward twilight, |I left the trail to follow a sound of running water to
its source. It was a clear, clean streamthat had made its way down fromthe
mount ai ns and still bore something of their chill within it. | bathed there
trimm ng ny new beardi ng and cl eaning the dust of travel fromny garnents as
well. As we were nearing this end of our journeying, it was my wish to arrive
wi th what small splendor | could nuster. Appreciating this, Ganel on even
spl ashed water over his face and bl ew his nose |oudly.

St andi ng on the bank, blinking ny rinsed eyes at the heavens, | saw the
nmoon resolve itself sharp and clear, the fuzziness fading fromits edges. This
was the first tine it had happened. My breathing jerked to a halt and | kept
staring. Then | scanned the sky for early stars, traced the edges of clouds,
the distant nountains, the farthest trees. | |ooked back at the noon, and it
still held clear and steady. My eyesi ght was normal once again.

Ganel on drew back at the sound of ny laughter, and he never inquired as to
its cause.

Suppressing an inmpulse to sing, | renounted and headed back toward the
trail once again. The shadows deepened as we rode, and clusters of stars
bl oomed anong the branches overhead. | inhaled a big piece of the night, held
it a nonent, released it. | was nyself once again and the feeling was good.

Ganel on drew up beside ne and said in a | ow voice, "There will doubtless
be sentries.”

"Yes," | said.



"Then hadn't we better |eave the trail?"

"No. | would rather not seemfurtive. It matters not to me whet her we
arrive with an escort. W are sinply two travelers.™

"They may require the reason for our travels."

"Then |l et us be nercenaries who have heard of strife in the real mand cone
seeki ng enpl oynment "

"Yes. W |l ook the part. Let us hope they pause |ong enough to notice."

"I'f they cannot see us that well, then we are poor targets."

"True, but I amnot fully conforted by the thought."

| listened to the sounds of the horses' hoofs on the trail. The way was
not straight. It tw sted, curved, and wandered for a time, then took an upward
turn. As we nounted the rise it followed, the trees thinned even nore.

We cane to the top of a hill then, and into a fairly open area. Advanci ng,
we achi eved a sudden view that covered several nmiles. W drewrein at an
abrupt drop that curved its way into a gradual slope after ten or fifteen
preci pitous nmeters, sweeping downward to a large plain perhaps a mle distant,
then continuing on through a hilly, sporadically wooded area. The plain was
dotted with canpfires and there were a few tents toward the center of things.
A |l arge number of horses grazed near by, and | guessed there were severa
hundred nen sitting beside the fires or noving about the conpound. Ganel on
si ghed.

"At |east they seemto be nornal nen,’

“Yes."

"... And if they are normal mlitary nmen, we are probably bei ng watched
right now This is too good a vantage to | eave unposted.”

he sai d.

"Yes "
There came a noi se from behind us. W began to turn, just as a near by
voi ce said, "Don't nove!" | continued to turn ny head, and | saw four nen. Two

of them held crossbows trained on us and the other two had bl ades in their
hands. One of these advanced two paces.

"Di snount!" he ordered. "On this side! Slowy!" W clinbed down from our
mounts and faced him keeping our hands away from our weapons. "Who are you?
Where are you fron?P" he asked.

"We are mercenaries,” | replied, "fromLorraine. W heard there was
fighting here, and we are seeking enploynent. W were headed for that canp
below. It is yours, | hope?"

"... And if | said no, that we are a patrol for a force about to invade
t hat canp?"

| shrugged. "In that case, is your side interested in hiring a couple of
men?"

He spat. "The Protector has no need for your sort," he said. Then, "From
what direction do you ride?"

"East," | said.

"Did you nmeet with any difficulty recently?"

"No," | said. "Should we have?"

"Hard to say," he decided. "Renove your weapons. |'mgoing to send you
down to the canp. They will want to question you about anything you nmay have
seen in the east - anything unusual ."

"We' ve seen not hing unusual ," | said.

"What ever, they will probably feed you. Though |I doubt you will be hired.
You have conme a bit late for the fighting. Renbve your weapons now. "

He called two nore men fromwithin the trees while we unbuckl ed our sword
belts. He instructed themto escort us below, on foot. W were to | ead our
horses. The men took our weapons, and as we turned to go our interrogator
cried out, "Wait!" | turned back toward him

"You. What is your nane?" he asked ne.

"Corey" | said.

"Stand still."

He approached, drawi ng very near. He stared at ne for perhaps ten seconds.

"What is the matter?" | asked.



Instead of replying, he funmbled with a pouch at his belt. He withdrew a
handf ul of coins and held themclose to his eyes.

"Dam! It's too dark," he said, "and we can't make a light."

"For what?" | said.

"Ch, it is not of any great inportance,” he told me. "You struck nme as
fam liar, though, and I was trying to think why. You |look |like the head
stanped on sonme of our old coins. A few of themare still about.

"Doesn't he?" he addressed the nearest bowman.

The man | owered his crossbow and advanced. He squinted at me froma few
paces' distance.

"Yes," he said then, "he does."

"What was it - the one we're thinking of?"

"One of those old nen. Before ny tinme. | don't renenber."

"Me neither. Well..." He shrugged. "No inportance. Go ahead, Corey. Answer
their questions honestly and you'll not be harned.”

| turned away and left himthere in the nmoonlight, gazing after me and
scratching the top of his head.

The nmen who guarded us were not the tal kative sort. Wich was just as
wel I .

Al the way down the hill | wondered about the boy's story and the
resol ution of the conflict he had described, for | had achi eved the physica
anal ogue of the world of ny desire and would now have to operate within the
prevailing situations.

The canp had the pleasant snell of man and beast, wood snoke, roasting
nmeat, leather and oil, all intermngled in the firelight where nen tal ked,
honed weapons, repaired gear, ate, ganed, slept, drank, and watched us as we
I ed our mounts through their mdst, escorted in the direction of a nearly
central trio of tattered tents. A sphere of silence expanded about us as we
went .

We were halted before the second-largest tent and one of our guards spoke
with a man who was pacing the area. The man shook his head several tinmes and
gestured in the direction of the largest tent. The exchange | asted for severa
m nutes, then our guard returned and spoke with the other guard who waited at
our left. Finally, our man nodded and approached me while the other sumoned a
man fromthe nearest canpfire

"The officers are all at a nmeeting in the Protector's tent," he said. "W
are going to hobble your horses and put themto graze. Unstrap your things and
set themhere. You will have to wait to see the captain." | nodded, and we set
about unstow ng our bel ongi ngs and rubbing the horses down. | patted Star on
the neck and watched a small man with a linp | ead himand Ganel on's nount
Firedrake off toward the other horses. W sat on our packs then and waited.
One of the guards brought us sone hot tea and accepted a pipeful of ny
tobacco. They noved then to a spot somewhat to our rear

| watched the big tent, sipped ny tea, and thought of Anmber and a snall
night club in the Rue de Char et Pain in Brussels, on the shadow Earth | had
so long inhabited. Once | obtained the jewelers rouge | needed from here,
woul d be heading for Brussels to deal with the arns nerchants of the Qun
Bourse once again. My order would be conplicated and expensive, | realized,
because sone ammunition manufacturer would have to be persuaded to set up a
speci al production line. |I knew dealers on that Earth other than Interannco,
thanks to my itinerant mlitary background in that place, and | estinmated that
it would only take me a few nonths to get outfitted there. | began considering
the details and time passed quickly and pl easantly.

After what was probably an hour and a half, the shadows stirred within the
large tent. It was several mnutes after that before the entrance flap was
t hrown aside and nen began to emerge, slowly, tal king anong thensel ves,
gl anci ng back within. The last two tarried at the threshold, still talking
wi th someone who renai ned inside. The rest of them passed into the other
tents.

The two at the entrance edged their way outside, still facing the



interior. I could hear the sounds of their voices, although | could not nake
out what was being said. As they drifted farther outside, the man w th whom

t hey were speaking noved al so and | caught a glinpse of him The |light was at
his back and the two officers bl ocked most of my view, but | could see that he
was thin and very tall.

Qur guards had not yet stirred, indicating to me that one of the two
of ficers was the captain nentioned earlier. | continued to stare, willing them
to nove farther and grant me a better | ook at their superior

After a time they did, and a few nonents later he took a step forward.

At first, | could not tell whether it was just a play of light and
shadow. .. But no! He noved again and | had a clear view for a nonent. He was
mssing his right arm froma point just below the elbow It was so heavily
bandaged that | guessed the loss to have been quite recent.

Then his large left hand nade a downward, sweeping gesture and hovered a
good di stance out from his body. The stunmp twitched at the same nmonent, and so
did something at the back of my mind. H s hair was | ong and strai ght and
brown, and | saw the way that his jaw jutted..

He stepped outside then, and a breeze caught the cloak he wore and caused
it toflare to his right. |I sawthat his shirt was yellow, his trousers brown.
The cloak itself was a flame-1ike orange, and he caught its edge with an
unnatural ly rapid novenment of his left hand and drew it back to cover his
st unp.

| stood quickly, and his head snapped in ny direction

Qur gazes net, and neither of us noved for several heartbeats after that.

The two officers turned and stared, and then he pushed them asi de and was
striding toward me. | heard Ganelon grunt and clinb quickly to his feet. CQur
guards were taken by surprise, also.

He halted several paces before me and his hazel eyes swept over ne. He
sel dom smi |l ed, but he managed a faint one this tine.

"Cone with ne," he said, and he turned back toward his tent.

We followed him |eaving our gear where it |ay.

He dismissed the two officers with a glance, halted beside the tent's
entrance and nmotioned us in. He followed and let the flap fall behind him M

eyes took in his bedroll, a small table, benches, weapons, a canpai gn chest.
There was an oil lanp on the table, as well as books, maps, a bottle, and sone
cups. Another lamp flickered atop the chest.
He cl asped ny hand and sniled again. "Corwin," he said, "and still alive."
"Benedict," | said, smling nyself, "and breathing yet. It has been

devilish long."

"I ndeed. Who is your friend?" "H s nane is Ganel on."

"CGanel on," he said, nodding toward himbut not offering to clasp hands.

He nmoved to the table then and poured three cups of wine. He passed one to
nme, another to Ganelon, raised the third hinself.

"To your health, brother," he said.

"To yours." W drank

Then, "Be seated," he said, gesturing toward the nearest bench and seating
hinmsel f at the table, "and wel conme to Aval on."

"Thank you - Protector." He grimaced.

"The sobriquet is not unearned," he said flatly, continuing to study ny
face. "I wonder whether their earlier protector could say the same?"

"It was not really this place," | said, "and | believe that he could." He
shrugged.

"OfF course," he said. "Enough of that! \Were have you been? \What have you
been doi ng? Why have you cone here? Tell me of yourself. It has been too
[ ong. "

| nodded. It was unfortunate, but famly etiquette as well as the bal ance
of power required that | answer his questions before asking any of ny own. He
was mmy elder, and | had - albeit unknowing - intruded in his sphere of
i nfluence. It was not that | begrudged himthe courtesy. He was one of the few
anong nmy many relatives whom | respected and even liked. It was that | was



itching to question him It had been, as he had said, too |ong.
And how nuch should | tell himnow? I had no notion where his synpathies

mght lie. | did not desire to discover the reasons for his self-inposed exile
from Anber by nentioning the wong things. | would have to begin with
something fairly neutral and sound himout as | went al ong.

"There nust be a beginning," he said then. "I care not what face you put
upon it."

"There are many beginnings,"” | said. "It is difficult... | suppose
should go all the way back and take it fromthere." |I took another sip of the
Wi ne.

"Yes," | decided. "That seens sinplest - though it was only conparatively

recently that | recalled much of what bad occurred.
"It was several years after the defeat of the Monriders out of Ghenesh

and your departure that Eric and | had a major falling out,” | began. "Yes, it
was a quarrel over the succession. Dad had been nmaki ng abdi cati on noi ses
again, and he still refused to name a successor. Naturally, the old argunents

were resunmed as to who was nore legitimte. O course, you and Eric are both
nmy elders, but while Faiella, nmother to Eric and nyself, was his wife after
the death of Cymea, they - "

"Enough! " cried Benedict, slapping the table so hard that it cracked.

The | anp danced and sputtered, but by some small mracle was not upset.
The tent's entrance flap was i medi ately pushed asi de and a concerned guard
peered in. Benedict glanced at himand he w thdrew

"I do not wish to sit in on our respective bastardy proceedi ng," Benedi ct
said softly. "That obscene pastime was one of the reasons | initially absented
nmyself fromfelicity. Please continue your story w thout the benefit of
f oot notes. "

"Well - yes,"” | said, coughing lightly. "As | was saying, we had sone
rather bitter argunents concerning the whole matter. Then one evening it went
beyond nmere words. W fought."

"A duel ?"

"Not hi ng that formal. A sinultaneous decision to rmurder one another is
nore like it. At any rate, we fought for a long while and Eric finally got the
upper hand and proceeded to pulverize me. At the risk of getting ahead of ny
story, | have to add that all of this was only recalled to me about five years
ago." Benedi ct nodded, as though he understood.

"I can only conjecture as to what occurred i medi ately after | |ost
consci ousness, " | went on. "But Eric stopped short of killing me hinself. Wen
| awakened, | was on a shadow Earth in a place called London. The pl ague was
ranpant at the time, and | had contracted it. | recovered with no nenory of
anything prior to London. | dwelled on that shadow world for centuries,
seeking some clue as to ny identity. | traveled all over it, often as part of
some mlitary canpaign. | attended their universities, | spoke with sonme of
their wi sest nmen, | consulted fanmous physicians. But nowhere could | find the
key to ny past. It was obvious to ne that | was not like other men and | took
great pains to conceal this fact. | was furious because | coul d have anything
that I wanted except what | wanted nost - my own identity, nmy nenories.

"The years passed, but this anger and this longing did not. It took an
accident that fractured my skull to set off the changes that led to the return
of my first recollections. This was approximately five years ago, and the
irony of it is that | have good reason to believe Eric was responsible for the
accident. Flora had apparently been resident on that shadow Earth all al ong,
keepi ng watch over ne.

"To return to conjecture, Eric nust have stayed his hand at the | ast
nmonent, desiring ny death, but not wanting it traceable to him So he
transported ne through Shadow to a place of sudden, alnost certain death -
doubtl ess to return and say that we had argued and | had ridden off in a huff,
muttering somet hi ng about goi ng away again. W had been hunting in the Forest
of Arden that day - just the two of us, together."

"I find it strange," Benedict interrupted, "that two rivals such as



your sel ves should elect to hunt together under such circunstances."

| took a sip of wine and smil ed.

"Perhaps it was a trifle nore contrived than | nade it sound," | said.
"Perhaps we both wel comed the opportunity to hunt together. Just the two of
us."

"I see," he said. "So it is possible that your situations could have been
reversed?"

"Well," | said, "that is difficult to say. | do not believe | would have
gone that far. | amtal king as of now, of course. People do change, you know.
Back then...? Yes, | mght have done the sane thing to him | cannot say for

certain, but it is possible.” He nodded again, and | felt a flash of anger
whi ch passed quickly into amusenent.

"Fortunately, | amnot out to justify my own notives for anything," |
continued. "To go on with ny guesswork, | believe that Eric kept tabs on ne
after that, doubtless disappointed at first that | had survived, but satisfied
as to nmy harm essness. So he arranged to have Flora keep an eye on ne, and the
worl d turned peacefully for a long while. Then, presumably, Dad abdi cated and
di sappeared wi thout the question of the succession having been settled - "

"The hell he did!" said Benedict. "There was no abdi cation. He just
vani shed. One norning he sinply was not in his chanbers. Hs bed had not even
been slept in. There were no nessages. He had been seen entering the suite the
eveni ng before, but no one saw himdepart. And even this was not considered
strange for a long while. At first it was sinply thought that he was
soj ourni ng i n Shadow once agai n, perhaps to seek another bride. It was a |ong
whi | e before anyone dared suspect foul play or chose to construe this as a
novel form of abdication."

"I was not aware of this," | said. "Your sources of information seemto
have been closer to the heart of things than mne were."

He only nodded, giving rise to uneasy specul ations on my part as to his
contact in Anber. For all | knew, he could be pro-Eric these days.

"When was the last tinme you were back there yoursel f?" | ventured.

"Alittle over twenty years ago," he replied, "but | keep in touch."

Not with anyone who had cared to nention it to me! He must have known that
as he said it, so did he mean me to take it as a caution - or a threat? My
m nd raced. O course he possessed a set of the Major Trunps. | fanned them
mental ly and went through themlike mad. Random had professed i gnorance as to
hi s whereabouts. Brand had been missing a long while. | had had indication
that he was still alive, inprisoned in sone unpleasant place or other and in
no position to report on the happenings in Arber. Flora could not have been
his contact, as she had been in virtual exile in Shadow herself unti
recently. Llewella was in Rebnma. Deirdre was in Rebma al so, and had been out
of favor in Amber when last | saw her. Fiona? Julian had told me she was
"somewhere to the south.” He was uncertain as to precisely where. Wo did that
| eave?

Eric hinmself, Julian, Gerard, or Caine, as | sawit. Scratch Eric. He
woul d not have passed along the details of Dad's non-abdication in a manner
that would allow things to be taken as Benedict had taken them Julian
supported Eric, but was not w thout personal anbitions of the highest order
He woul d pass along information if it night benefit himto do so. Ditto for
Cai ne. Cerard, on the other hand, had always struck ne as nore interested in
the wel fare of Amber itself than in the question of who sat on its throne. He
was not over-fond of Eric, though, and had once been willing to support either
Bl eys or myself over him | believed he woul d have consi dered Benedict's
awar eness of events to be sonething in the nature of an insurance policy for
the realm Yes, it was alnost certainly one of these three. Julian hated ne.
Cai ne neither liked nor disliked ne especially, and Gerard and | shared fond
menories that went all the way back to nmy childhood. |I would have to find out
who it was, quickly - and he was not yet ready to tell me, of course, know ng
not hi ng of my present notives. A liaison with Arber could be used to hurt ne
or benefit me in short order, depending upon his desire and the person on the



other end. It was therefore both sword and shield to him and | was sonmewhat
hurt that he had chosen to display these accoutrenments so quickly. | chose to
take it that his recent injury had served to nmake hi mabnormally wary, for
had certainly never given himcause for distress. Still, this caused ne to
feel abnormally wary also, a sad thing to know when neeting one's brother
again for the first time in many years.

"It is interesting," | said, swirling the wine within nmy cup. "In this
light, then, it appears that everyone may have acted prematurely."

"Not everyone," he said.

I felt nmy face redden

"Your pardon," | said.

He nodded curtly.

"Pl ease continue your telling."

"Well, to continue ny chain of assunptions,” | said, "when Eric decided
that the throne had been vacant |ong enough and the tine had conme to make his
nove, he nust al so have decided that ny amesia was not sufficient and that it
woul d be better to see ny claimquitted entirely. At this time, he arranged
for me to have an accident off on that shadow Earth, an accident which should
have proven fatal but did not."

"How do you know this? How much of it is guesswork?"

"Flora as nmuch as admitted it to me - including her own conplicity in the
thing - when | questioned her later."

"Very interesting. Go on."

"The bash on nmy head provi ded what even Sigmund Freud had been unable to

obtain for ne earlier," | said. "There returned to nme small recollections that
grew stronger and stronger - especially after | encountered Flora and was
exposed to all manner of things that stimulated my menory. | was able to

convince her that it had fully returned, so her speech was open as to people
and things. Then Random showed up, fleeing fromsonething - "

"Fl eei ng? From what ? Why?"

"From some strange creatures out of Shadow. | never found out why."

"Interesting,"” he said, and | had to agree. | had thought of it often
back in ny cell, wondering just why Random had entered, stage left, pursued by
Furies, in the first place. Fromthe nmoment we nmet until the noment we parted,
we had been in some sort of peril; | had been preoccupied with my own troubles
and he had vol unteered not hi ng concerning his abrupt appearance. It had
crossed my mind, of course, at the time of his arrival, but | was uncertain as
to whether it was sonething of which | night be expected to have know edge,

and | let it go at that. Events then submerged it until later in ny cell and
again the present nonent. Interesting? Indeed. Al so, troubling.
"I managed to take in Randomas to my condition," | continued. "He

beli eved | was seeking the throne, when all that | was consciously seeki ng was
my menory. He agreed to help ne return to Anber, and he succeeded in getting
me back. Well, alnost,"” | corrected. "W wound up in Rebma. By then, | had
told Random ny true condition, and he proposed ny wal ki ng the Pattern again as
a neans of restoring it fully. The opportunity was there, and | took it. It
proved effective, and | used the power of the Pattern to transport nyself into
Anber." He smil ed.

"At this point. Random nust have been a very unhappy nman," he said.

"He was not exactly singing with glee," | said. "He had accepted Mire's
judgrent, that he wed a wonan of her choosing - a blind girl named Vialle -
and remain there with her for at least a year. | left himbehind, and | later

| earned that he had done this thing. Deirdre was al so there. W had
encountered her along the way, in flight from Anber, and the three of us had
ent ered Rebrma together. She renai ned behind, also.”

| finished ny wi ne and Benedi ct nodded toward the bottle. It was al npst
enpty, though, so he fetched a fresh bottle fromhis chest and we filled our
cups. | took a long swallow. It was better wine than the previous. Mist have
been his private stock.

"In the palace," | went on, "I nade ny way to the library, where



obt ai ned a pack of the Tarots. This was my nmain reason for venturing there. |
was surprised by Eric before | could do nuch el se and we fought, there in the
library. | succeeded in wounding himand believe | could have finished him
save that reinforcenents arrived and | was forced to flee. | contacted Bl eys

t hen, who gave nme passage to himin Shadow. You may have heard the rest from
your own sources. How Bleys and | threw in together, assaulted Amber, lost. He
fell fromthe face of Kolvir. |I tossed himny Tarots and be caught them |
understand that his body was never found. But it was a |l ong way down - though
| believe the tide was high by then. | do not know whether he died that day or
not . "

"Neither do |I," said Benedict.
"So | was inprisoned and Eric was crowned. | was prevail ed upon to assi st
in the coronation, despite a small denurrer on ny part. | did succeed in

crowni ng nyself before that bastard - geneal ogically speaking - had it back
and placed it on his own head. Then he had ne blinded and sent to the
dungeons. "

He | eaned forward and studied nmy face. "Yes," he said, "I had heard that.
How was it done?"

"Hot irons," | said, wincing involuntarily and repressing an inpulse to
clutch at ny eyes. "I passed out partway through the ordeal."

"WAs there actual contact with the eyeballs?"

"Yes," | said. "I think so."

"And how long did the regeneration take?"

"I't was close to four years before | could see again," | said, "and ny
vision is just getting back to normal now. So - about five years altogether, |
woul d say."

He | eaned back, sighed, and smiled faintly.

"Good," he said. "You give me some small hope. Others of us have | ost
portions of their anatony and experienced regeneration also, of course, but I
never | ost anything significant - until now. "

"Ch yes," | said. "It is a nost inpressive record. | reviewed it regularly
for years. A collection of bits and pieces, many of themforgotten | daresay,
but by the principals and nyself: fingertips, toes, earlobes. | would say that
there is hope for your arm Not for a long while, of course.

"It is a good thing that you are anbi dextrous,"” | added.

H's smile went on and off and he took a drink of wine. No, he was not
ready to tell me what had happened to him

| took another sip of ny own. | did not want to tell him about Dworkin. |
had wanted to save Dworkin as sonething of an ace in the hole. None of us
understood the man's full power, and he was obviously mad. But he could be
mani pul at ed. Even Dad had apparently cone to fear himafter a tine, and had
had hi m | ocked away. What was it that he had told ne back in ny cell? That Dad
had had hi mconfined after he had announced his di scovery of a nmeans for
destroying all of Amber. If this was not just the ranbling of a psychotic and
was the real reason for his being where he was, then Dad had been far nore
generous that | would have been. The man was too dangerous to let live. On the
ot her hand, though, Dad had been trying to cure himof his condition. Dworkin
had spoken of doctors, men he had frightened away or destroyed when he had
turned his powers against them Mst of ny menories of himwere of a w se,
kindly old man, quite devoted to Dad and the rest of the famly. It would be
difficult readily to destroy soneone like that if there was some hope. He had
been confined to what should have been inescapable quarters. Yet when he had
grown bored one day, he had sinply wal ked out. No nan can wal k t hrough Shadow
in Arber, the very absence of Shadow, so he had done sonething | did not
under st and, something involving the principle behind the Trunps, and had | eft
his quarters. Before he returned to them | managed to persuade himto provide
me with a simlar exit fromm own cell, one that transported nme to the
i ght house of Cabra, where | recovered sonmewhat, then set out upon the voyage
that took me to Lorraine. Most likely he was still undetected. As | understood
it, our famly had al ways possessed special powers, but it was he who anal yzed



them and formalized their functions by means of the Pattern and the Tarots. He
had often tried to discuss the matter, but it had seened awfully abstract and
boring to nost of us. W are a very pragmatic fanmly, damm it! Brand was the
only one who seened to have had any interest in the subject. And Fiona. | had
al nost forgotten. Sonetinmes Fiona would listen. And Dad. Dad knew an awful | ot
of things that he never discussed. He never had much tine for us, and there
were so nmany things about himthat we did not know. But he was probably as
wel | versed as Dworkin in whatever principles were involved. Their main
di fference was one of application. Dworkin was an artist. | do not really know
what Dad was. He never encouraged intinmacy, though he was not an unkind
father. \Whenever he took note of us, he was quite lavish with gifts and
di versions. But he left our upbringing to various nenbers of his court. He
tolerated us, | feel, as occasionally inevitable consequences of passion
Actually, | amquite surprised that the famly is not nuch |arger. The
thirteen of us, plus two brothers and a sister | knew who were now dead,
represent close to fifteen hundred years of parental production. There had
been a few others al so, of whom | had heard, |ong before us, who had not
survived. Not a trenendous batting average for so lusty a |liege, but then none
of us had proved excessively fertile either. As soon as we were able to fend
for ourselves and wal k i n Shadow, Dad had encouraged us to do so, find places
where we woul d be happy and settle there. This was ny connection with the
Aval on which is no nore. So far as | knew, Dad's own origins were known only
to hinmself. | had never encountered anyone whose nenory stretched back to a
ti me when there had been no Oberon. Strange? Not to know where one's own
father cones from when one has had centuries in which to exercise one's
curiosity? Yes. But he was secretive, powerful, shrewd - traits we all possess
to some degree. He wanted us well situated and satisfied, | feel - but never
so endowed as to present a threat to his own reign. There was in him |
guessed, an el enent of uneasiness, a not unjustifiable sense of caution with
respect to our learning too much concerning hinmself and tines | ong gone by. |
do not believe that he had ever truly envisioned a tinme when he would not rule
in Arber. He occasionally spoke, jokingly or grunblingly, of abdication. But I
always felt this to be a calculated thing, to see what responses it would
provoke. He rmust have realized the state of affairs his passing would produce,
but refused to believe that the situation would ever occur. And no one of us
really knew all of his duties and responsibilities, his secret commtnents. As
di stasteful as | found the adm ssion, | was conming to feel that none of us was
really fit to take the throne. | would have liked to blanme Dad for this
i nadequacy, but unfortunately | had known Freud too long not to feel self -
consci ous about it. Also, | was now beginning to wonder about the validity of
any of our clains. If there had been no abdication and he did indeed stil
live, then the best of us could really hope to do was sit in regency. | would
not |l ook forward - especially fromthe throne - to his returning and finding
things otherwise. Let's face it, | was afraid of him and not without cause.
Only a fool does not fear a genuine power that he does not understand. But
whet her the title be king or regent, ny claimon it was stronger than Eric's
and | was still determned to have it. If a power out of Dad's dark past,
whi ch none of us really understood, could serve to secure it, and if Dworkin
did represent such a power, then he nust remain hidden until he could be
enpl oyed on ny behal f.

Even, | asked nyself, if the power he represented was the power to destroy
Amber itself, and with it to shatter the shadow worlds and capsize all of
exi stence as | understood it?

Especially then, | answered nyself. For who el se could be trusted with
such power? W are indeed a very pragmatic fanmly

More wi ne, and then | funbled with ny pipe, cleaning it, repacking it.

"That, basically, is nmy story to date," | said, regardi ng ny handi work,
rising and taking a light fromthe lanp. "After | recovered ny sight,
managed to escape, fled Anber, tarried for a time in a place called Lorraine,
where | encountered Ganel on, then came here.”



"Why?" | reseated nyself and | ooked at hi m again.

"Because it is near to the Avalon | once knew, " | said.

| had purposely refrained from mentioning any earlier acquai ntanceship
wi th Ganel on, and hoped that he would take a cue fromit. This shadow was near
enough to our Avalon so that Ganelon should be familiar with its topography
and nost of its custonms. For whatever it was worth, it seened politic to keep
this informati on from Benedi ct.

He passed over it as | thought he might, buried there where it was beside
nore interesting digging.

"And of your escape?" he asked. "How did you manage that?"

"I had hel p, of course,” | admtted, "in getting out of the cell. Once out
- Well, there are still a few passages of which Eric is unaware."

"I see," he said, nodding - hoping, naturally, that | would go on to
mention ny partisans' nanes, but knowi ng better than to ask.

| puffed ny pipe and | eaned back, smling.

"It is good to have friends," he said, as if in agreenent with sone
unvoi ced thought | night be entertaining.

"I guess that we all have a few of themin Amber."

"I like to think so," he said. Then, "I understand you left the partly
whittled cell door |ocked behind you, had set fire to your beddi ng, and had
drawn pictures on the wall."

"Yes," | said. "Prolonged confinenment does sonething to a man's nind. At
least, it did to mne. There are long periods during which I know | was
irrational."”

"I do not envy you the experience, brother," he said. "Not at all. Wat
are your plans now?"

"They are still uncertain."

"Do you feel that you might wish to remain here?"

"l do not know," | said. "Wiat is the state of affairs here?"

"I amin charge," he said - a sinmple statenent of fact, not a boast. "I
believe | have just succeeded in destroying the only major threat to the
realm If |I amcorrect, then a reasonably tranquil period should be at hand.
The price was high" - he glanced at what remained of his arm- "but will have
been worth it - as shall be seen before very |ong, when things have returned
to normal ."

He then proceeded to relate what was basically the sane situation the
yout h had described, going on to tell how they had won the battle. The | eader
of the hellmaids slain, her riders had bolted and fled. Mst of themwere also
slain then, and the caverns had been seal ed once nore. Benedict had decided to
maintain a small force in the field for nopping-up purposes, his scouts the
whi |l e conbing the area for survivors.

He made no nention of the neeting between hinself and their |eader
Lintra.

"Who slew their |eader?" | asked him

"I managed it," he said, making a sudden nmovenent with his stunp, "though
| hesitated a nonent too long on ny first blow "

| glanced away and so did Ganel on. Wen | | ooked back, his face had
returned to normal and he had [owered his arm
"W | ooked for you. Did you know that, - Corwi n?" he asked. "Brand

searched for you in many shadows, as did Gerard. You guessed correctly as to
what Eric said after your disappearance that day. W were inclined to | ook
farther than his word, however. W tried your Trunp repeatedly, but there was
no response. It nust be that brain danage can block it. That is interesting.
Your failure to respond to the Trunp led us to believe you had died. Then
Julian, Caine, and Random joi ned the search.”

"Al'l that? Really? | am astonished."

He smil ed.

"Ch," | said then, and sniled myself.

Their joining the hunt at that point meant that it was not ny welfare that
concerned them but the possibility of obtaining evidence of fratricide



against Eric, so as to displace himor blackmail him

"I sought for you in the vicinity of Avalon,” he continued, "and | found
this place and was taken by it. It was in a pitiful condition in those days,
and for generations | worked to restore it to its former glory. Wiile | began
this in menmory of you, | devel oped a fondness for this land and its people.
They came to consider nme their protector, and so did I."

| was troubled as well as touched by this. Was he inplying that | had
fouled things up terribly and that he had tarried here to put themin order -
so as to clean up after his kid brother this one last time? O did he nean
that he realized | had loved this place - or a place very much like it - and
that he had worked to set it in good order as sonething |I mght have w shed
done? Perhaps | was becom ng oversensitive.

"It is good to know that | was sought,"” | said, "and it is very good to
know t hat you are the defender of this land. | would like to see this place,
for it does remind ne of the Avalon that | knew. Wuld you have any objections
to ny visiting here?"

"That is all that you wish to do? Visit?"

"That is all that I had in mnd."

"Know then that what is renenbered of the shadow of yourself that once
rei gned here is not good. Children are not naned Corwin in this place, nor am
| brother to any Corwin here."

"I understand,” | said. "My nanme is Corey. Can we be old friends?" He
nodded.

"dd friends of mne are always welcone to visit here," he said.

I smiled and nodded. | felt insulted that he woul d entertain the notion
that | had designs upon this shadow of a shadow. |, who had - albeit but for
an instant - felt the cold fire of Amber's crown upon my brow.

I wondered what his attitude would have been had he known of ny
responsibility, when it cane down to basics, for the raids. For that matter, |
suppose, | was al so responsible for the loss of his arm | preferred to push
t hi ngs one step farther back, however, and hold Eric responsible. After all
it was his action that had pronpted my curse

Still, | hoped that Benedict would never find out | wanted very badly to
know where he stood with respect to Eric. Wuld he support him throw his
wei ght behind nme, or just stay out of the way when |I made ny nove? Conversely,
I was certain that he wondered whether my anbitions were dead or stil
snoldering - and if the latter, what ny plans were for stoking them So..

Who was going to raise the matter?

| took several good puffs on ny pipe, finished nmy wine, poured sonme nore,
puffed again. | listened to the sounds of the canp, the wind, my stomach..
Benedi ct took a sip of w ne.

Then, "What are your |ong-range plans?" he asked ne, al nbst casually.

| could say that | had not nade up ny nmind yet, that | was sinply happy to

be free, alive, seeing... | could tell himthat that was enough for me, for

now, that | had no special plans..

...And he would know that | lied in my teeth. For he knew me better than that.
So, "You know what ny plans are," | said.

"I'f you were to ask for my support,” he said, "I would deny it. Anber is
i n bad enough shape w t hout another power grab."

"BEric is a usurper."

"I choose to | ook upon himas regent only. At this tine, any of us who
clains the throne is guilty of usurpation.”

"Then you believe Dad still 1ives?"

"Yes. Alive and distressed. He has nmade several attenpts to comunicate."

| succeeded in keeping nmy face from showi ng anything. So | was not the
only one, then. To reveal ny experiences at this point would sound
hypocritical, opportunistic, or a flat lie - since in our seem ng contact of
five years ago he had given ne the go-ahead to take the throne. O course, he
could have been referring to a regency then..

"You did not |end support to Eric when he took the throne," | said. "Wuld



you give it to himnow that he holds it, if an attenpt were made to unseat
hi nP"

"It is as | said,” he told me. "I look upon himas regent. | do not say
that | approve of this, but | desire no further strife in Amber."

"Then you woul d support hi n"

"I have said all that | have to say on the matter. You are welcome to
visit nmy Aval on, but not to use it as a staging area for an invasion of Anber.
Does that clarify matters with respect to anything you may have in m nd?"

"It clarifies matters,"” | said.
"This being the case, do you still wish to visit here?"
"I do not know," | said. "Does your desire to avoid strife in Anber work

bot h ways?"

"What do you nean?"

"I mean that if | were returned to Anber against nmy will, | would dam
wel |l create as much strife as | could to prevent a recurrence of my previous
situation."”

The lines went out of his face and he slowy | owered his eyes.

"I did not mean to inply that | would betray you. Do you think that | am
wi t hout feelings, Corwin? | would not see you inprisoned again, blinded - or
worse. You are always wel cone to visit here, and you may | eave your fears
along with your anbitions at the border."

"Then | would still like to visit," | said. "I have no arny, nor did
cone here to recruit one."

"Then you know that you are nost wel cone.™

"Thank you, Benedict. While |I did not expect to find you here, I am gl ad
that | did." He reddened faintly and nodded.

"It pleases ne, also," he said. "Am | the first of us you have seen -
since your escape?" | nodded.

"Yes, and | amcurious as to how everyone is faring. Any major reports?"

"No new deaths,” he said.

We both chuckl ed, and | knew that | would have to turn up the famly
gossip on ny own. It had been worth the attenpt, though

"I amplanning on remaining in the field for a time," he said, "and
continuing nmy patrols until | amsatisfied that none of the invaders renain.
It could be another week before we w thdraw "

"Ch? Then it was not a total victory?"

"I believe that it was, but | never take unnecessary chances. It is worth
alittle nore tine to be certain.”

"Prudent," | said, nodding.

"...So unless you have a strong desire to remain here in canp, | see no
reason why you shoul d not proceed on toward town and get near the center of
things. | maintain several residences about Avalon. | have in mnd for your

use a small manor house that | have found pleasant. It is not far fromtown.
"I look forward to seeing it."

"I will provide you with a map and a letter to ny steward in the
nor ni ng. "

"Thank you, Benedict."

"I will join you there as soon as | have finished here," he said, "and in
the neantime, | have nessengers passing that way daily. | will keep in touch
wi th you through them"

"Very good. "

"Then find yourselves a confortable piece of ground,"” he said. "You'll not
mss the breakfast call, |I'msure.”

"I seldomdo," | said. "lIs it all right if we sleep at that spot where we

| eft our gear?"
"Certainly," he said, and we finished the wi ne.

As we left his tent, | seized the flap up high when | opened it and was
able to squeeze it several inches to the side when | cast it before ne.
Benedi ct bade us good night and turned away as he let it fall, not noticing

the gap of several inches that | had created along its one side.



| made ny bed up a good distance to the right of our equipnment, facing in
the direction of Benedict's tent, and | noved the gear itself as |I rummaged
through it. Ganel on shot ne a quizzical |ook, but | sinply nodded and nade a
nmoverrent with my eyes toward the tent. He gl anced that way, returned the nod,
and proceeded to spread his own bl ankets farther to the right

| measured it with ny eyes, wal ked over, and said, "You know, |'d mnuch
rather sleep here. Would you mnd switching with me?" | added a wi nk for
enphasi s.

"Makes no difference to ne," be said, shrugging.

The canpfires had died or were dying, and nost of the conpany had turned
in. The guard only paid us heed a couple of times around. The canp was very
qui et and there were no clouds to obscure the brilliance of the stars. | was
tired, and the snells of the snoke and the danp earth canme pleasantly to ny
nostrils, remnding me of other tines and places such as this and the rest at
t he day's end.

Instead of closing ny eyes, however, | fetched nmy pack and propped ny back
against it, filled nmy pipe again, and struck it to life.

| adjusted ny position twice as he paced within the tent. Once, he
vani shed fromny field of vision and renai ned hidden for several nonents. But
the far light noved then, and | knew that he had opened the chest. Then he
cane into sight once nore and cleared the table, dropped back for an instant,
returned and reseated hinself in his earlier position. | nmoved so that | could
keep sight of his left arm

He was pagi ng through a book, or sorting sonething of about that size.
Cards, maybe? Naturally.

I would have given a lot for one glinpse of the Trunp that he finally
settled upon and held before him | would have given a ot to have G ayswandir
beneat h ny hand, in case another person suddenly cane into the tent by neans
other than the entrance through which | spied. My palns and the soles of ny
feet tingled, in anticipation of flight or conbat.

But he renained al one.

He sat there unnmoving for perhaps a quarter of an hour, and when he
finally stirred it was only to replace the cards sonewhere in his chest and to
extingui sh the | anps.

The guard continued on his nonotonous rounds and Ganel on began to snore.

| enptied ny pipe and rolled over onto ny side.

Tormorrow, | told nyself. If | wake up here tonorrow, everything will be
all right..

The GQuns O Aval on
Chapter 5

| sucked on a blade of grass and watched the mll wheel turn. | was |lying
on nmy stomach on the streanml s opposite bank, ny head propped in ny hands.
There was a tiny rainbowin the m st above the froth and boil at the foot of

the waterfall, and an occasional droplet found its way to me. The steady
spl ashing and the sound of the wheel drowned out all other noises in the wood.
The m |l was deserted today, and | contenplated it because | had not seen its

like in ages. Watching the wheel and listening to the water were nore than
just relaxing. It was sonewhat hypnoti c.

It was our third day at Benedict's place, and Ganel on was off in town
seeki ng anusenent. | had acconpani ed himon the previous day and | earned what
| wanted to know at that tine. Now | had no tine for sight-seeing. | had to
thi nk and act quickly. There had been no difficulty at the canmp. Benedict had
seen us fed and had furnished us with the map and the letter he had promni sed.
W had departed at sunrise and arrived at the manor around m dday. W were
wel | received, and after settling into the quarters we were shown, we had nmade
our way into town, where we had spent the bal ance of the day.



Benedi ct was planning to remain in the field for several nore days.
woul d have to be done with the task | had set nyself before he canme hone. So a
hellride was in order. There was no time for leisurely journeying, | had to
renmenber the proper shadows and be under way soon

It would have been refreshing, being in this place that was so like ny
Aval on, except that my thwarted purposes were reaching the point of obsession
Real i zing this was not tantamount to controlling it, however. Famliar sights
and sounds had diverted me only briefly, then | had turned once nore to ny
pl anni ng.

It should work out neatly, as | sawit. This one journey should solve two
of my problens, if | could manage it w thout arousing suspicion. It meant that
| would definitely be gone overnight, but | had anticipated this and had
al ready instructed Ganelon to cover for ne.

My head nodding with each creak of the wheel, | forced everything el se
fromnmy mnd and set about remenbering the necessary texture of the sand, its
coloration, the tenperature, the wi nds, the touch of salt in the air, the
cl ouds. ..

| slept then and | dreamed, but not of the place that | sought.

| regarded a big roulette wheel, and we were all of us on it - ny
brothers, ny sisters, nyself, and others whom | knew or had known - rising and
falling, each with his allotted section. W were all shouting for it to stop
for us and wailing as we passed the top and headed down once nore. The whee
had begun to slow and | was on the rise. A fair-haired youth hung upsi de down
before ne, shouting pleas and warnings that were drowned in the cacophony of
voi ces. H's face darkened, withed, becane a horrible thing to behold, and
sl ashed at the cord that bound his ankle and he fell from sight. The whee
sl owed even nore as | neared the top, and | saw Lorrai ne then. She was
gesturing, beckoning frantically, and calling nmy name. | |eaned toward her
seeing her clearly, wanting her, wanting to help her. But as the whee
continued its turning she passed fromny sight. "Corw n!"

| tried to ignore her cry, for I was alnost to the top. It canme again, but
| tensed myself and prepared to spring upward. If it did not stop for ne, |
was going to try ginmcking the damed thing, even though falling off would
mean ny total ruin. | readied nmyself for the | eap. Another click... "Corwin!"

It receded, returned, faded, and | was | ooking toward the water whee
again with nmy name echoing in ny ears and ningling, nerging, fading into the
sound of the stream

| blinked ny eyes and ran ny fingers through nmy hair. A nunber of
dandelions fell about nmy shoulders as | did so, and | heard a giggle from
sonewher e behi nd ne.

| turned quickly and stared.

She stood about a dozen paces fromne, a tail, slender girl with dark eyes
and cl ose-cropped brown hair. She wore a fencing jacket and held a rapier in
her right hand, a nmask in her left. She was |ooking at nme and | aughi ng. Her
teeth were white, even and a trifle long; a band of freckles crossed her small
nose and the upper portions of her well-tanned cheeks. There was that air of
vitality about her which is attractive in ways different fromnere coneliness.
Especi al |l y, perhaps, when viewed fromthe vantage of many years. She sal uted
me with her blade. "En garde, Corwi n!" she said.

"Who the Devil are you?" | asked, just then noticing a jacket, mask, and
rapi er beside nme in the grass.

"No questions, no answers," she said. "Not till we've fenced."

She fitted her mask over her head then and waited.

I rose and picked up the jacket. | could see that it would be easier to
fence than argue with her. The fact that she knew my nane di sturbed ne, and
the nore that | thought of it the nmore she seemed sonehow fam liar. It was

best to hunor her, | decided, shrugging into the jacket and buckling it. |
pi cked up the bl ade, pulled on the mask.
"AI'l right," | said, sketching a brief salute and advancing. "Al right."

She noved forward then and we net. | let her carry the attack



She canme on very fast with a beat-feint-feint-thrust. My riposte was tw ce
as fast, but she was able to parry it and cone back with equal speed. | began
a slow retreat then, drawi ng her out. She | aughed and came on, pressing ne
hard. She was good and she knew it. She wanted to show off. She al nost got
through twice, too, in the same way - lowline - which | did not like at all.
| caught her with a stop-thrust as soon as | could after that. She cursed
softly, good-naturedly, as she acknow edged it and cane right back at ne. | do
not ordinarily like to fence with wonmen, no matter how good they are, but this
time | discovered that | was enjoying nyself. The skill and grace w th which
she carried the attacks and bore them gave nme pleasure to behold and respond
to, and | found nyself contenplating the mind that |lay behind that style. At
first, I had wanted to tire her quickly, to conclude the match and question
her. Now | found nyself desiring to prolong the encounter

She did not tire readily. There was small cause for concern on that count.
I lost track of time as we stanped back and forth al ong the bank of the
stream our blades clicking steadily.

A long while nmust have passed, though, before she stanped her heel and
threw up her blade in a final salute. She tore off her mask then and gave ne
anot her smle.

"Thank you!" she said, breathing heavily.

| returned the salute and drew off the bird cage. | taned and funbled wth
t he jacket buckles, and before | realized it she had approached and ki ssed ne
on the cheek. She had not had to stand tiptoe to do it either. | felt

monentarily confused, but | smled. Before | could say anything, she had taken
my armand turned ne back in the direction fromwhich we had cone.

"I"ve brought us a picnic basket," she said.

"Very good. | am hungry. | amalso curious..."

"I will tell you anything that you want to hear,

"How about telling me your nane?" | said.

"Dara," she replied. "My name is Dara, after ny grandnother."

She gl anced at ne as she said it, as though hoping for a reaction.
al nrost hated to di sappoint her, but | nodded and repeated it, then, "Wy did
you call nme Corwi n?" | asked.

"Because that is your name," she said. "l recognized you."

"From where?" She rel eased ny arm

"Here it is," she said, reaching behind a tree and raising a basket that
had been resting upon the ridges of exposed roots.

"I hope the ants didn't get to it," she said, noving to a shaded area
besi de the stream and spreading a cloth upon the ground.

I hung the fencing gear on a nearby shrub

"You seemto carry quite a few things around with you," | observed.

"My horse is back that way," she said, gesturing downstreamw th her head.

She returned her attention to wei ghing down the cloth and unpacki ng the
basket .

"Why way back there?" | asked.

"So that | could sneak up on you, of course. If you' d heard a horse
cl onpi ng around you' d have been awake sure as hell."

"You're probably right," | said.

She paused as though pondering deeply, then spoiled it with a giggle.
"But you didn't the first time, though. Still..."

she said nerrily.

"The first time?" | said, seeing she wanted me to ask it.

"Yes, | alnost rode over you awhil e back," she said. "You were sound
asl eep. Wien | saw who it was, | went back for a picnic basket and the fencing
gear."

"Ch. | see."

"Come and sit down now," she said. "And open the bottle, will you?"

She put a bottle beside my place and carefully unw apped two crysta
gobl ets, which she then set in the center of the cloth.
I moved to ny place and sat down.

"That is Benedict's best crystal,” | noted, as | opened the bottle.



"Yes," she said. "Do be careful not to upset them when you pour - and
t think we should clink themtogether."
"No, | don't think we should," | said, and | poured. She raised her gl ass.
"To the reunion," she said.
"What reuni on?"
"Qurs." "I have never net you before.”
"Don't be so prosaic," she said, and took a drink
| shrugged. "To the reunion.”
She began to eat then, so | did too. She was so enjoying the air of
nmystery she had created that | wanted to cooperate, just to keep her happy.
"Now where could | have met you?" | ventured. "Was it sone great court? A
harem perhaps...?"
"Perhaps it was in Amber," she said. "There you were..."
"Anber?" | said, remenbering that | was hol ding Benedict's crystal and
confining ny enotions to nmy voice. "Just who are you, anyway?"
"...There you were - handsome, conceited, admired by all the ladies," she
continued, "and there | was - a mousy little thing, admiring you from afar

don

Gray, or pastel - not vivid - little Dara - a late blooner, | hasten to add -
eating her heart out for you - " | nmuttered a mld obscenity and she | aughed
again. "That wasn't it?" she asked.

"No," | said, taking another bite of beef and bread. "Mire likely it was
that brothel where | sprained ny back. | was drunk that night "

"You renenber!" she cried. "It was a part-tine job. | used to break horses
during the day."

"I give up," | said, and | poured nore wi ne.

The really irritating thing was that there was sonething damably faniliar
about her. But from her appearance and her behavior, | guessed her age at
about seventeen. This pretty much precluded our paths ever having crossed.

"Di d Benedict teach you your fencing?" | asked.

"Yes."

"What is he to you?"

"My lover, of course," she replied. "He keeps nme in jewels and furs - and
he fences with nme." She | aughed agai n.

| continued to study her face. Yes, it was possible... "I amhurt," |
said, finally.

"Why?" she asked

"Benedict didn't give me a cigar."

"Cigar?"

"You are his daughter, aren't you?"

She reddened, but she shook her head. "No," she said. "But you are getting
cl ose. ™

"G anddaughter?" | said. "Wll... sort of."

"I amafraid that | do not understand."”

"Grandfather is what he likes me to call him Actually, though, he was ny
grandnot her's father."

"I see. Are there any others at hone |ike you?"

"No, | amthe only one."

"What of your nother - and your grandnother?"

"Dead, both of them"

"How did they die?"

"Violently. Both tinmes it happened while he was back in Arber. | believe
that is why he has not returned there for a long while now. He does not |ike
to | eave ne unprotected - even though he knows that | can take care of mnyself.
You know that | can, too, don't you?"

| nodded. It explained several things, one of them being why he was
Protector here. He had to keep her sonewhere, and he certainly would not want
to take her back to Amber. He woul d not even want her existence known to the
rest of us. She could be nmade into an easy arm ock. And it woul d be out of
keeping to make ne aware of her so readily.

So, "I do not believe that you are supposed to be here," | said, "and



feel that Benedict would be quite angry if he knew that you were."

"You are just the sane as he is! | aman adult, dam it!"

"Have you heard me deny it? You are supposed to be sonepl ace el se, though
aren't you?"

She filled her nouth instead of answering. So | did, too. After severa
unconfortabl e m nutes of chewing, | decided to start on a fresh subject. "How
did you recognize me?" | asked. She swall owed, took a drink of w ne, grinned.
"From your picture, of course," she said.

"\What picture?"

"On the card,"” she said. "W used to play with themwhen | was very snall.
| learned all ny relatives that way. You and Eric are the other good
swordsnen, | knew that. That is why | - "

"You have a set of the Trunps?" | interrupted.

"No," she said, pouting. "He wouldn't give me a set - and | know he has
several, too."

"Real | y? Where does he keep then®"

She narrowed her eyes, focusing themon nmy own. Damm! | hadn't neant to
sound that eager.

But, "He has a set with himnost of the time," she said, "and | have no
i dea where he keeps the others. Why? Wn't he |l et you see thenP"

"I haven't asked him™" | told her. "Do you understand their significance?"

"There were certain things | was not allowed to do when | was near them |
gat her that they have a special use, but he never told ne what it is. They are
quite inportant, aren't they?"

“Yes."

"I thought so. He is always so careful with them Do you have a set?"

"Yes, but it's out on |loan just now "

"I see. And you would like to use them for sonething conplicated and
sinister."”

| shrugged.

"I would like to use them but for very dull, unconplicated purposes."
"Such as?" | shook ny head.

"If Benedict does not want you to know their function yet, | am not about

to tell you."

She made a small grow i ng noi se.

"You're afraid of him" she said.

"I have considerable respect for Benedict, not to nention sonme affection.”
She | aughed.

"I's he a better fighter than you, a better swordsman?"

| |1 ooked away. She nust have just gotten back from someplace fairly
renoved fromthings. The townspeople I'd nmet had all known about Benedict's

arm It was not the sort of news that traveled slowy. | certainly was not
going to be the first to tell her

"Have it as you would," | said. "Were have you been?"

"The village," she said, "in the mountains. Grandpa took nme there to stay
with some friends of his called Tecys. Do you know the Tecys?"

"No, | don't."

"I'"ve been there before," she said. "He always takes ne to stay with them
in the village when there is any sort of trouble here. The place has no nane.
I just call it the village. It is quite strange - the people, as well as the
village. They seemto - sort of - worship us. They treat ne as if | were
somet hing holy, and they never tell nme anything | want to know. It is not a
long ride, but the mountains are different, the sky is different - everything!
- and it is as if there were no way back, once | amthere. | had tried com ng
back on ny own before, but | just got |ost. Gandpa always had to cone for ne,
and then the way was easy. The Tecys follow all of his instructions concerning
me. They treat himas if he were sone sort of god."

"He is," | said, "to them"

"You said that you do not know them"

"l don't have to. | know Benedict."



"How does he do it? Tell nme." | shook my head.

"How did you do it?" | asked her. "How did you get back here this tinme?"

She finished her wine and held out the glass. Wen | | ooked up from
refilling it, her head was cocked toward her right shoul der, her brows were
furrowed, and her eyes were focused on sonething far away.

"I do not really know," she said, raising the glass and sipping fromit
automatically, "I amnot quite certain how |l went about it..."

Wth her left hand, she began to toy with her knife, finally picking it
up.

"I was nmad, nmad as hell for having been packed off again," she said. "I
told himthat | wanted to stay here and fight, but he took nme riding with him

and after a time we arrived at the village. | do not know how. It was not a
long ride, and suddenly we were there. | know this area. | was born here,
grew up here. |I've ridden all over, hundreds of |eagues in all directions.

was never able to find it when | went looking. But it seenmed only a brief
while that we rode, and suddenly we were at the Tecys' again. But it had been
several years, and | can be nore determ ned about things now that | am grown.
| resolved to return by mysel f."

Wth the knife, she began scraping and digging at the ground besi de her,
not seemng to notice what she was doi ng.

"I waited till nightfall,"” she went on, "and studied the stars to take ny
direction. It was an unreal feeling. The stars were all different. | didn't
recogni ze any of the constellations. | went back inside and thought about it.
| was a little bit afraid and did not know what to do. | spent the next day
trying to get nore information out of the Tecys and the other people in the
village. But it was |like a bad dream Either they were stupid or they were
purposely trying to confuse me. Not only was there no way to get fromthere to
here, they had no idea where 'here' was and were none too certain about
"there.' That night |I checked the stars again, to be sure about what | had
seen, and | was about ready to begin believing them"

She noved the knife back and forth as if honing it now, snoothing the soi
and packing it flat. Then she began to trace designs.

"For the next several days, | tried to find ny way back," she continued.
"I thought | could locate our trail and backtrack along it, but it just sort
of vanished. Then | did the only other thing I could think of. Each norning
struck out in a different direction, rode until noon, then headed back. | cane
across nothing that was fanmliar. It was totally bew | dering. Each night I
went to sleep nore angry and upset over the way things were turning out - and

nore determned to find ny own way back to Avalon. | had to show G andpa that
he could no longer dunp ne like a child and expect ne to stay put.
"Then, after about a week, | began having dreans. N ghtmares, sort of. Did

you ever dreamthat you were running and runni ng and not going anypl ace? That
is sort of what it was like - with the burning spider web. Only it wasn't
really a spider web, there was no spider and it wasn't burning. But | was
caught in this thing, going around it and through it. But | wasn't really
nmovi ng. That is not conpletely right, but I do not know how else to put it.
And | had to keep trying - actually, | wanted to - to nove about it. When
woke up | was tired, as if | had actually been exerting nyself all night |ong.
This went on for many nights, and each night it seened stronger and | onger and
nore real

"Then this nmorning | got up, the dreamstill dancing in ny head, and
knew that | could ride honme. | set out, still half dreaming, it seened. | rode
the entire distance w thout stopping once, and this time |I paid no special
heed to ny surroundi ngs, but kept thinking of Avalon - and as | rode, things

kept getting nore and nore famliar until | was here again. Only then did it
seemas if | were fully awake. Now the village and the Tecys, that sky, those
stars, the woods, the nountains, they all seemlike a dreamto ne. | amnot at

all certain that | could find nmy way back there. Is that not strange? Can you
tell me what happened?”
I rose and circled the remains of our lunch. | sat down beside her



"Do you renenber the | ooks of the burning spider web that really wasn't a

spi der web, or burning?" | asked her

"Yes - sort of," she said.

"Gve nme that knife," | said.

She passed it to ne.

Wth its point, | began adding to her doodling in the dirt, extending
i nes, rubbing sonme out, adding others. She did not say a word the entire
time, but she watched every nove that | nmade. When | had finished, | put the

knife aside and waited for a long, silent while. Then, finally, she spoke very
softly.

"Yes, that is it," she said, turning away fromthe design to stare at ne.
"How di d you know? How did you know what | had dreaned?"

"Because," | said, "you dreaned a thing that is inscribed in your very
genes. Wy, how, | do not know It denmonstrates, however, that you are indeed
a daughter of Anber. What you did was wal k i n Shadow. What you dreaned was the
Great Pattern of Anmber. By its power do those of the blood royal hold dom nion
over shadows. Do you understand what | amtal ki ng about ?"

"I amnot certain," she said. "I do not think so. | have heard G andpa
cursi ng shadows, but | never understood what he neant."

"Then you do not know where Anber truly lies.”

"No. He was al ways evasive. He told ne of Anmber and of the family. But |

do not even know the direction in which Anber lies. | only know that it is
far."

"It lies in all directions," | said, "or any direction one chooses. One
need but - "

"Yes!" she interrupted. "I had forgotten, or thought he was just being

nmysterious or hunoring nme, but Brand said exactly the sane thing a long while
ago. What does it nean, though?"

"Brand! Wen was Brand here?"

"Years ago," she said, "when | was just a little girl. He used to visit
here often. | was very nmuch in love with himand | pestered himnercil essly.
He used to tell me stories, teach nme ganes..."

"When was the last tine you saw hi n?"

"Ch, eight or nine years ago. |'d say."

"Have you net any of the others?”

"Yes," she said. "Julian and Gerard were here not too |long ago. Just a few
nont hs back. "

| suddenly felt very insecure. Benedict had certainly been quiet about a
ot of things. | would rather have been ill advised than kept totally ignorant
of affairs. It nakes it easier for you to be angry when you find out. The
trouble with Benedict was that he was too honest, though. He would rather tel
me nothing than lie to me. | felt something unpl easant com ng nmy way, however,
and knew that there could be no dawdling now, that I would have to nove as
qui ckly as possible. Yes, it had to be a hard hellride for the stones. Still,
there was nmore to be | earned here before | essayed it. Tine... Dam!

"Was that the first time that you net then?" | asked.

"Yes," she said, "and ny feelings were very hurt." She paused, sighed.
"Grandpa would not let ne speak of our being related. He introduced me as his
ward. And he refused to tell me why. Damm it!"

“I''"'msure he had some very good reasons."

"Ch, | amtoo. But it does not nake you feel any better, when you have
been waiting all your life to meet your relatives. Do you know why he treated
me |ike that?"

"These are trying tines in Anber," | said, "and things will get worse
before they get better. The fewer people who know of your existence, the |ess
chance there is of your getting involved and coning to harm He did it only to
protect you." She made a spitting noise.

"I do not need protecting," she said. "I can take care of nyself."

"You are a fine fencer," | said. "Unfortunately, life is nore conplicated
than a fair dueling situation."



"l know that. I'mnot a child. But -

" "But' nothing! He did the same thing I'd do if you were nmine. He's
protecting hinself as well as you. |I'msurprised he |let Brand know about you.
He's going to be dammed nad that | found out." Her head jerked and she stared
at me, eyes w de.

"But you wouldn't do anything to hurt us," she said. "W - we're rel ated

"How the hell do you know why |'m here or what |'mthinking?" | said. "You
m ght have just stuck both your necks in nooses!"

"You are joking, aren't you?" she said, slowy raising her left hand
bet ween us.

"I don't know," | said. "I need not be - and | wouldn't be tal king about
it if I did have sonething rotten in mnd, would I?"
"No... | guess not," she said.

"I amgoing to tell you sonething Benedict should have told you | ong ago,"
| said. "Never trust a relative. It is far worse than trusting strangers. Wth
a stranger there is a possibility that you m ght be safe.”

"You really mean that, don't you?"

“Yes."

"Yoursel f included?" | smiled.

"Of course it does not apply to me. I amthe soul of honor, Kkindness,
nmercy, and goodness. Trust ne in all things."

"I will," she said, and | | aughed.

"I will," she insisted. "You would not hurt us. | know that."

"Tell me about Gerard and Julian," | said, feeling unconfortable, as

al ways, in the presence of unsolicited trust. "What was the reason for their
visit?"

She was silent for a nonent, still studying me, then, "I have been telling
you quite a few things," she said, "haven't |1? You are right. One can never be
too careful. | believe that it is your turn to talk again."

"Good. You are learning how to deal with us. Wat do you want to know?"

"Where is the village, really? And Anber? They are sonehow ali ke, aren't
t hey? What did you nean when you said that Anber lies in all directions, or
any? What are shadows?"

| got to nmy feet and | ooked down at her. | held out ny hand. She | ooked
very young and nore than a little frightened then, but she took it.
"\Where...?" she asked, rising.

"This way," | said, and | took her to stand at the place where | had sl ept
and regarded the falls and the water wheel.
She began to say sonething, but | stopped her. "Look. Just |ook," | said.

So we stood there | ooking at the rushing, the splashing, the turning while
| ordered ny mind.

Then, "Cone," | said, turning her by the el bow and wal ki ng her toward the
wood.

As we noved anong the trees, a cloud obscured the sun and the shadows
deepened. The voices of the birds grew nore shrill and a danmpness cane up out

of the ground. As we passed fromtree to tree, their |eaves became |onger and
broader. When the sun appeared again, its |light cane nore yell ow, and beyond a
turning of the way we encountered hanging vines. The bird cries grew hoarser,
nmore numerous. Qur trail took an upward turn, and | |ed her past an

out cropping of flint and onto higher ground. A distant, barely perceptible
runbl e seened to conme from behind us. The sky was a different blue as we noved
t hrough an open place, and we frightened a large, brown lizard that had been
sunning itself on a rock. As we took a turn about another mass of stone, she
said, "I did not know this was here. | have never been this way before." But I
did not answer her, for | was busy shifting the stuff of Shadow.

Then we faced the wood once nore, but now the way | ed uphill through it.
Now the trees were tropical giants, interspersed with ferns, and new noi ses -
bar ks, hisses, and buzzes - were to be heard. Moving up this trail, the runble
grew | ouder about us, the very ground beginning to vibrate with it. Dara held



tightly to ny arm saying nothing now, but searching everything with her eyes.
There were big, flat, pale flowers and puddl es where the noisture dripped from
overhead. The tenperature had risen considerably and we were perspiring quite
a bit. Nowthe runble grewto a mghty roar, and when at |ength we energed
fromthe wood again, it was a sound |ike steady thunder that fell against us.
| guided her to the edge of the precipice and gestured outward and down.

It plunged for over a thousand feet: a mighty cataract that snote the gray

river like an anvil. The currents were rapid and strong, bearing bubbles and
fl ecks of foam a great distance before they finally dissolved. Across fromus
perhaps half a mle distant, partly screened by rainbow and mist, like an

i sl and sl apped by a Titan, a gigantic wheel slowy rotated, ponderous and
gl eam ng. Hi gh overhead, enornmpus birds rode like drifting crucifixes the
currents of the air.

We stood there for a fairly |Iong while. Conversation was inpossible, which
was just as well. After a time, when she turned fromit to | ook at ne,
narr ow eyed, specul ative, | nodded and gestured with ny eyes toward the wood.
Turni ng then, we nade our way back in the direction fromwhich we had cone.

Qur return was the sanme process in reverse, and | nanaged it with greater
ease. When conversati on becane possible once nore, Dara still kept her
silence, apparently realizing by then that | was a part of the process of
change goi ng on around us.

It was not until we stood beside our own stream once nore, watching the
small mll wheel in its turning, that she spoke.

"Was that place like the village?"

"Yes. A shadow. "

"And |i ke Anber?"

"No. Amber casts Shadow. It can be sliced to any shape, if you know how.
That pl ace was a shadow, your village was a shadow - and this place is a
shadow. Any place that you can imagi ne exists somewhere in Shadow. "

"...And you and Grandpa and the others can go about in these shadows,
pi cki ng and choosi ng what you desire?"

“Yes."

"That is what | did, then, coming back fromthe village?"

“Yes."

Her face becane a study in realization. Her al nbst black eyebrows dropped
hal f an inch and her nostrils flared with a quick inhal ation

"I can do it, too..." she said. "Go anywhere, do anything |I want!"

"The ability lies within you," | said.

She ki ssed nme then, a sudden, inpulsive thing, then rotated away, her hair
bobbi ng on her slimneck as she tried to | ook at everything at once.

"Then | can do anything," she said, coming to a standstill.

"There are limtations, dangers..."

"That is life," she said. "Howdo | learn to control it?"

"The Great Pattern of Anber is the key. You nust walk it in order to gain
the ability. It is inscribed on the floor in a chanber beneath the palace in
Amber. It is quite large. You nust begin on the outside and walk it to its
center without stopping. There is considerable resistance and the feat is

quite an ordeal. If you stop, if you attenpt to depart the Pattern before
conpleting it, it will destroy you. Conplete it, though, and your power over
Shadow wi | I be subject to your conscious control."

She raced to our picnic site and studied the pattern we had drawn on the
ground there.

| followed nore slowly. As | drew near, she said, "I nmust go to Amber and
wal k it!"

"I amcertain that Benedict plans for you to do so, eventually,"” | said.

"Eventual | y?" she said. "Now | must walk it now Wy did he never tell ne

of these things?"

"Because you cannot do it yet. Conditions in Arber are such that it would be
dangerous to both of you to allow your existence to become known there. Anber
is barred to you, temporarily."



"It is not fair!" she said, turning to glare at ne.

"Of course not," | said. "But that is the way things stand just now Don't
bl amre ne."

The words cane sonewhat stickily to ny lips. Part of the blane, of course,
was m ne

"I't would al nost be better if you had not told ne of these things," she
said, "if |I cannot have them"

"It is not as bad as all that," | said. "The situation in Anber wll
becorme stable again - before too very long."

"How wi Il | learn of it?"

"Benedict will know He will tell you then."

"He has not seen fit to tell me much of anything!"
"To what end? Just to make you feel bad? You know that he has been good to

you, that he cares for you. Wen the time is ready, he will nove on your
behal f."
"And if he does not? WII you help me then?"
"I will do what | can."”
"How will | be able to find you? To |let you know?"

| smled. It had gotten to this point without ny half trying. No need to
tell her the really inportant part. Just enough to be possibly useful to ne
later. ..

"The cards,"” | said, "the famly Trunps. They are nore than a nere
sentimental affectation. They are a neans of communication. Get hold of mne,
stare at it, concentrate on it, try to keep all other thoughts out of your
mnd, pretend that it is really ne and begin talking to ne then. You will find
that it really is, and that I am answering you."

"Those are all the things Grandpa told ne not to do when | handl e the
cards!"”

"Of course.”

"How does it work?"

"Another time," | said. "A thing for a thing. Remenber? | have told you
now of Amber and of Shadow. Tell me of the visit here by Gerard and Julian."

"Yes," she said. "There is not really rmuch to tell, though. One norning,

five or six nonths ago. Gandpa sinmply stopped what he was doi ng. He was
pruni ng sone trees back in the orchard - he likes to do that hinself - and
was hel ping him He was up on a | adder, snipping away, and suddenly he just
stopped, lowered the clippers, and did not nove for several mnutes. | thought
that he was just resting, and | kept on with nmy raking. Then | heard him
talking - not just nuttering - but talking as though he were carrying on a
conversation. At first, | thought he was talking to ne, and | asked hi m what
he had said. He ignored ne, though. Now that |I know about the Trunps, |
realize that he nust have been talking to one of themjust then. Probably
Julian. Anyway, he clinbed down fromthe | adder quite quickly after that, told
me he had to go away for a day or so, and started back toward the manor. He
st opped before he had gone very far, though, and returned. That was when he
told me that if Julian and Gerard were to visit here that | was to be
i ntroduced as his ward, the orphaned daughter of a faithful servant. He rode
away a short while later, leading two spare horses. He was wearing his bl ade.

"He returned in the mddle of the night, bringing both of themw th him
Gerard was barely conscious. His left leg was broken, and the entire left side
of his body was badly bruised. Julian was quite battered al so, but - he had no
br oken bones. They remained with us for the better part of a nonth, and they
heal ed quickly. Then they borrowed two horses and departed. | have not seen
t hem si nce. "

"What did they say as to how t hey had been i njured?"

"Only that they had been in an accident They woul d not discuss it with

"Where? Where did it happen?”
"On the black road. | overheard themtal king about it several tines."
"Where is this black road?"



"l do not know. "
"What did they say about it?"
"They cursed it a lot. That was all."

Looki ng down, | saw that there was sone wine left in the bottle. | stooped
and poured two final drinks, passed her one.
"To the reunion,"” | said, and sml ed.

The reunion,"” she agreed, and we drank
She began cleaning the area and | assisted her, ny earlier sense of
urgency upon me once again.
"How | ong should | wait before | try to reach you?" she asked.
"Three nonths. G ve ne three nonths."

"Where will you be then?"

"I'n Anber, | hope."

"How long will you be staying here?"

"Not very. In fact, | have to take a little trip right now | should be
back tonorrow, though. I will probably only be staying for a few days after
that."

"I wish you would stay | onger."

"I wish that | could. I would like to, now that | have net you."

She reddened and turned what seemed all of her attention to repacking the
basket. | gathered up the fencing gear

"Are you goi ng back to the manor now?" she said.

"To the stables. I'll be leaving imediately."

She picked up the basket.

"W will go together then. My horse is this way." | nodded and fol | owed

her toward a footpath to our right.

"l suppose,"” she said, "that it would be best for ne not to nmention any of
this to anybody. Grandpa in particul ar?"

"That woul d be prudent."

The splash and gurgle of the stream as it flowed to the river, on its way
to the sea, faded, faded, was gone, and only the creak of the |and-Iocked
wheel that cut it as it went, remained for a tine in the air.

The GQuns O Aval on
Chapter 6

St eady novenent is nore inportant than speed, much of the tine. So |long as
there is a regular progression of stimuli to get your nental hooks into, there
is roomfor |lateral novenent. Once this begins, its rate is a matter of
di scretion.

So | moved slowy, but steadily, using ny discretion. No sense in tiring
Star unnecessarily. Rapid shifts are hard enough on people. Aninmals, who are
not so good at lying to thensel ves, have a rougher tine of it, sometines going
conpl etely berserk.

| crossed the streamat a snall wooden bridge and noved parallel to it for
atine. My intention was to skirt the town itself, but to follow the genera

direction of the watercourse until | reached the vicinity of the coast. It was
m dafternoon. My way was shaded, cool. Gayswandir hung at ny side.
| bore west, conming at length to the hills that rose there. | refrained

frombeginning the shift until after | had reached a point that |ooked down
upon the city that represented the | argest concentration of population in this
real mthat was |like my Aval on

The city bore the sane nane, and several thousand people lived there,
wor ked there. Several of the silver towers were mssing, and the stream cut
the city at a somewhat different angle farther south, having w dened or been
wi dened eightfold by then. There was sonme snoke fromthe smithies and the
public houses, stirred lightly by breezes fromthe south; people, nounted,
af oot, driving wagons, driving coaches, noved through the narrow streets,



entered and departed shops, hostels, residences; flocks of birds wheel ed,
descended, rose about the places where horses were tethered; a few bright
pennons and banners stirred listlessly; the water sparkled and there was a
haze in the air. | was too far away to hear the sounds of voices, and of

cl anki ng, hamrering, sawing, rattling, and creaking as anything other than a
generalized hum While | could distinguish no individual odors, had I stil
been blind I would have known by sniffing the air that a city was near

Seeing it fromup there, a certain nostalgia came over nme, a wi stfu
rag-tail of a dream acconpanied by a faint |Ionging for the place that was this
pl ace' s nanesake to me in a vani shed shadow and of | ong ago, where life had
been just as sinple and | happier than | was at that noment.

But one does not live as long as | have lived w thout achieving that
quality of consci ousness which strips naive feelings as they occur and is
generally loathe to participate in the creation of sentinmentality.

Those days were passed, that thing done with, and it was Amnber now t hat
held ne conpletely. | turned and continued southward, confirmed in ny desire
to succeed. Anmber, | do not forget..

The sun becane a dazzling, bright blister above ny head and t he w nds
began to scream about nme. The sky grew nore and nore yellow and glaring as |
rode, until it was as if a desert stretched from horizon to horizon overhead.
The hills grew rockier as | descended toward the | ow ands, exhibiting
wi nd-scul pted forms of grotesque shape and somber col oration. A dust storm
struck me as | emerged fromthe foothills, so that | had to nuffle ny face
with ny cloak and narrow nmy eyes to slits. Star whinnied, snuffled repeatedly,
pl odded on. Sand, stone, w nds, and the sky nore orange then, a slate-Ilike
crop of clouds toward which the sun was headi ng. .

Then | ong shadows, the dying of the wind, stillness... Only the click of

hoof on rock and the sounds of breathing... Dimess, as they rushed together
and the sun is foiled by clouds... The walls of the day shaken by thunder..
An unnatural clarity of distant objects... A cool, blue, and electric feeling
in the air... Thunder again..

Now, a rippling, glassy curtain to ny right as the rain advances... Bl ue
fracture lines within the clouds... The tenperature plumreting, our pace
steady, the world a nonochromatic backdrop now. ..

Gougi ng thunder, flashing white, the curtain flaring toward us now... Two
hundred neters... One-fifty... Enough

Its bottomost edge plow ng, furrowing, frothing... The noist snell of the

earth... Star's whinny... A burst of speed..

Smal |l rivulets of water creeping outward, sinking, staining the ground..
Now bubbling muddily, now trickling... Now a steady flow... Streanlets al
about us, splashing...

Hi gh ground ahead, and Star's muscl es bunching and rel axi ng, bunchi ng and
rel axi ng beneath nme, as he leaps the rills and freshets, plunges through a
racing, roiling sheet, and strikes the slope, hoofs sparkling agai nst stones
as we mount hi gher, the voice of the gurgling, eddying flow beneath us
deepening to a steady roar..

Hi gher, then, and dry, pausing to wing out the corners of ny cloak..

Bel ow, behind, and to the right a gray, stormtossed sea | aps at the foot of
the cliff we hold..

Inland now, toward cl over fields and evening, the boomof the surf at ny
back. ..

Pursuing falling stars into the darkeni ng east and eventual silence and
ni ght. ..

Clear the sky and bright the stars, but a few small w sps of cloud..

A how i ng pack of red-eyed things, twisting along our trail... Shadow. ..
Green-eyed... Shadow... Yellow .. Shadow. .. Cone...

But dark peaks with skirts of snow, jostling one another about ne...
Frozen snow, as dry as dust, lifted in waves by the icy blasts of the
hei ghts... Powdery snow, flour-like... Menory here, of the Italian Al ps, of
skiing... Waves of snow drifting across stone faces... A white fire within the



night air... My feet rapidly nunbing within my wet boots... Star bew | dered
and snorting, testing each step and shaking his head as if in disbelief..
So shadows beyond the rock, a gentler slope, a drying wind, |ess snow...

Atwisting trail, a corkscrewtrail, an adit into warnth... Down, down,
down the night, beneath the changing stars..
Far the snows of an hour ago, now scrubby plants and | evel plain... Far

and the night birds stagger into the air, wheeling above the carrion feast,
sheddi ng hoarse notes of protest as we pass..

Sl ow again, to the place where the grasses wave, stirred by the less cold
breeze... The cough of a hunting cat... The shadowy flight of a boundi ng,
deerlike beast... Stars sliding into place and feelings in nmy feet once
nore. ..

Star rearing, neighing, racing ahead from sonme unseen thing... Along tine
in the soothing then, and longer still till the shivers go..

Now icicles of a partial moon falling on distant treetops... Mist earth
exhaling a lum nescent mst... Mdths dancing in the night light..

The ground monentarily buckling and swaying, as if mountains were shifting
their feet... To every star its double... A halo round the dumbbell noon..

The plain, the air above it, filled with fleeting shapes..

The earth, a wound-down clock, ticks and grows still... Stability..
Inertia... The stars and the nmoon reunited with their spirits..

Skirting the growing fringe of trees, west... Inpressions of a sleeping
jungle: deliriumof serpents under oilcloth..

West, west... Sonewhere a river with broad, clean banks to ease ny passage
to the sea...

Thud of hoofs, shuttling of shadows... The night air upon nmy face... A
glinpse of bright beings on high, dark walls, shining towers... The air is
sweetened... Vision swins... Shadows...

We are nmerged, centaur-like. Star and I, under a single skin of sweat...
W take the air and give it back in nutual explosions of exertion... Neck
clothed in thunder, terrible the glory of the nostrils... Swallow ng the
ground. ..

Laughing, the snell of the waters upon us, the trees very near to our
left...

Then anong them .. Sleek bark, hanging vines, broad | eaves, droplets of
noi sture... Spider web in the moonlight, struggling shapes within... Spongy
turf... Phosphorescent fungus on fallen trees..

A cl ear space... Long grasses rustling..

More trees...
Again, the riversnell...

Sounds, later... Sounds... The grassy chuckling of water..

Cl oser, louder, beside it at last... The heavens buckling and bending in
its belly, and the trees... Cean, with a cold, danp tang... Leftward beside
it, pacing it now .. Easy and flow ng, we follow...

To drink... Splashing in its shallows, then hockhigh with head depressed,
Star, init, drinking like a punp, blasting spray fromhis nostrils..
Upriver, it laps at nmy boots... Dripping frommy hair, running down ny arnmns...
Star's head turning, at the laughter...

Then downriver again, clean, slow, w nding... Then straight, w dening,
sl owi ng. .

Trees thickening, then thinning..

Long, steady, slow...

A faint light in the east

Sl opi ng downward now, and fewer trees... Rockier, and the darkness made
whol e once again .

The first, dimhint of the sea, lost an odor later... dicking on, on, in
the nightsent chill... Again, an instant's salt..

Rock, and an absence of trees... Hard, steep, bleak, down... Ever -

i ncreasi ng precipitousness...
Fl ashi ng between walls of stone... Dislodged pebbl es vanishing in the now



racing current, their splashes drowned in the roar's echoes... Deeper the
defile, w dening..

Down, down... Farther still...

Now pal e once nore the east, gentler the slope... Again, the touch of
salt, stronger..

Shale and grit... Around a coner, down, and brighter still...
St eady, soft and | oose the footing..

The breeze and the light, the breeze and the light... Beyond a crop of
rock... Draw rein.

Bel ow me lay the stark seaboard, where rank upon rank of rolling dunes,
harassed by the w nds out of the southwest, tossed spumes of sand that partly
obliterated the distant outlines of the bleak norning sea.

| watched the pink filmspread across the water fromthe east. Here and
there, the shifting sands reveal ed dark patches of gravel. Rugged masses of
rock reared above the swell of the waves. Between the massive dunes - hundreds
of feet in height - and myself, there high above that evil coast, lay a
smashed and pitted plain of angular rocks and gravel, just now emerging from
hell or night into dawn's first glow, and alive with shadows.

Yes, it was right.

| di smounted and watched the sun force a bleak and gl aring day upon the
prospect. It was the hard, white light | had sought. Here, sans humans, was
t he necessary place, just as | had seen it decades earlier on the shadow Earth
of my exile. No bulldozers, sifters, broomw el ding blacks; no
maxi mum security city of Oranjemund. No X-ray machi nes, barbed wire, or arned
guards. None of these things here. No. For this shadow had never known a Sir
Er nest Oppenhei nmer, and there had never been a Consolidated D amond M nes of
South West Africa, nor a governnent to approve their amal gamati on of coastal
mning interests. Here was the desert called Narnib in that place sonme four
hundred niles to the nort hwest of Cape Town, a strip of dunes and rocks
ranging froma couple to a dozen mles in width and running al ong that
forsaken coast line for perhaps three hundred nmles on the seaward side of the
Ri chtersvel d Mountains, w thin whose shadow | now stood. Here, unlike any
conventional mne, the dianbnds were scattered as casually as bird droppi ngs
across the sand. |, of course, had brought along a rake and a sieve.

| broke out the rations and prepared breakfast. It was going to be a hot,
dusty day.

As | worked the dunes, | thought of Doyle, the little w spy-haired jeweler
with the brick-red conplexion and welts on his cheeks, back in Aval on.
Jewel ers rouge? Wiy did | want all that jewelers rouge - enough to supply an
arnmy of jewelers for a dozen lifetimes? | had shrugged. What was it to him
what | wanted it for, so long as | was able to pay for it? Wll, if there was
some new use for the stuff and good noney to be made, a man would be a fool..
In other words, he would be unable to furnish me with such a quantity within a
week? Smal |, square chuckl es had escaped through the gaps in his snmle. A
week? Ch, no! O course not! That was ridicul ous, out of the question... |
saw. Well, a quick thanks and perhaps his conpetitor up the way mi ght be able
to produce the stuff, and might also be interested in a few uncut di anonds |

was expecting in a matter of days... Dianonds, did | say? Wait. He was al ways
interested in dianonds hinmself... Yes, but he was sadly deficient in the
jewel ers rouge departnent. A raised hand. It m ght be that he had spoken
hastily with respect to his ability to produce the polishing material. It was

the quantity that had disturbed him But the ingredients were plentiful and
the formula fairly sinple. Yes, that was no real reason why sonething could
not be worked out. Wthin a week, at that. Now, about the dianonds..

Before | left his shop, sonething had been worked out.

| have met nmany persons who thought that gunpowder expl odes, which of
course is incorrect. It burns rapidly, building up gas pressure which ejects a
bullet fromthe nmouth of a shell and drives it through the barrel of a weapon,
after having been ignited by the priner, which does the actual exploding when



the firing pinis driven into it. Now, with typical famly foresight, | had
experimented with a variety of conbustibles over the years. My di sappoi nt ment
at the discovery that gunpowder would not ignite in Arber, and that all of the
primers | tested were equally inert there, was a thing mtigated only by the
know edge that none of ny relatives could bring firearns into Anber either. It
was much later, during a visit to Anber, after polishing a bracelet | had
brought for Deirdre, that | discovered this wonderful property of jewelers
rouge from Aval on when | di sposed of the polishing cloth in a firepl ace.

Fortunately, the quantity involved was small, and | was alone at the tine.
It nade an excellent priner, straight fromthe container. Wen cut with a
sufficient quantity of inert material, it could also be made to burn properly.

| kept this bit of information to nyself, feeling that one day it would be
used to decide certain basic issues in Anber. Unfortunately, Eric and | had
our run-in before that day arrived and it went into storage along with all ny
other menories. Wen things finally did clear for ne, nmy fortunes were quickly
cast with those of Bleys, who was preparing an assault on Anmber. He had not
really needed me then, but had taken ne in on the enterprise, | feel, so that
he coul d keep an eye on ne. Had | furnished himw th guns, he would have been
i nvincible and | woul d have been unnecessary. More inportant, had we succeeded
in seizing Arber in accordance with his plans, the situati on woul d have becone
strained indeed, with the bulk of the occupying forces, as well as the
officers' loyalty, his. Then | would have required sonething to adjust the
bal ance of power nore equitably. A few bonmbs and aut omati c weapons, say.

Had | been nmy whole self even a nonth earlier, things would have been
quite different. | could have been sitting in Anber, rather than being
scorched, abraded, and desiccated, with another hellride before ne and a knot
of troubles to be worked out after that.

| spat sand so that | would not choke when I |aughed. Hell, we make our
own ifs. | had better things to think about than what coul d have happened.

Li ke Eric..

| remenber that day, Eric. | was in chains and | had been forced to ny
knees before the throne. | had already crowned nyself, to nock you, and been
beaten for it. The second time | had the crown in ny hands, | threw it at you.
But you caught it and smled. | was glad that it was not danaged when it
failed to damage you. Such a beautiful thing... Al of silver, with its seven
hi gh points, and studded with emeralds to beat all dianmbnds. Two | arge rubies
at either tenple... You crowned yourself that day, all arrogance and hasty
ponp. The first words that you spoke then were whispered to me, before the
echoes of "Long live the king!" had died within the hall. | renmenber every one
of them "Your eyes have | ooked upon the fairest sight they ever will behold,"
you sai d. Then, "Guards!" you ordered. "Take Corwin away to the snmithy, and
et his eyes be burnt fromout his head! Let himrenenber the sights of this
day as the last he might ever see! Then cast himinto the darkness of the
deepest dungeon beneath Amber, and let his nane be forgotten!”

"Now you reign in Anber," | said aloud. "But | have ny eyes, and | have
neither forgotten nor been forgotten."

No, | thought. Wap yourself in the kingship, Eric. The walls of Anmber are
hi gh and thick. Stay behind them Ring yourself with the futile steel of
bl ades. Antlike, you arnor your house in dust. You know now that you will

never be secure so long as | live, and | have told you that | will be back. I
amcomng, Eric. | will bring me up guns out of Avalon, and | will break down
your doors and smite your defenders. Then it will be as it was, briefly,
another tinme, before your nen came to you and saved you. That day | had only a
few drops of your blood. This tinme, I will have it all.

| uncovered anot her rough dianond, the sixteenth or so, and flipped it
into the sack at ny waist.

As | faced the setting sun, | wondered about Benedict, Julian, and Gerard.
What was the connection? Watever, | did not |ike any conbination of interests
whi ch involved Julian. Gerard was all right. |I had been able to sl eep back at



the canp when | had thought that it was he whom Benedi ct was contacting. If he
was now allied with Julian, though, it was cause for increased uneasiness. If
anyone hated me even nore than Eric, it was Julian. If he knew where | was,
then nmy danger was great. | was not yet ready for a confrontation

| supposed Benedict could find a noral justification for selling ne out at
this point. After all, he knew that whatever | did - and he knew that | was
going to do something - would result in strife in Amber. | could understand,
even synpat hize with, his feelings. He was dedicated to the preservation of
the realm Unlike Julian, he was a man of principle, and | regretted having to
be at odds with him M hope was that my coup woul d be as qui ck and pai nl ess
as a tooth extraction under gas, and that we woul d be back on the sane side
again soon afterward. Having net Dara now, | also wanted it this way for her
sake.

He had told nme too little for confort. | had no way of know ng whet her he
really intended to remain in the field the entire week, or whether he was even
now cooperating with the forces of Arber in the laying of ny trap, the walling
of my prison, the digging of my grave. | had to hurry, though | longed to
linger in Aval on.

| envied Ganelon, in whatever tavern or brothel he drank, whored, or
fought, on whatever hillside he hunted. He had cone home. Should | |eave him
to his pleasures, despite his offer to acconpany ne to Amber? But no, he would
be questioned on ny departure - used badly, if Julian had anything to do with
it - and then becone an outcast in what nust seemhis own land to him if they
let himgo at all. Then he woul d doubtl ess becone an outl aw again, and the
third time would probably prove his undoing. No, |I would keep nmy prom se. He
woul d cone with ne, if that was what he still wanted. |If he had changed his
mnd, well - | even envied himthe prospect of outlawy in Avalon. | would
have liked to remain longer, to ride with Dara in the hills, tranp about the
countryside, sail upon the rivers..

| thought about the girl. The know edge of her existence changed things
somewhat. | was not certain how Despite our mgjor hatreds and petty
aninosities, we Anberites are a very fanily-consci ous bunch, always eager for
news of one another, desirous to know everyone's position in the changing
picture. A pause for gossip has doubtless stayed a few death bl ows anong us.
sonmetines think of us as a gang of nmean little old ladies in a conbination
rest home and obstacl e course.

I could not fit Dara into things yet because she did not know where she
fit herself. Oh, she would | earn eventually. She would receive superb tutel age
once her existence becane known. Now that | had brought her awareness of her
uni queness it would only be a matter of time before this occurred and she
joined in the ganes. | had felt sonewhat serpent-like at points during our
conversation in the grove - but hell, she had a right to know. She was bound
to find out sooner or later, and the sooner she did the sooner she could start
shoring up her defenses. It was for her own benefit.

O course, it was possible - even likely - that her nother and grandnot her
had lived their lives in ignorance of their heritage..

And where had it gotten then? They died violently, she had said.

Was it possible, | wondered, that the | ong arm of Anber had reached for
t hem out of Shadow? And that it mght strike again?

Benedi ct could be as tough and mean and nasty as any of us when he want ed
to be. Tougher, even. He would fight to protect his own, doubtless even kil
one of us if he thought it necessary. He nmust have assuned that keeping her
exi stence a secret and keeping her ignorant would protect her. He would be
angry with me when he found out what | had done, which was another reason for
clearing out in a hurry. But | had not told her what | had out of sheer
perverseness. | wanted her to survive, and | did not feel he was handling
thi ngs properly. Wen | returned, she would have had tine to think things
over. She woul d have many questions and | woul d seize the opportunity to
caution her at length and to give specifics.

I gnashed ny teeth.



None of this should be necessary. When | ruled in Anber, things would be
different. They had to be..

Wiy had no one ever cone up with a way to change the basic nature of man?
Even the erasure of all ny nenories and a newlife in a new world had resulted
in the same old Corwin. If | were not happy with what | was it could be a
proposition worthy of despair.

In a quiet part of the river, | washed away the dust, the sweat, wondering
t he whil e about the black road which had so injured ny brothers. There were
many things that | needed to know.

As | bathed, G ayswandir was never far frommy hand. One of us is capable
of tracki ng anot her through Shadow, when the trail is still warm As it was,
nmy bath was undi sturbed, though | used Grayswandir three tines on the way
back, on | ess mundane things than brothers.

But this was to be expected, as | had accel erated the pace considerably...

It was still dark, though dawn was not too far away, when | entered the
stables at ny brother's manor. | tended Star, who had grown sonmewhat wild,
tal king to himand soothing himas | rubbed hi mdown, then putting out a good
supply of food and water. Ganelon's Firedrake greeted ne fromthe opposite
stall. | cleaned up at the punp to the rear of the stable, trying to decide
where | was going to catch a little sleep

| needed sone rest. A few hours' worth would hold ne for a tinme, but |
refused to take them beneath Benedict's roof. | would not be taken that
easily, and while | had often said that | wanted to die in bed, what | really
meant was that in ny old age | wanted to be stepped on by an el ephant while
maki ng | ove.

I was not averse to drinking his booze, though, and I wanted a belt of

somet hing strong. The nmanor was dark; | entered quietly and | found the
si deboard.

| poured a stiff one, tossed it off, poured another, and carried it to the
wi ndow. | could see for a great distance. The manor stood on a hillside and
Benedi ct had | andscaped the place well.

" "White in the moon the long road lies," " | recited, surprised at the
sound of ny own voice. " 'The noon stands bl ank above...' ™

"So it does. So it does, Corwin ny lad," | heard Ganel on say.

"I didn't see you sitting there," | said softly, not turning fromthe
wi ndow.

"That's because I'msitting so still," he said

"Ch," | said. "How drunk are you?"

"Hardly at all," he said, "now. But if you would care to be a good fellow
and fetch me a drink..."

| turned.

"Why can't you get your own?"

"I't hurts to nove."

"Al'l right."

I went and poured himone, carried it to him He raised it slowy, nodded
hi s thanks, took a sip.

"Ah, that's good!" he sighed. "May it nunb things a bit"

"You were in a fight," | decided

"Aye," he said. "Several."

"Then bear your wounds |ike a good trooper and |l et me save mny synpathy."

"But | won!"

"CGod! Where did you |l eave the bodi es?"

"Ch, they are not that bad off. '"Twas a girl did this to nme."

"Then |1'd say you got your npney's worth."

" "Twas not that sort of thing at all. |I believe |I've enbarrassed us."
"Us? How?"
"I did not know she was the | ady of the house. | came in feeling jolly,

and | thought her some serving wench..."
"Dara?" | said, tensing.



"Aye, the sane. | slapped her on the runp and went for a kiss or two -
He groaned. "Then she picked me up. She raised nme off the ground and held ne
up over her head. Then she told ne she was the lady of the house. Then she | et
me fall... I'"meighteen stone if I'ma pebble, man, and it was a | ong way
down." He took another drink, and | chuckl ed.

"She | aughed, too," he said ruefully. "She hel ped ne up then and was not
unki nd, and of course | apol ogi zed - That brother of yours nust be quite a

man. | never net a girl that strong. The things she could do to a man..."
There was awe in his voice. He shook his head slowly and tossed back the rest
of his drink. "It was frightening - not to nmention enbarrassing," he

concl uded.

"She accepted your apol ogy?"

"Ch, yes. She was quite gracious about the whole thing. She told nme to
forget all about it, and said that she would, too."

"Then why are you not in bed sleeping it off?"

"I was waiting up, in case you came in at an odd hour. | wanted to catch
you right away."

"Well, you have."

He rose slowy and picked up his gl ass.

"Let's go outside," he said.

"Cood idea."

He picked up the brandy decanter on the way out, which | al so thought was
a good idea, and we followed a path through the garden behind the house.
Finally, he heaved hinself onto an ol d stone bench at the foot of a | arge oak
tree, where he refilled both our glasses and took a drink fromhis own.

"Ah! He has good taste in liquor, too, your brother," be said.

| seated nyself beside himand filled ny pipe.

"After | told her I was sorry and introduced nyself, we got to talking for
atine," he said. "As soon as she learned | was with you, she wanted to know
all sorts of things about Anber and shadows and you and the rest of your
famly.'

"Did you tell her anything?" | said, striking a |ight.

"Couldn't have if | wanted to," he said. "I had none of the answers."

" Good. "

"It got me to thinking, though. | do not believe Benedict tells her too
much, and | can see why. | would be careful what | say around her, Corwin. She

seems over-curious."

| nodded, puffing.

"There is a reason for it," | said. "A very good reason. | amglad to
know, though, that you keep your wits about you even when you have been
drinki ng. Thanks for telling ne."

He shrugged and took a drink

"A good bashing is a sobering thing. Al so, your welfare is ny welfare."

"True. Does this version of Avalon nmeet with your approval ?"

"Version? It is my Avalon," he said. "A new generation of people is in the

land, but it is the same place. | visited the Field of Thorns today, where
put down Jack Hailey's bunch in your service. It was the sanme place."

"The Field of Thorns..." | said, renmenbering.

"Yes, this is nmy Avalon," he continued, "and 1'll be com ng back here for
nmy old age, if we live through Anber."

"You still want to cone al ong?"

"AIl my life l've wanted to see Amber - well, since | first heard of it.

That was fromyou, in happier tines."

"I do not really remenber what | said. It nust have been a good telling."

"W were both wonderfully drunk that night, and it seemed but a brief
while that you tal ked - weeping some of the tine - telling ne of the mghty
mount ai n Kol vir and the green and gol den spires of the city, of the
promenades, the decks, the terraces, the flowers, the fountains... It seened
but a brief while, but it was nmost of the night - for before we staggered off
to bed, the nmorning had begun. God! | could al nbst draw you a map of the



pl ace! | nust see it before | die."

"I do not renenber that night," | said slowy. "I nust have been very,
very drunk."
He chuckl ed.

"W had sone good tines here in the old days," he said. "And they do
renenber us here. But as people who lived very long ago - and they have nany
of the stories wong. But hell! How nmany people get their stories right from
day to day?"

| said nothing, snoking, thinking back

"... Al of which |eads me to a question or two,'

" Shoot . "

"WIl your attack on Amber put you at great odds with your brother
Benedi ct ?"

he sai d.

"I really wish that |I knew the answer to that one," | said. "I think that
it wll, initially. But ny nmove should be conpl eted before he can reach Anber
fromhere, in response to any distress call that goes out. That is, reach
Anber with reinforcements. He could get there in no tine at all, personally,

i f soneone on the other end were hel ping. But that would serve little purpose.
No. Rather than tear Anber apart, he will support whoever can hold it

together, | amcertain. Once | have ousted Eric, he will want the strife to
stop right there and he will go along with ny holding the throne, just to put
an end to it. He will not really approve of the seizure in the first place, of
course. "

"That is what | amgetting at. WII| there be bad bl ood between you
afterward as a result of that?"

"I do not believe so. This is purely a matter of politics, and we have
known one anot her nost of our lives, he and |, and have al ways been on better
terms with each other than either of us with Eric."

"I see. Since you and | are in this together and Aval on seens to be
Benedi ct's now, | was wondering what his feelings would be about ny returning
here one day. Wuld he hate me for having hel ped you?"

"I doubt that very much. He has never been that sort of person.”

"Then let nme carry things a step further. God knows | am an experienced
mlitary man, and if we succeed in taking Anrber he will have anpl e evi dence of
the fact, with his right arminjured the way that it is and all, do you think
he m ght consider taking me on as a field commander for his militia? | know
this area so well. | could take himto the Field of Thorns and descri be that
battle. Hell! | would serve himwell - as well as | served you."

He | aughed then

"Pardon nme. Better than | served you."

| chuckl ed, sipped ny drink

"I't would be tricky," | said. "OF course | like the idea. But I amnot too
certain that you could ever enjoy his trust. It would seemtoo obvious a ploy
on ny part."

"Dam politics! That is not what | neant! Soldiering is all that | know,
and | |ove Aval on!"

"I believe you. But would he?"

"Wth only one armhe will be needing a good nman about. He coul d-"

| began to | augh and restrained nyself quickly, for the sound of |aughter
seens to carry for a good distance. Also, Ganelon's feelings were invol ved.

"I amsorry," | said. "Excuse nme, please. You do not understand. You do
not really understand who it was we talked with in the tent that night. He may
have seened an ordinary nman to you - a handi capped one, at that. But this is
not so. | fear Benedict. He is unlike any other being in Shadow or reality. He
is the Master of Arms for Amber. Can you conceive of a mllenniun? A thousand
years? Several of thenP Can you understand a man who, for al nost every day of
alifetime like that, has spent sone tine dwelling with weapons, tactics,
strategi es? Because you see himin a tiny ki ngdom comuanding a small mlitia,
with a well-pruned orchard in his back yard, do not be deceived. Al that
there is of mlitary science thunders in his head. He has often journeyed from



shadow t o shadow, w tnessing variation after variation on the sane battle,
with but slightly altered circunstances, in order to test his theories of
war fare. He has comanded arm es so vast that you could watch them nmarch by
day after day and see no end to the columms. Although he is inconveni enced by
the loss of his arm | would not wish to fight with himeither with weapons or
barehanded. It is fortunate that he has no designs upon the throne, or he
woul d be occupying it right now If he were, | believe that | would give up at
this nmoment and pay himhomage. | fear Benedict."

Ganel on was silent for a long while, and | took another drink, for ny
t hroat had becone dry.

"I did not realize this, of course,"” he said then. "I will be happy if he
just lets me come back to Avalon.”

"That much he will do. | know "

"Dara told me she had a nmessage from hi mtoday. He has decided to cut
short his stay in the field. He will probably be returning tonorrow "

"Dam!" | said, standing. "We will have to nove soon, then. | hope Doyle

has that stuff ready. W nmust go to himin the norning and expedite matters.
want to be away from here before Benedict gets back!"

"You have the pretties then?"

“Yes."

"May | see then®?"

| undid the sack at my belt and passed it to him He opened it and
wi t hdrew several stones, holding themin the palmof his left hand and turning
themslowWy with his fingertips.

"They do not | ook Iike nuch," he said, "fromwhat | can see of themin
this light. Wait! There's a glinmer! No..."

"They are in the rough, of course. You are holding a fortune in your
hands. "

"Amazi ng," he said, dropping themback in the sack and refastening it. "It
was so easy for you."

"It was not all that easy."

"Still, to gather a fortune so quickly seens sonehow unfair."’

He passed it back

"I will see that you are provided with a fortune when our |abors are
done," | said. "That should prove sone conpensation, should Benedict not offer
you a position."

"Now that | know who he is, | amnore determined than ever to work for him
one day."

"W will see what can be done."

"Yes. Thank you, Corwi n. How shall we work our departure?"

"I want you to go and get sone rest, for I will roust you out of bed
early. Star and Firedrake will take unkindly to the notion of draft duty, |
fear, but we will then borrow one of Benedict's wagons and head into town.
Before this, | will try to arrange a good snoke screen here for our orderly
withdrawal . W will then hurry Doyle the jewel er about his task, obtain our
cargo, and depart into Shadow as quickly as possible. The greater our head
start, the nore difficult it will be for Benedict to track us. If | can get
half a day's lead into Shadow, it will be practically inmpossible for him™"

"Why shoul d he be so eager to come after us in the first place?"

"He does not trust me worth a damm - and justly so. He is waiting for ne
to make nmy nove. He knows there is something | need here, but he does not know
what. He wants to find out, so that he can seal off another threat to Anber.
As soon as he realizes we have gone for good, he will know that we have it and
he will come | ooking."

Ganel on yawned, stretched, finished his drink

"Yes," he said then. "We'd best rest now, to be in condition for the
hurrying. Now that you have told nme nore about Benedict, | amless surprised
by the other thing | neant to tell you - though no I ess disconfited." "That
bei ng. .. ?"

He rose to his feet, picked up the decanter carefully, then pointed down



t he pat h.
"I'f you continue on in that direction," he said, "passing the hedge that
marks the end of this bower and entering the woods that lie below - and then

go on for another two hundred paces or so - you will cone to a place where
there is alittle grove of saplings off to the left, standing in a sudden
declivity perhaps four feet lower than the level of the trail itself. Down in
it, stanped down and strewn over with | eaves and twigs, there is a fresh
grave. | found it while taking the air earlier, when | paused to relieve

nysel f down there."

"How do you know it is a grave?"

He chuckl ed.

"When hol es have bodies in themthat is how they are generally called. It
was quite shallow, and | poked around a bit with a stick. There are four
bodies in there - three nmen and a woman. "

"How recently dead?"

"Very. A few days. 1'd judge."

"You left it as you found it?"

"I'"'mnot a fool, Corwin."

"Sorry. But this troubles ne considerably, because | don't understand it
at all."”

"Cbvi ously they gave Benedict some trouble and he returned the favor."

"Perhaps. What were they like? How did they die?"

"Not hi ng special about them They were in their mddle years, and their
t hroats had been cut - save for one fellow who got it in the guts.™

"Strange. Yes, it is good that we are |eaving soon. W have enough
probl ems of our own without getting involved in the |ocal ones."

"Agreed. So let us be off to bed."

"You go ahead. | amnot quite ready yet."

"Take your own advice and get some rest," he said, turning back toward the
manor. "Don't sit up and worry."

"I won't."

"Good night, then."

"See you in the norning."

| watched himreturn along the path. He was right, of course, but | was
not yet ready to surrender my consciousness. | went over my plans again, to be
certain there was nothing I was overl ooking, finished nmy drink and set the
gl ass on the bench. | rose then and strolled, trailing w sps of tobacco snoke
about me. There was a bit of moonlight fromover ny shoul der and dawn was
still a few hours' distant, as | reckoned it. I was firmin ny resolve to
spend the rest of the night out of doors, and I thought to find nme a good
pl ace to sack out.

O course, | eventually wandered down the path and into the grove of
saplings. Alittle poking around showed ne that there had been sone recent
digging, but I was in no nood to exhume bodi es by noonlight and was perfectly
willing to take Ganelon's word as to what he had found there. | am not even
certain why | went there. Morbid streak, | guess. | did deci de against
sleeping in the vicinity, though

| made ny way into the northwest corner of the garden, finding an area
that was out of line of sight fromthe manor. There were hi gh hedgerows and
the grass was |ong, soft, and sweet-smelling. | spead ny cloak, sat down upon
it, and pulled off my boots. |I put ny feet down into the cool grass and
si ghed.

Not too nmuch |onger, | decided. Shadows to diambnds to guns to Anber. |
was on ny way. A year ago | had been rotting in a cell, crossing and
recrossing the line between sanity and madness so nmany tinmes that | had al
but rubbed it out. Now | was free, strong, sighted, and had a plan. Now I was
a threat seeking fulfillment once again, a deadlier threat than | had been
previously. This time | did not have ny fortunes tied up with the plans of
another. Now | was responsible for my own success or failure.

The feeling was good, as was the grass, as was the al cohol which had now



seeped through nmy systemand warmed ne with a pleasant flame. | cleaned ny
pi pe, put it away, stretched, yawned, and was about to recline.

| detected a distant novenent, propped nyself on nmy el bows and wat ched for
it again. | did not have long to wait. A figure was passing slowy along the
pat h, pausing frequently, noving quietly. It vanished beneath the tree where
Ganel on and | had been sitting, and did not energe again for a |long while.
Then it continued on for several dozen paces, stopped and seenmed to be staring
inm direction. Then it advanced toward ne.

Passi ng about a clunp of shrubbery and energing fromthe shadows, her face
was suddenly touched by the moonlight. Apparently aware of this, she smled in
nmy direction, slowi ng as she cane near, stopping when she stood before ne.

She said, "I take it your quarters are not to your liking, Lord Corwin."

"Not at all,” | said. "It is such a beautiful night that it appealed to
t he outdoorsman in ne."

"Somet hi ng nmust have appealed to you last night, also," she said, "despite
the rain," and she seated herself beside ne on nmy cloak. "Did you sl eep
i ndoors or out?"

"I spent it out," | said. "But |I did not sleep. In fact, | have not slept
since | saw you last."

"\Were have you been?"

"Down by the seaside, sifting sand.”

"Sounds depressing."

"It was."

"I have been doing a I ot of thinking, since we walked in Shadow. "

"I woul d i magi ne."

"I have not done too much sl eeping either. That was why | heard you cone
in, heard you talking with Ganel on, knew you were out here sonewhere when he
cane back al one."

"You were right."

"I must get to Amber, you know. And wal k the Pattern.”

"I know. You will."

"Soon, Corwi n. Soon!"

"You are young, Dara. There is plenty of tine."

"Dam it! | have been waiting all ny life - without even know ng about it!
Is there no way | can go now?"
"No. "

"Why not? You could take me on a quick journey through shadows, take ne to
Anber, let me walk the Pattern..."

"I'f we are not slain imediately, we night be fortunate enough to be given
adjoining cells for a time - or racks - before we are executed."

"What ever for? You are a Prince of the Gty. You have a right to do as you
pl ease. "

| | aughed.

"I aman outlaw, dear. If | return to Anber | wll be executed, if | am
lucky. O something much worse if | amnot. But seeing as how things turned
out last time, | should think they would kill me quickly. This courtesy woul d

doubt| ess al so be extended to my compani ons."

"Cberon woul d not do such a thing."

"G ven sufficient provocation, | believe that he woul d. But the question
does not really arise. Oberon is no nore, and ny brother Eric sits on the
throne and calls hinself liege."

"When did this occur?"

"Several years ago, as time is neasured in Amber."

"Why woul d he want to kill you?"

"To keep me fromkilling him of course.”
"Wul d you?"

"Yes, and | will. Soon, too, |I think."
She turned to face ne then

" \Why 2"

"So that | can occupy the throne nyself. It is rightly mne, you see. Eric



has usurped it. | amjust recently escaped fromtorture and several years
i mprisonnent at his hands. He made the m stake, however, of allow ng hinself
the luxury of keeping ne alive so that he could contenplate ny w etchedness.
He never thought that | would get free and return to chall enge hi m agai n.

Neither did I, for that matter. But since | have been fortunate enough to
obtain a second chance, | shall be careful not to nake the sane m stake he
did."

"But he is your brother."

"Few are nore aware of that fact than he and I, | assure you."

"How soon do you expect to acconplish - your objectives?"

"As | said the other day, if you can get hold of the Trunps, contact ne in
about three nonths. If you cannot, and things come about according to ny
plans, | will get in touch with you fairly early in my reign. You should have
your chance to take the Pattern before another year passes.”

"And if you fail?"

"Then you will have a longer wait ahead of you. Until Eric has assured the
per manency of his own reign, and until Benedict has acknow edged hi m ki ng. You
see, Benedict is not willing to do this. He has remni ned away from Anber for a

long while, and for all Eric knows, he is no | onger anong the living. Should
he put in an appearance now, he is going to have to take a position either for
or against Eric. Should he come out for him then the continuance of Eric's
reign will be assured - and Benedi ct does not want to be responsible for that.
Shoul d he cone out against him there will be strife - and he does not want to
be responsible for that either. He has no desire for the crown hinself. Only
by remai ning out of the picture entirely can he assure the neasure of
tranquility that does prevail. Were he to appear and refuse to take either
position, he could possibly get awmay with it, but it would be tantamount to
denying Eric's kingship and would still lead to trouble. Wre he to appear
with you, he would be surrendering his will, for Eric would put pressure on
hi m t hr ough you."

"Then if you lose | might never get to Anber!"

"I amonly describing the situation as | see it. There are doubtless nany

factors of which I amunaware. | have been out of circulation for a | ong
while."

"You must win!" she said. Then, suddenly, "Wuld G andpa support you?"

"I doubt it. But the situation would be quite different. | amaware of his
exi stence, and of yours. | will not ask his support. So | ong as he does not
oppose ne, | will be satisfied. And if | am quick, efficient, and successful
he will not oppose me. He will not |ike ny having found out about you, but
when he sees that | mean you no harmall will be well on that count."

"Why woul d you not use ne? It seens the logical thing to do."

"It is. But I've discovered I like you," | said, "so that's out of the
guestion." She | aughed.

"I've charned you!" she said. | chuckl ed.

"I'n your own delicate way, at sword's point, yes."

Abruptly, she sobered.

"Grandpa is coming back tonorrow," she said. "Did your man Ganel on tell
you?"

"Yes."

"How does that affect whatever you are about ?"

"I intend to be hell and gone out of here before he returns.”

"What will he do?"

"The first thing that he will do will be to get very angry with you for
bei ng here. Then he will want to know how you managed your return and how much
you have told ne about yourself."

"What should | tell hin®"

"Tell himthe truth about how you got back. That will give hi msonething
to think about. As to your status, your woman's intuition cautioned you
concerning ny trustworthiness, and you took the sane line with ne as you did
with Julian and Gerard. As to ny whereabouts, Ganelon and | borrowed a wagon



and headed into town, saying that we would not be back until quite late."

"Where will you really be goi ng?"

“Into town, briefly. But we will not be com ng back. | want as much of a
head start as possi bl e because he can track me through Shadow, up to a
poi nt."

"I will delay himas best | can for you. Wre you not going to see ne
before you | eft?"

"I was going to have this talk with you in the norning. You got it ahead
of time by being restless.”

"Then | amglad that | was - restless. How are you going to conquer
Anber ?"

| shook ny head. "No, dear Dara. All schem ng princes nust keep a few
smal | secrets. That's one of nine.”

"I amsurprised to learn there is so nmuch distrust and plotting in Amber."

"Why? The sane conflicts exist everywhere, in various fornms. They are al
about you, always, for all places take their formfrom Anber."

"It is difficult to understand..."

"One day you will. Leave it at that for now"

"Then tell me another thing. Since | amable to negotiate shadows
somewhat, even w thout having taken the Pattern, tell ne nore precisely how

you go about it. | want to get better at it."

"No!" | said. "I will not have you fooling with Shadow until you are
ready. It is dangerous even after you have taken the Pattern. To do it before
is fool hardy. You were |ucky, but do not try it again. I'Il even help, by not
telling you anything nore about it."

"Al'l right!" she said. "Sorry. | guess | can wait..."

"l guess you can. No hard feelings?"

"No. Well - " She laughed. "They wouldn't do ne any good, | guess. You
nmust know what you are tal king about. | amglad that you care what happens to
ne."

I grunted, and she reached out and touched ny cheek. At this, | turned ny
head agai n and her face was noving slowy toward my own, smile gone and |ips
parting, eyes alnost closed. As we kissed, | felt her arns slide about mnmy neck
and shoul ders and nine found their way into a simlar position around her. M
surprise was lost in the sweetness, gave way to warmh and a certain
excitenent.

I f Benedict ever found out, he was going to be nore than just irritated
with ne..

The GQuns O Aval on

Chapter 7
The wagon creaked, nonotonously, and the sun was already well into the
west, though it still poured hot streans of daylight upon us. Back anpbng the

cases, Ganelon snored, and | envied himhis noisy occupation. He had been
sl eeping for several hours, and this was ny third day w thout rest.

We were perhaps fifteen mles out of the city, and heading into the
nort heast. Doyle had not had ny order conpletely ready, but Ganelon and | had
persuaded himto close up his shop and accelerate its production. This
i nvol ved several additional hours' curse-worthy delay. | had been too keyed-up
to sleep then and was unable to do so now, as | was edgi ng nmy way through
shadows.

| forced back the fatigue and the evening and found sone cl ouds to shade
me. W noved along a dry, deeply rutted, clay road. It was an ugly shade of
yellow, and it cracked and crunbled as we went. Brown grasses hung linply on
either side of the way, and the trees were short, twi sted things, their barks
thi ck and shaggy. We passed numerous outcrops of shale.

| had paid Doyle well for his conpounds, and had al so purchased a handsone



bracelet to be delivered to Dara the followi ng day. My di anonds were at ny
belt, Grayswandir near to ny hand. Star and Firedrake wal ked steadily,
strongly. I was on ny way to having it nade.

| wondered whet her Benedict had returned hone yet. | wondered how | ong he
woul d remai n deceived as to my whereabouts. | was by no neans out of danger
fromhim He could follow a trail for a great distance through Shadow, and
was | eaving hima good one. | had little choice in the matter, though.
needed t he wagon, | was stuck with our present speed, and | was in no
condition to manage another hellride. | handled the shifts slowy and
carefully, very conscious of my dulled senses and grow ng weariness, counting
on the gradual accumrul ati on of change and distance to build up a barrier
bet ween Benedi ct and nyself, hoping that it would soon becone an inpenetrable
one.

I found ny way from |l ate afternoon back to noontide within the next two
mles, but kept it a cloudy noon, for it was only its light that | desired,
not its heat. Then | nanaged to |locate a small breeze. It increased the
probability of rain, but it was worth it. You can't have everything.

I was fighting back drowsi ness by then, and the tenptati on was great to
awaken Ganelon and sinply add nore miles to our distance by letting himdrive
while | slept. But | was afraid to try it this early in the journey. There
were still too many things to do.

| wanted nmore daylight, but | also wanted a better road, and | was sick of
t hat goddammed yell ow clay, and | had to do sonething about those clouds, and
| had to keep in nmind where we were headed..

| rubbed nmy eyes, | took several deep breaths. Things were starting to
junp around inside my head, and the steady clop-clop of the horses' hoofs and
t he creaking of the wagon were starting to have a soporific effect. | was

already nunb to the jolting and the swaying. The reins hung loosely in ny
hands, and | had al ready nodded and let themslip once. Fortunately, the
horses seened to have a good idea as to what was expected of them

After a time, we nmounted a | ong, easy slope that |ed down into
m d-morni ng. By then, the sky was quite dark, and it took several mles and
hal f a dozen tw stings of the road to dissipate the cloud cover sonmewhat. A
stormcould turn our way into a river of nud quite quickly. |I wi nced at the
t hought, let the sky al one and concentrated on the road once nore.

We cane to a dilapidated bridge | eading across a dry streanbed. On its
other side, the road was snoother, less yellow As we proceeded, it grew
darker, flatter, harder, and the grass cane green beside it. By then, though
it had begun raining.

I fought with this for a tine, determ ned not to surrender ny grass and
t he dark, easy road. My head ached, but the shower ended within a quarter of a
mle and the sun canme out once nore. The sun... oh yes, the sun.

We rattled on, finally conming to a dip in the road that kept twisting its
way down anong brighter trees. We descended into a cool valley, where we
eventual |y crossed another snall bridge, this one with a narrow band of water
drifting along the mddle of the bed beneath it. | had w apped the reins about
my wist by then, because |I kept nodding. As froma great distance, | focused
my concentration, straightening, sorting..

Birds queried the day, tentatively, fromw thin the woods to ny right.

G istening droplets of dew clung to the grass, the leaves. A chill came into
the air, and the rays of the norning sun slanted down through the trees..

But nmy body was not fooled by the awakening within this shadow, and | was
relieved finally to hear Ganelon stir and curse. If he had not come around
bef ore much longer | would have had to awaken him

Good enough. | tugged gently on the reins and the horses got the idea and
halted. | put on the brake, as we were still on an incline, and located a
wat er bottle.

"Here!" said Ganelon, as | drank. "Leave a drop for ne!" | passed the

bottle back to him
"You are taking over now," | told him "I have to get some sleep."



He drank for half a minute, then let out an expl osive exhal ati on

"Right," he said, sw nging hinself over the edge of the wagon and down.
"But bide a nonment. Nature sunmons.”

He stepped off the road, and I crawl ed back onto the bed of the wagon and
stretched out where he had lain, folding ny cloak into a pillow.

Monments later, | heard himclinb onto the driver's seat, and there was a
jolt as he released the brake. I heard himcluck his tongue and snap the reins
[ightly.

"I's it norning?" he called back to ne.

“Yes."

"CGod! |I've slept all day and all night!"

| chuckl ed.

"No. | did alittle shadowshifting," | said. "You only slept six or seven
hours."

"I don't understand. But never mnd, | believe you. Were are we now?"

"Still heading northeast,”" | said, "around twenty niles out of the city

and maybe a dozen or so from Benedict's place. W have noved t hrough Shadow,
al so."

"What am | to do now?"

"Just keep followi ng the road. W need the distance."

"Coul d Benedict still reach us?"
"I think so. That's why we can't give the horses their rest yet."
"Al'l right. Is there anything special | should be alert for?"
"No. "
"When should | raise you?"
"Never."
He was silent then, and as | waited for ny consciousness to be consuned,
t hought of Dara, of course. | had been thinking of her on and off all day.
The thing had been quite unpreneditated on nmy part. | had not even thought

of her as a woman until she came into nmy arnms and revised ny thinking on the
subject. A nonment later, and ny spinal nerves took over, reducing much of what
passes for cerebration down to its basics, as Freud had once said to ne. |
could not blanme it on the alcohol, as | had not had that nuch and it had not
affected ne especially. Wiy did | want to blanme it on anything? Because | felt
somewhat guilty, that was why. She was too distant a relation for me to really
think of her as one. That was not it. | did not feel | had taken unfair

advant age of her, for she had known what she was doi ng when she cane | ooki ng
for me. It was the circunstances that nade ne question my own notives, even in
the mdst of things. | had wanted to do nore than sinply wi n her confidence
and a measure of friendship when | had first spoken with her and taken her on
that wal k into Shadow. | was trying to alienate some of her loyalty, trust,
and affection fromBenedict and transfer it to nyself. | had wanted her on ny
side, as a possible ally in what m ght becone an eneny canp. | had hoped to be
able to use her, should the need arise when the going got rough. Al this was
true. But | did not want to believe that | had had her as | did just to
further this end. | suspected there was sonme truth to it, though, and it made
me feel unconfortable and nore than a little ignoble. Wiy? | had done plenty
of things in my time that many woul d consider nmuch worse, and | was not
especially troubled by these. | westled with it, not liking to adnmit it but

al ready knowi ng the answer. | cared for the girl. It was as sinple as that. It
was different fromthe friendship | had felt for Lorraine, with its el ement of
wor | d- weary under st andi ng between two veterans about it, or the air of casual
sensual ity that had existed briefly between Mire and nyself back before |I had
taken the Pattern for the second time. It was quite different. | had known her
so briefly that it was nost illogical. I was a man with centuries behind ne.
Yet... | had not felt this way in centuries. | had forgotten the feeling,

until now. | did not want to be in love with her. Not now Later, perhaps.
Better yet, not at all. She was all wong for ne. She was a child. Everything
that she would want to do, everything that she would find new and fascinati ng,
| had already done. No, it was all wong. | had no business falling in | ove



with her. | should not let nyself...

Ganel on hunmed sonme bawdy tune, badly. The wagon jounced and creaked, took
a turn uphill. The sun fell upon ny face, and | covered my eyes with ny
forearm Sonmewhere thereabout, oblivion fixed its grip and squeezed.

VWen | awoke, it was past noon and | was feeling grimy. | took a long
drink of water, poured sone in the palmof ny hand, and rubbed it in my eyes.
| conmbed my hair with ny fingers. | took a | ook at our surroundi ngs.

There was greenery about us, small stands of trees and open spaces where
tall grasses grew. It was still a dirt road that we travel ed, hard-packed and
fairly smooth. The sky was clear, but for a few small clouds, and shade
alternated with sunlight fairly regularly. There was a |light breeze.

"Back anong the living. Good!" said Ganelon, as | clinbed over the front
wal | and took a seat beside him

"The horses are getting tired, Corwin, and 1'd like to stretch ny legs a
bit," he said. "I"'malso getting very hungry. Aren't you?"

"Yes. Pull off into that shady place to the left and we'll stop awhile."

"I would like to go on a bit farther than that," he said.

"For any special reason?"

"Yes. | want to show you sonething."

"Co ahead."

We cl opped along for perhaps a half a nile, then cane to a bend in the
road that took us in a nore northerly direction. Before very long we cane to a

hill, and when we had nounted it there was another hill, |eading even higher

"How much farther do you want to go?" | said.

"Let's take this next hill," he replied. "W night be able to see it from
up there."

"Al'l right."

The horses strained agai nst the steepness of that second hill, and | got
out and pushed from behind. Wien we finally reached the top, | felt even

grimer fromthe mxture of sweat and dust, but | was fully awake once nore
Ganel on reined in the horses and put on the brake. He clinbed back in the
wagon and up onto a crate then. He stood, facing to the left, and shaded his
eyes.

"Come up here, Corwin," he called.

I clinmbed over the tailgate and he squatted and extended a hand. | took
it, and he hel ped ne up onto the crate, where | stood beside him He pointed,
and | followed the gesture.

Perhaps three-quarters of a mle distant, running fromleft to right for
as far as | could see, was a wide, black band. W were several hundred yards
hi gher than the thing and had a decent view of, | would say, half a mile of
its length. It was several hundred feet across, and though it curved and
turned twice that | could see, its width appeared to remain constant. There
were trees within it, and they were totally black. There seemed to be sone

nmoverrent. | could not say what it was. Perhaps it was only the wind rippling
the bl ack grasses near its edge. But there was also a definite sensation of
flowing within it, like currents in a flat, dark river

"What is it?" | said

"I thought perhaps you could tell ne,
a part of your shadow sorceries.”

I shook ny head slowy.

"I was quite drowsy, but | would remenber if | had arranged for anything
that strange to occur. How did you know it was there?"

"We skirted it several times as you slept, then edged away again. | did
not like the feeling at all. It was a very faniliar one. Does it not rem nd
you of sonet hi ng?"

"Yes. Yes, it does. Unfortunately."

He nodded.

"It's like that dammed GCircle back in Lorraine. That's what it's |ike."

"The black road..." | said.

Ganel on replied. "I had thought it



"What ?"

"The black road," | repeated. "I did not know what she was referring to
when she mentioned it, but now | begin to understand. This is not good at
all.”

"Another ill onmen?" "I amafraid so."

He cursed, then, "WII| it cause us any inmedi ate troubl e?" he asked.

"l don't believe so, but I amnot certain.”

He clinbed down fromthe crate and | foll owed.

"Let's find some forage for the horses then," he said, "and tend to our
own bellies as well."

“Yes."

We noved forward and he took the reins. W found a good spot at the foot
of the hill.

We tarried there for the better part of an hour, talking mainly of Aval on
W did not speak again of the black road, though | thought of it quite a bit.
| had to get a closer |ook at the thing, of course.

VWen we were ready to nove on, | took the reins again. The horses,
somewhat refreshed, noved out at a good pace.
Ganel on sat beside nme on the left, still in a talkative mood. | was only

just then beginning to realize how much this strange homeconi ng had neant to
him He had revisited many of his old haunts fromthe days of his outlawy, as
wel |l as four battlefields where he had distingui shed hinself greatly after he
had achi eved respectability. | was in many ways noved by his rem ni scences. An
unusual nixture of gold and clay, this man. He shoul d have been an Anberite.
The miles slid by quickly and we were drawi ng near to the black road again

when | felt a familiar nmental jab. | passed the reins to Ganel on.
"Take them " | said. "Drive!"
"What is it?"

"Later! Just drive!"

"Should I hurry?"

"No. Keep it normal. Don't say anything for a while."

| closed nmy eyes and rested my head in nmy hands, enptying ny mind and
buil ding a wall around the enptiness. No one honme. Qut to lunch. No
solicitors. This property is vacant. Do not disturb. Trespassers will be
prosecut ed. Beware of dog. Falling rock. Slippery when wet. To be razed for
urban renewal ...

It eased, then came on again, hard, and |I blocked it again. There foll owed
a third wave. | stopped that one, too.

Then it was gone.

| sighed, massaged ny eyeball s.

"It's all right now " | said.

"What happened?”

"Someone tried to reach me by a very special neans. It was al npst
certainly Benedict. He nust just now have found out any of a nunber of things
that could make himwant to stop us. |I'll take the reins again now | fear he
will be on our trail soon."

Ganel on handed them over

"What are our chances of escaping hinP"

"Pretty fair now 1'd say, that we've got nore distance behind us. | am
going to shuffle some nore shadows as soon as ny head stops spinning."

| guided us on, and our way tw sted and wound, paralleling that black road
for atime, then heading in closer to it. Finally, we were only a few hundred
yards away fromit.

Ganel on studied it in silence for a long while, then said, "It rem nds ne
too much of that other place. The little tongues of mi st that |ick about
things, the feeling that something is always noving just at the corner of your
eye..."
| bit nmy lip. | began to perspire heavily. | was trying to shift away from
the thing now and there was sone sort of resistance. It was not the sane
feeling of nonolithic immovability as occurs when you try to nove through



Shadow in Anmber. It was altogether different. It was a feeling of
i nescapability.

We noved through Shadow all right. The sun drifted higher in the heavens,
headi ng back toward noonday - for |I did not relish the thought of nightfal
besi de that black strip - and the sky |l ost sonething of its blue and the trees
shot hi gher about us and nountai ns appeared in the distance.

Was it that the road cut through Shadow itself?

It nust. Why else would Julian and Gerard have |l ocated it and been
sufficiently intrigued to explore the thing?

It was unfortunate, but | feared we had nmuch in comon, that road and |
Damm it!

We noved beside it for a long while, gradually nmoving cl oser together,
al so. Soon, only about a hundred feet separated us. Fifty..

...And, as | had felt they eventually nust, our paths finally intersected.
| drew rein. | packed ny pipe and lit it, snoked as | studied the thing. Star
and Firedrake obviously did not approve of the black area that cut across our
way. They had whinnied and tried to pull off to the side.

It was a | ong, diagonal cut across the black place if we wanted to keep to
the road. Also, part of the terrain was hidden fromour sight by a series of
low, stone hills. There were heavy grasses at the edge of the black and
patches of it, here and there, about the foot of the hills. Bits of m st
scudded anobng them and faint, vaporous clouds hovered in all the hollows. The
sky, seen through the atnmosphere that hung about the place, was several shades
darker, with a smeared, sooty tone to it. A silence that was not the sane as
stillness lay upon it, alnobst as though some unseen entity were poised,
hol ding its breath.

Then we heard a scream It was a girl's voice. The old lady in distress
trick?

It came from sonmewhere to the right, beyond those hills. It snmelled fishy.
But hell! It could be real

| tossed the reins to Ganelon and junped to the ground, taking G ayswandir

into nmy hand.

"I"'mgoing to investigate," | said, noving off to the right and | eapi ng
the gully that ran beside the road.

"Hurry back."

| plowed through sone brush and scranmbled up a rocky slope. | pushed ny

way through nmore shrubbery on its down side and nmounted anot her, higher sl ope.
The scream canme again as | was clinmbing it, and this tinme | heard other sounds
as well.

Then | reached the top and was able to see for a good distance.

The bl ack area began about forty feet below ne, and the scene | sought was
| ai d about a hundred-fifty feet within it.

It was a monochromatic sight, save for the flanmes. A woman, all in white,
bl ack hair hangi ng | oose, down to her waist, was bound to one of those dark
trees, snoldering branches heaped around her feet. Half a dozen hairy, albino
men, al nost conpl etely naked and continuing the process of undressing as they
nmoved, shuffled about, nuttering and chuckling, poking at the woman and the
fire with sticks that they carried and clutching at their |oins repeatedly.
The flames were high enough now to singe the woman's garments, causing themto
snol der. Her long dress was sufficiently torn and di sarrayed so that | could
see she possessed a lovely, voluptuous form though the snoke w apped her in
such a manner that | was unable to see her face.

I rushed forward, entering the area of the black road, |eaping over the
l ong, twining grasses, and charged into the group, beheadi ng the nearest man
and runni ng anot her through before they knew | was upon them The others
turned and flailed at ne with their sticks, shouting as they swung them

Grayswandir ate off big chunks of them wuntil they fell apart and were
silent. Their juices were black

| turned, holding ny breath, and kicked away the front of the fire. Then I
moved in close to the lady and cut her bonds. She fell into ny arms, sobbing.



It was only then that | noticed her face - or, rather, her lack of one.
She wore a full, ivory nmask, oval and curving, featureless, save for two tiny
rectangul ar grilles for her eyes.

| drew her away fromthe snoke and the gore. She clung to me, breathing
heavily, thrusting her entire body against ne. After what seenmed an

appropriate period of time, | attenpted to disentangle nyself. But she would
not rel ease nme, and she was surprisingly strong.
"It is all right now," |I said, or sonething equally trite and apt, but she

did not reply.

She kept shifting her grip upon my body, with rough caressing novenents
and a rather disconcerting effect. Her desirability was enhanced, from i nstant
to instant. | found nyself stroking her hair, and the rest of her as well.

"It is all right now," | repeated. "Who are you? Why were they burning
you? Who were they?"

But she did not reply. She had stopped sobbing, but her breathing was
still heavy, although in a different way.

"Why do you wear this mask?"

| reached for it and she jerked her head back

This did not seemespecially inportant, though. Wile some cold, |ogica
part of nme knew that the passion was irrational, | was as powerless as the
gods of the Epicureans. | wanted her and | was ready to have her

Then | heard Ganelon cry out my name and | tried to turn in that
direction.

But she restrained ne. | was amazed at her strength.
"Child of Anmber," cane her half-famliar voice. "W owe you this for what
you have given us, and we will have all of you now"

Ganel on's voice cane to me again, a steady stream of profanities.

| exerted all ny strength against that grip and it weakened. My hand shot
forward and | tore away the mask.

There came a brief cry of anger as | freed nyself, and four final, fading
words as the mask cane away:

"Amber nust be destroyed!"

There was no face behind the mask. There was nothing there at all.

Her garnment coll apsed and hung linply over my arm She - or it - had
vani shed.

Turning quickly, |I saw that Ganel on was sprawl ed at the edge of the black
his legs twi sted unnaturally. H's blade rose and fell slowy, but | could not
see at what he was striking. I ran toward him

The bl ack grasses, over which | had | eaped, were tw ned about his ankles
and | egs. Even as he hacked at them others |ashed about as though seeking to
capture his sword arm He had succeeded in partly freeing his right |leg, and
| eaned far forward and managed to finish the job.

I moved to a position behind him out of reach of the grasses, and tossed
away the mask, which | just then realized | was still clutching. It fell to
earth beyond the edge of the black and i nmedi ately began to snol der.

Cat chi ng hi munder the arms, | strove to drag Ganel on back. The stuff
resisted fiercely, but at last | tore himfree. | carried himthen, |eaping
over the remuaining dark grasses that separated us fromthe nore docile, green
vari ety beyond the road.

He regained his footing and continued to | ean heavily agai nst nme, bending
forward and sl apping at his | eggings.

"They're nunb," he said. "My legs are asleep." | hel ped hi mback to the
wagon. He transferred his grip to its side and began stanping his feet.
"They're tingling," he announced. "It's starting to come back... OCow "

Finally, he linped to the front of the wagon. | helped himclinb onto the
seat and followed himup. He sighed.

"That's better," he said. "They're conmi ng al ong now. That stuff just
sucked the strength out of them Qut of the rest of ne, too. Wat happened?"

"Qur bad onen made good on its promse."

"What now?" | picked up the reins and rel eased the brake.



"W go across,” | said. "I have to find out nore about this thing. Keep
your bl ade handy."

He granted and laid the weapon across his knees. The horses did not |ike
the idea of going on, but | flicked their flanks lightly with the whip and
t hey began to nove.

We entered the black area, and it was like riding into a Wrld VWar I
newsreel . Renote though near at hand, stark, depressing, grim Even the
creaki ng and the hoof falls were somehow muffled, nade to seemnore distant. A
faint, persistent ringing began in ny ears. The grasses beside the road
stirred as we passed, though | kept well away fromthem W passed through
several patches of mist. They were odorl ess, but our breathing grew | abored on
each occasion. As we neared the first hill, | began the shift that would take
us t hrough Shadow.

W rounded the hill.

Not hi ng.

The dark, masmal prospect was unaltered.

| grew angry then. | drew the Pattern fromnenory and held it bl azing
before ny mnd' s eye. | essayed the shift once nore.

| mredi ately, nmy head began to ache. A pain shot fromny forehead to the
back of ny skull and hung there Iike a hot wire. But this only fanned my anger
and caused nme to try even harder to shift the black road into nothi ngness.

Thi ngs wavered. The nists thickened, rolled across the road in bill ows.
Qutlines grew indistinct. | shook the reins. The horses moved faster. My head
began to throb, felt as if it were about to come apart. Instead, nonentarily,
everything else did..

The ground shook, cracking in places, but it was nore than just that.
Everything seened to undergo a spasnodi ¢ shudder, and the cracking was nore
than nmere fracture lines in the ground.

It was as though soneone had suddenly kicked the leg of a table on which a
| oosely assenbl ed jigsaw puzzle lay. Gaps appeared in the entire prospect:
here, a green bough; there, a sparkle of water, a glinpse of blue sky,
absol ute bl ackness, white nothingness, the front of a brick building, faces
behind a window, fire, a piece of star-filled sky..

The horses were galloping by then, and | had all | could do to keep from
scream ng for the pain.
A babbl e of m xed noises - animal, human, nechanical - washed over us. It

seened that | could hear Ganel on cursing, but | could not be certain.

| thought that | would pass out fromthe pain, but | determ ned, out of
sheer stubbornness and anger, to persist until | did. | concentrated on the
Pattern as a dying man mght cry out to his God, and | threw ny entire wll
agai nst the exi stence of the black road.

Then the pressure was off and the horses were plunging wldly, dragging us
into a green field. Ganelon snatched at the reins, but | drew on them nysel f
and shouted to the horses until they halted. W had crossed the bl ack road.

| turned i mMmediately and | ooked back. The scene had the wavering quality
of somet hing seen through troubled waters. Qur path through it stood clean and

st eady, however, like a bridge or a dam and the grasses at its edge were
green.

"That was worse," Ganelon said, "than the ride you took me on when you
exiled nme."

"I think so, too," | said, and | spoke to the horses, gently, finally

persuading themto return to the dirt road and continue on along it.

The worl d was brighter here, and the trees that we soon noved anbng were
great pines. The air was fresh with their fragrance. Squirrels and birds nmoved
within them The soil was darker, richer. W seened to be at a higher altitude
than we had been before the crossing. It pleased ne that we had i ndeed shifted
- and in the direction | had desired.

Qur way curved, ran back a bit, straightened. Every now and then we caught
a glinmpse of the black road. It was not too far off to our right. W were
still running roughly parallel to it. The thing definitely cut through Shadow.



From what we saw of it, it appeared to have settled back down to being its
normal, sinister self once nore.

My headache faded and my heart grew somewhat |ighter. We achi eved higher
ground and a pl easant view over a large area of hills and forest, rem nding ne
of parts of Pennsylvania | had - enjoyed driving through years earlier

| stretched; then, "How are your |egs now?" | asked.

"Al'l right," Ganelon said, |ooking back along our trail. "I can see for a
great distance, Corwin..."

"Yes?"

"I see a horseman, coning very fast."

| stood and turned. | think I mght have groaned as | dropped back into
the seat and shook the reins.

He was still too far off to tell for certain - on the other side of the

bl ack road. But who else could it be, pushing along at that speed on our
trail? | cursed then

W& were nearing the crest of the rise. | turned to Ganel on and said, "Get
ready for another hellride."

"I't's Benedict?"

"I think so. We lost too rmuch time back there. He can nove awfully fast -
especially through Shadow - all alone like that."

"Do you think you can still |ose hin®"

"We'll find out," | said. "Real soon now. "

I clucked to the horses and shook the reins again. W reached the top and
a blast of icy air struck us. W leveled off and the shadow of a boulder to
our |eft darkened the sky. Wien we had passed it, the darkness renai ned and
crystals of fine-textured snow stung our faces and hands.

Wthin a few nonments, we were headi ng downward once nmore and the snowf al
became a blinding blizzard. The wind screaned in our ears and the wagon
rattl ed and skidded. | leveled us quickly. There were drifts all about by then
and the road was white. Qur breath fumed and ice glistened on trees and rocks.

Motion and tenporary baffl enment of the senses. That was what it took..

We raced on, and the wind slamed and bit and cried out. Drifts began to
cover the road.

We rounded a bend and emerged fromthe storm The world was still a
gl azed-over thing and an occasional flake flitted by, but the sun pulled free
of the clouds, pouring |ight upon the |land, and we headed downward once
nore. ..

...Passing through a fog and energing in a barren, though snow ess waste
of rock and pitted I and..

...\ bore to the right, regained the sun, followed a tw sted course on a
| evel plain, winding anmong tall, featureless stands of blue-gray stone..

... \Were far off to our right the black road paced as.

Waves of heat washed over us, and the | and steamed. Bubbl es popped in
boiling stews that filled the craters, adding their fumes to the dank air.
Shal | ow puddl es lay |like a handful of old, bronze coins.

The horses raced, hal f-nmaddened now, as geysers began to erupt along the
trail. Scal ding waters spewed across the roadway, narrowy m ssing us, running
in steam ng, slick sheets. The sky was brass and the sun was a nushy appl e.
The wind was a panting dog with bad breath.

The ground trenbled, and far off to our left a nountain blewits top
toward the heavens and buried fires after it. An ear-splitting crash
tenmporarily deafened us and concussi on waves kept beating agai nst our bodies.
The wagon swayed and shi mm ed.

The ground continued to shake and the wi nds slammed us with near-hurricane
force as we rushed toward a row of black-topped hills. W left what there was
of a roadway when it turned in the wong direction and headed, bunpi ng and
shuddering, across the plain itself. The hills continued to grow, dancing in
the troubled air.

| turned when | felt Ganelon's hand on ny arm He was shouting sonethi ng,
but | could not hear him Then he pointed back and | followed his gesture.



saw nothing that | had not expected to see. The air was turbulent, filled with
dust, debris, ashes. | shrugged and returned ny attention to the hills.

A greater darkness occurred at the base of the nearest hill. | made for
it.

It grew before nme as the ground sl anted downward once nobre, an enornous
cavern nouth, curtained by a steady fall of dust and gravel.

| cracked the whip in the air and we raced across the final five or six
hundred yards and plunged into it.

| began slowi ng the horses imrediately, letting themrelax into a wal k.

We continued to nove downward, turned a corner, and cane into a w de, high
grotto. Light |eaked down from hol es hi gh above, dappling stalactites and
falling upon quivering green pools. The ground continued to shake, and ny
hearing took a turn for the better as | saw a mmssive stalagmte crunble and
heard the faint tinkle of its fall.

We crossed a bl ack-bottoned chasmon a bridge that m ght have been
I i mestone, which shattered behind us and vani shed.

Bits of rock rained down from overhead and sonetinmes |arge stones fell.

Pat ches of green and red fungus glowed in corners and cracks, streaks of

m neral s sparkled and bent, large crystals and flat flowers of pale stone
added to the moist, eerie beauty of the place. W wheel ed t hrough caverns I|ike
chai ns of bubbles and coursed a white-crested torrent until it vanished into a
bl ack hol e.

A long, corkscrew gallery took us upward once nore, and | heard Ganelon's
voi ce, faint and echoing, "I thought that | glinpsed nmovenent - that might be
arider - at the crest of the mountain - just for an instant - back there." W
nmoved into a slightly brighter chamber.

"I'f it was Benedict, he's got a hard act to follow," | shouted, and there
cane the trenors and nmuffl ed crashings as nore things collapsed behind us.

We proceeded onward and upward, until finally openings began to occur
over head, giving upon patches of clear blue sky. The hoof clicks and the
sounds of the wagon gradually assumed a normal volune and their echoes cane to
us also. The trenors ceased, small birds darted above us, and the light
increased in intensity.

Then anot her twi sting of the way, and our exit lay before us, a w de, |ow
openi ng onto day. W had to duck our heads as we passed beneath the jagged
lintel. We bounced up and over a jutting |lip of nbss-covered stone, then
| ooked upon a bed of gravel that lay |like a scythed track upon the hill side,
passi ng anong gigantic trees, vanishing within them below. | made a clicking
noi se with my tongue, encouragi ng the horses on their way.

"They are very tired now," Ganel on renarked.

"I know. Soon they will get to rest, one way or another."

The gravel crunched beneath our wheels. The snell of the trees was good.

"Have you noticed it? Down there, off to the right?"

"What...?" | began, turning ny head. Then, "Ch," | finished.

The infernal black road was with us still, perhaps a mle distant.
"How many shadows does it cut across?" | mnused.

"All of them it would seem" Ganel on suggest ed.

| shook ny head slowy. "I hope not," | said.

W proceeded downward, beneath a blue sky and a gol den sun westering in a
nor mal way.

"I was alnost afraid to come out of that cave,’
"No telling what would be on this side."

Ganel on said after a tine.

"The horses couldn't take much nore. | had to let up. If that was Benedi ct
we saw, his horse had better be in very good condition. He was pushing it
hard. Then to have it face all that... | think he would fall back."

"Maybe it's used to it," Ganelon said, as we crunched around a bend to the
right, losing sight of the cave nouth.

"There is always that possibility," |I said, and | thought of Dara again,
wonderi ng what she was doing at that nonent.

W& wove our way steadily downward, shifting slowy and inperceptibly. Qur



trail kept drifting to the right, and | cursed when | realized we were nearing
the bl ack road.

"Dam! It's as persistent as an insurance salesnman!" | said, feeling ny
anger turn to something |like hatred. "Wen the time is right, | amgoing to
destroy that thing!"

Ganel on did not reply. He was taking a long drink of water. He passed ne
the bottle and I did, too.

At length, we achieved level terrain, and the trail continued to tw st and
curve at the | east excuse. It allowed the horses to take it easy and it would
sl ow a nounted pursuer

About an hour later, | began to feel confortable and we stopped to eat. W
had just about finished our meal when Ganel on - who had not rempved his gaze
fromthe hillside - stood and shaded his eyes.

"No," | said, leaping to ny feet. "I don't believe it."

A lone rider had enmerged fromthe nouth of the cave. | watched as he
halted for a noment, then continued on down the trail

"What do we do now?" Ganel on asked.

"Let's pick up our stuff and get nmoving again. W can at |east delay the
inevitable a little longer. | want nore tinme to think."

We rolled once nore, still noving at a noderate pace, though nmy mnd was
racing at full speed. There had to be a way to stop him Preferably, wthout
killing him

But | couldn't think of any.

Except for the black road, which was edgi ng nearer once nore, we had cone
into a lovely afternoon in a beautiful place. It was a shane to danpen it with
bl ood, particularly if it mght be nmy blood. Even with his blade in his left
hand, | was afraid to face him Ganel on woul d be of no use to ne. Benedi ct
woul d barely notice him

| shifted as we took another turning. Mnents later, a faint snell of
snoke came to ny nostrils. | shifted slightly again.

"He's coming fast!" Ganel on announced. "I just saw - There's snoke!

Fl ames! The woods are on fire!"

| laughed and | ooked back. Half the hillside swam under snoke and an
orange thing raced through the green, its crackling just then reaching ny
ears. O their own accord, the horses increased their pace.

"Corwin! Did you - ?"

"Yes! If it were steeper and there were no trees, |I'd have tried an
aval anche. "

The air was nonentarily filled with birds. W drew nearer the black way.
Fi redrake tossed his head and whinnied. There were flecks of foamon his
muzzle. He tried to bolt, then reared and pawed the air. Star nmade a

frightened noise and pulled to the right. | fought a noment, regained control
decided to let themrun a bit.
"He's still coming!" cried Ganel on

| cursed and we ran. Eventually, our path brought us al ongside the black
road. W were on a long straightaway, and a gl ance back showed ne that the
whol e hillside was abl aze, the trail running like a nasty scar down its
mddle. It was then that | saw the rider. He was al nost hal fway down and
nmovi ng |li ke something in the Kentucky Derby. God! What a horse that had to bel
| wondered what shadow had borne him

| drew on the reins, gently at first, then harder, until finally we began
to slow. W were only a few hundred feet fromthe black road by then, and
had seen to it that there was a place not too far ahead where the gap narrowed
to thirty or forty. | managed to rein in the horses when we reached it, and
they stood there quivering. | handed the reins to Ganel on, drew G ayswandir,
and stepped down to the road.

Wy not? It was a good, clear, level area, and perhaps that black, blasted
slice of land, contrasting with the colors of life and growh innmedi ately
beside it, appealed to some norbid instinct in ne.

"What now?" Ganel on asked.



"W cannot shake him" | said, "and if he nmakes it through the fire he
will be here in a few nm nutes. There is no sense to running any farther. 1"l
nmeet him here."

Ganel on twisted the reins around a side bar and | eached for his bl ade.

"No," | said. "You cannot affect the outcone one way or the other. Here is
what | want you to do: Take the wagon on up the road and wait there with it.
If things are resolved to ny satisfaction, we will be continuing on. If they
are not, surrender immediately to Benedict. It is ne that he wants, and he
will be the only one |left who can take you back to Avalon. He will do it, too.
You will at least retire to your homel and that way."

He hesit at ed.

"Go on," | told him "Do as | said."

He | ooked down at the ground. He unwound the reins. He | ooked at ne.

"Cood | uck," he said, and he shook the horses forward.

| backed off the trail, noved to a position before a snmall stand of
saplings, and waited. | kept Gayswandir in ny hand, gl anced once at the bl ack
road, then fixed my eyes on the trail

Bef ore |1 ong, he appeared up near the flane Iine, snoke and fire all about
him burning branches falling. It was Benedict all right, his face partly
muf fl ed, the stunp of his right armupraised to shield his eyes, conming |ike

some ghastly escapee fromhell. Bursting through a shower of sparks and
cinders, he canme into the clear and plunged on down the trail
Soon, | could hear the hoofbeats. A gentlemanly thing to do would be to

sheathe nmy blade while | waited. If | did that, though, | mght not have a
chance to draw it again.

I found nyself wondering how Benedi ct would be wearing his bl ade and what
sort it would be. Straight? Curved? Long? Short? He could use themall wth
equal facility. He had taught me how to fence..

It mght be smart as well as gentlenmanly to sheathe G ayswandir. He m ght
be willing to talk first - and this way | was asking for trouble. As the
hoof beats grew | ouder, though, | realized | was afraid to put it away.

I wiped ny palmonly once before he cane into view. He had slowed for the
turn, and he nust have seen ne at the sanme instant | saw him He rode straight
toward me, slowing. But halting did not appear to be his imedi ate aim

It was al nost a nystical experience. | do not know how else to put it. M
mnd outran time as he neared, and it was as though | had an eternity to
ponder the approach of this man who was ny brother. Hi s garnents were filthy,
his face bl ackened, the stunp of his right armraised, gesturing anywhere. The
great beast that he rode was striped, black and red, with a wild red mane and
tail. But it really was a horse, and its eyes rolled and there was foamat its
mouth and its breathing was painful to hear. | saw then that he wore his bl ade
slung across his back, for its haft protruded hi gh above his right shoul der
Still slow ng, eyes fixed upon ne, he departed the road, bearing slightly
toward my left, jerked the reins once and rel eased them keeping control of
the horse with his knees. His left hand went up in a salute - |ike novenent
t hat passed above his head and seized the hilt of his weapon. It canme free
wi t hout a sound, describing a beautiful arc above himand coming to rest in a
| ethal position out fromhis left shoulder and slanting back, like a single
wing of dull steel with a mnuscule line of edge that gleamed like a filament
of mirror. The picture he presented was burned into my mnd with a kind of
magni fi cence, a certain splendor that was strangely noving. The bl ade was a
I ong, scythe like affair that I had seen himuse before. Only then we had
stood as allies against a mutual foe | had begun to believe unbeatabl e.
Benedi ct had proved otherwi se that night. Now that | saw it raised against ne
I was overwhelnmed with a sense of nmy own nortality, which | had never
experi enced before in this fashion. It was as though a | ayer had been stripped
fromthe world and | had a sudden, full understanding of death itself.

The nonent was gone. | backed into the grove. | had stood there so that |
coul d take advantage of the trees. | dropped back about twelve feet anobng them
and took two steps to ny left. The horse reared at the | ast possible nonent



and snorted and whi nni ed, noist nostrils flaring. It turned aside, tearing up
turf. Benedict's armnoved with near-invisible speed, |ike the tongue of a
toad, and his bl ade passed through a sapling I'd guess at three inches in

di ameter. The tree continued to stand upright for a noment, then slowy

t oppl ed.

Hi s boots struck the earth and he strode toward ne. | had wanted the grove
for this reason, also, to make himconme to me in a place where a | ong bl ade
woul d be hanpered by branches and bol es.

But as he advanced, he swung the weapon, al nost casually, back and forth,
and the trees fell about himas he passed. If only he were not so infernally
conpetent. If only he were not Benedict..

"Benedict,"” | said, in a normal voice, "she is an adult now, and she is
capabl e of making up her own m nd about things."

But he gave no sign of having heard nme. He just kept com ng, sw nging that
great blade fromside to side. It nade an al nost ringing sound as it passed
through the air, followed by a soft thukk! as it bit through another tree,

slowing only slightly. | raised Gayswandir to point at his breast.

"Come no farther, Benedict," | said. "I do not wish to fight with you."

He nmoved his blade into an attack position and said one word:

"Murderer!”

Hi s hand twi tched then and nmy bl ade was al nost simultaneously beaten
aside. | parried the ensuing thrust and he brushed nmy riposte aside and was at
me agai n.

This time | did not even bother to riposte. | sinply parried, retreated,
and stepped behind a tree.

"I don't understand,"” | said, beating down his blade as it slid by the
trunk and nearly skewered nme. "I have not mnurdered anyone recently. Certainly
not in Avalon."

Anot her thukk! and the tree was falling toward nme. | got out of its way

and retreated, parrying.
"Murderer," he said again.
"I don't know what you are tal king about, Benedict."

“Liar!"

| stood ny ground then and held it. Damm it! It was senseless to die for
the wrong reason! | riposted as fast as | could, seeking openings everywhere.
There were none.

"At least tell nme!"™ | shouted. "Please!"

But he seened to be finished with talking. He pressed forward and | had to
fall back once nmore. It was like trying to fence with a glacier. | becane

convinced then that he was out of his mind, not that that helped me any. Wth
anybody el se, an insane madness woul d cause the | oss of sone control in a
fight. But Benedict had hamrered out his reflexes over the centuries, and
seriously believed that the renoval of his cerebral cortex would not have
altered his novenments fromtheir state of perfection

He drove nme steadily back, and | dodged anong trees and he cut them down
and kept coming. | nmade the m stake of attacking and barely stopped his
counterthrusts inches fromny breast. | fought down the first wave of panic
that came to me when | saw that he was driving ne back toward the edge of the
grove. Soon he would have ne in the open, with no trees to slow him

My attention was focused on himso conpletely that | did not realize what
was then to occur until it did.

Wth a mighty cry, Ganelon sprang from sonmewhere, wapping his arns about
Benedi ct and pinning his sword armto his side.

Even had | really wanted to, though, |I did not have the opportunity to
kill himthen. He was too fast, and Ganel on was not aware of the man's
strengt h.

Benedict twisted to his right, interposing Ganel on between us, and at the
same time brought the stunp of his armaround like a club, striking Ganelon in
the left tenple. Then he pulled his left armfree, seized Ganelon by his belt,
swept himoff his feet, and threw himat ne. As | stepped aside, he retrieved



his blade fromwhere it had fallen near his feet and cane at ne again.
barely had tine to glance and see that Ganel on had | anded in a heap sone ten
paces to nmy rear.

| parried and resunmed ny retreat. | only had one trick remaining, and it
saddened ne that if it failed Anrber would be deprived of its rightful |iege.

It is sonewhat nore difficult to fence with a good | eft-hander than a good
right-hander, and this worked against me also. But | had to experinent a bit.
There was sonething | had to learn, even if it neant taking a chance.

| took a long step back, noving nonmentarily out of range, then |eaned
forward and attacked. It was a very cal culated thing, and very fast.

One unexpected result, which I amcertain was at |east partly luck, was
that | got through, even though | mssed ny target. For an instant,
Grayswandir rode high off one of his parries and nicked his left ear. This
slowed himslightly for a few noments, but not enough to matter. If anything,
it served to strengthen his defense. | continued to press ny attack, but there
was sinply no getting through then. It was only a small cut, but the blood ran
down to his ear |obe and spattered off, a few drops at a tinme. It could even
be distracting, if | pernmitted nyself to do nore than take note of it.

Then | did what | feared, but had to try. | left hima small opening, just
for a noment, knowi ng that he would cone right through it toward ny heart.

He did, and | parried it at the last instant. | do not like to think about
how cl ose he cane that time. Then | began to yield once nore, giving ground,
backi ng out of the grove. Parrying and retreating, | noved past the spot where
Ganelon lay. | fell back another fifteen feet or so, fighting defensively,
conservatively.

Then | gave Benedi ct anot her opening.

He drove in, as he had before, and | nanaged to stop himagain. He pressed
the attack even harder after that, pushing me back to the edge of the black
r oad.

There, | stopped and held my ground, shifting ny position to the spot |
had chosen. | would have to hold himjust a few nonents |onger, to set him
up. . .

They were very rough nmonments, but | fought furiously and readi ed nyself.

Then | gave himthe same openi ng again.

| knew he would conme in the sane as before, and ny right |eg was across
and back behind nmy left, then straightening, as he did. | gave his bl ade but
the barest beat to the side as | sprang backward onto the bl ack road,

i mediately extending my armfull length to di scourage a bal aestra.

Then he did what | had hoped. He beat at ny bl ade and advanced normal |y
when | dropped it into quarte..

...Causing himto step into the patch of black grasses over which | had
| eaped.

| dared not | ook down at first. | sinmply stood my ground and gave the
flora a chance.

It only took a few noments. Benedict becane aware of it the next tine that
he tried to nove. | saw the puzzled expression flash across his face, then the
strain. It had him | knew

| doubted, though, that it could hold himvery Iong, so | noved
i medi at el y.

| danced to the right, out of range of his blade, rushed forward and
sprang across the grasses, off the black road once again. He tried to turn
but they had tw ned thensel ves about his legs all the way up to his knees. He
swayed for a nonent, but retained his bal ance.

| passed behind himand to his right. One easy thrust and he was a dead
man, but of course there was no reason to do it now.

He swung his arm back behind his neck and turned his head, pointing the
bl ade at me. He began pulling his left leg free.

But | feinted toward his right, and when he noved to parry it | slapped
hi m across the back of the neck with the flat of G ayswandir.

It stunned him and | was able to nove in and punch himin the kidney wth



my left hand. He bent slightly and | bl ocked his sword armand struck himin
t he back of the neck again, this time with nmy fist, hard. He fell,
unconsci ous, and | renoved his blade fromhis hand and cast it aside. The
bl ood fromhis left ear Iobe trailed down his neck |ike sone exotic earring.
| put Gayswandir aside, seized Benedict under the arnpits, and dragged
hi m back fromthe bl ack road. The grasses resisted mghtily, but | strained
against themand finally had himfree.
Ganel on had gotten to his feet by then. He |linped up and stood beside ne,
| ooki ng down at Benedi ct.
"What a fellow he is,’
to do with hin®"
| picked himup in a fireman's carry and stood.

he said. "What a fellow he is... Wat are we goi ng

"Take him back toward the wagon right now," | said. "WII| you bring the
bl ades?"
"Al'l right."

| headed up the road and Benedi ct remained unconsci ous - which was good,

because | did not want to have to hit himagain if | could help it. |
deposited himat the base of a sturdy tree beside the road near the wagon.

| resheathed our bl ades when Ganel on came up, and set himto stripping
ropes fromseveral of the cases. Wiile he did this, | searched Benedict and
found what | was | ooking for.

I bound himto the tree then, while Ganelon fetched his horse. W tethered
it to a nearby bush, upon which |I also hung his bl ade.

Then | mounted to the driver's seat of the wagon and Ganel on cane up

al ongsi de.
"Are you just going to | eave himthere?" he asked.
"For now," | said.

We noved on up the road. | did not |ook back, but Ganel on did.

"He hasn't noved yet," he reported. Then, "Nobody ever just took me and
threw ne like that. Wth one hand yet."

"That's why | told you to wait with the wagon, and not to fight with him
if I lost."

"What is to becone of himnow?"

"I will see that he is taken care of, soon."

"He will be all right, though?"

| nodded.

" Good. "

We continued on for perhaps two miles and | halted the horses. | clinbed
down.

"Don't be upset by anything that happens,” | said. "I am going to nake
arrangenents for Benedict now " | noved off the road and stood in the shade,

taki ng out the deck of Trunmps Benedict had been carrying. | riffled through
them |ocated Gerard, and renpoved himfromthe pack. The rest | returned to
the silk-1ined, wooden case, inlaid with bone, in which Benedict had carried
t hem

| held Gerard's Trunp before ne and regarded it.

After a time, it grewwarm real, seemed to stir. | felt Gerard' s actua
presence. He was in Anber. He was wal king down a street that | recognized. He
|l ooks a lot like me, only larger, heavier. | saw that he still wore his beard.

He halted and stared.

"Corwi n!"

"Yes, CGerard. You are looking well."
"Your eyes! You can see?"

"Yes, | can see again."

"Where are you?"

"Come to me now and I will show you." H s gaze tightened.

"I amnot certain that | can do that, Corwin. | amvery invol ved just
now. "

"It is Benedict," | said. "You are the only one | can trust to help him™"

"Benedict? He is in trouble?"



"Yes."

"Then why does he not sunmon ne hinsel f?"

"He is unable to. He is restrained.”

"Way? How?"

"It is too long and involved to go into now. Believe nme, he needs your
hel p, right away."

He raked his beard with his upper teeth. "And you cannot handle it
your sel f 2"

"Absol utely not."

"And you think I can?"

"I know you can."

He | oosened his blade in its scabbard.

"I would not like to think this is some sort of trick, Corwin."

"I assure you it is not. Wth all the time | have had to think, | would
have come up with something a little nore subtle.”

He sighed. Then he nodded. "All right. I'mcomng to you."

"Cone ahead."

He stood for a nmoment, then took a step forward.
He stood beside ne. He reached out and clasped ny shoul der. He sniled.

"Corwin," he said. "I"mglad you've your eyes back."
| | ooked away.
"So aml. So aml."

"Who is that in the wagon?"

"Afriend. H s nane is Ganelon."

"Where is Benedict? What is the problenP" | gestured.

"Back there," | said. "About two nmiles down the road. He is bound to a
tree. His horse is tethered near by."

"Then why are you here?"

"I amfleeing."

" From what ?"

"Benedict. |I'mthe one who bound him"

He winkled his brow. "I do not understand..."

I shook ny head.

"There is a m sunderstandi ng between us. | could not reason with himand
we fought. | knocked hi munconscious and | tied himup. | cannot free him or
he woul d attack ne again. Neither can | |eave himas he is. He may cone to

some harm before he can free hinmself. So | sumopned you. Please go to him
rel ease him and see hi mhome."
"What will you be doing the while?"
"Cetting the hell out of here, losing nyself in Shadow. You will be doing

both of us a favor to keep himfromtrying to follow ne again. | do not want
to have to fight hima second tine."

"I see. Nowwll you tell ne what happened?"

"I amnot certain. He called nme a nurderer. | give you ny word | slew no
one the whole time | was in Avalon. Please tell himl| said that. | have no

reason to lie to you, and I swear that it is true. There is another matter
whi ch may have di sturbed hi m somewhat. |If he nmentions it, tell himthat he

will have to rely on Dara's explanation."

"And what is it?"

| shrugged.

"You will knowif he nentions it. If he does not, forget it."

"Dara, you say?"

“Yes."

"Very well, | shall do as you have asked... Now, will you tell ne how you
managed your escape from Anmber ?"

| smled.

"Academic interest? Or do you feel you m ght have need of the route
yoursel f one day?"

He chuckl ed.

"It strikes ne as a handy piece of information to have."



"I regret, dear brother, that the world is not yet ready for this
know edge. If | had to tell anyone, | would tell you - but there is no way it
could benefit you, whereas its secrecy may serve nme in the future."

"I'n other words, you have a private way into and out of Amber. \Wat are
you pl anni ng, Corw n?"

"What do you think?"

"The answer is obvious. But ny feelings on the natter are nmi xed."

"Care to tell me about then®"

He gestured toward a section of the black road that was visible fromwhere
we stood.

"That thing," he said. "It runs to the foot of Kolvir now A variety of
nmenaces travel it to attack Anber. We defend, we are always victorious. But
the attacks grow stronger and they conme nore frequently. Now would not be a
good tine for you to nove, Corwin."

"Or it mght be the perfect time," | said.

"For you then, but not necessarily for Anber."

"How has Eric been handling the situation?"

"Adequately. As | said, we are always victorious."

"I do not nean the attacks. | mean the entire problem- its cause."
"I have travel ed the black road myself, going a great distance along it."
n And?ll

"I was unable to go the entire distance. You know how t he shadows grow
wi | der and stranger the farther you get from Anber?"

"Yes."

"...Until the mnd itself is twisted and turned toward nadness?"

"Yes."

"...And sonewhere beyond this lie the Courts of Chaos. The road goes on
Corwin. | amconvinced that it runs the entire distance."

"Then it is as | feared," | said.

"That is why, whether | synpathize with you or not, | do not recomend the

present tine for your efforts. The security of Anber nust come before al
el se.™

"I see. Then there is nothing nore to be said just now "

"And your plans?"

"Since you do not know what they are, it is meaningless to tell you that
t hey are unchanged. But they are unchanged."

"I do not know whether to wi sh you luck, but I w sh you well. | am gl ad
that you have your sight back." He clasped ny hand. "I had best get on to
Benedict now. | take it he is not badly hurt?"

"Not by me. | only hit hima fewtimes. Do not forget to give himny
message. "

"I won't."

"And take himback to Avalon."

"Iowill try."

"Then good-by for now, Cerard."

" Good- by, Corwin."

He turned then and wal ked on down the road. | watched until he was out of
sight before | returned to the wagon. Then | replaced his Trunmp in the deck
and continued on ny way to Antwerp.

The Guns O Aval on
Chapter 8

| stood on the hilltop and | ooked down at the house. There was shrubbery
all about ne, so | was not especially obtrusive.

I do not really know what | expected to see. A burned-out shell? A car in
the driveway? A famly scattered about the redwood patio furniture? Arned
guar ds?



| saw that the roof could use some new slate, that the | awn had | ong ago

returned to a natural condition. I was surprised that | could see only one
broken wi ndow there in the rear

So the place was supposed to | ook deserted. | wondered.

| spread ny jacket on the ground and seated nmyself onit. | lit a

cigarette. There were no other houses for quite a distance.

| had gotten close to seven hundred thousand dollars for the dianonds. It
had taken ne a week and a half to nake the deal. From Antwerp we had travel ed
to Brussels, spending several evenings at a club on the Rue de Char et Pain
before the man | wanted found ne.

Arthur was quite puzzled by the arrangenment. A slight, white-haired nman
with a neat mustache, ex-RAF officer, Oxonian, he had begun shaki ng his head
after the first two mnutes and kept interrupting ne with questions about
delivery. Wile he was no Sir Basil Zaharoff, he becane genui nely concerned
when a client's ideas sounded too half-baked. It troubled himif sonething
went sour too soon after delivery. He seemed to think it reflected back on him
in sone way. For this reason, he was often nore hel pful than the others when
it cane to shipnment. He was concerned about ny plans for transportation
because | did not seemto have any.

VWhat one generally requires in an arrangenent of this sort is an end-use
certificate. What it is, basically, is a docunent affirm ng that country X has
ordered the weapons in question. You need the thing in order to get an export
permt fromthe manufacturer's country. This keeps them | ooki ng honest, even
if the shipment should be reconsigned to country Y once it has crossed their
border. The customary thing to do is to buy the assistance of an anbassadori al
representative of country X - preferably one with relatives or friends
connected with the Defense Departnent back home - in order to get the papers.
They come high, and | believe Arthur had a list of all the going rates in his
head.

"But how are you going to ship then?" he had kept asking. "How will you
get them where you want then®"

"That," | said, "will be nmy problem Let me worry about it." But he kept
shaki ng hi s head.

"It is no good trying to cut corners that way, Colonel," he said. (I had
been a colonel to himsince we had first nmet, sone dozen years before. Wy, |
am not certain.) "No good at all. Try to save a few dollars that way and you
m ght | ose the whol e shiprment and wind up in real trouble. Now |l can fix you
up through one of these young African nations quite reasonably - "

"No. Just fix me up with the weapons."

During our talk, Ganelon just sat there drinking beer, as red-bearded and
sini ster-looking as ever, and nodding to everything that | said. As he spoke
no English, he had no idea as to the state of negotiations. Nor, for that
matter, did he really care. He followed ny instructions, though, and spoke to
me periodically in Thari and we would chat briefly in that |anguage about
nothing in particular. Sheer perversity. Poor old Arthur was a good |ingui st
and he wanted to know the destination of the pieces. | could feel him
straining to identify the | anguage each tinme that we spoke. Finally, he began
noddi ng as though he had.

After some nore discussion, he stuck his neck out and said, "I read the
newspapers. | amcertain his crowd can afford the insurance." That was al npost
worth the price of admission to ne.

But, "No," | said. "Believe me, when | take possession of those automatic

rifles, they are going to vanish off the face of the Earth."

"Neat trick, that," he said, "considering | don't even know where we wil |
be picking themup yet."

"It does not matter."

"Confidence is a fine thing. Then there is fool hardi ness..
"Have it as you say then - your problem"”

Then | told himabout the ammb and he nust have been convinced as to ny
mental deterioration. He just stared at ne for a long while, not even shaking

He shrugged.



his head this tinme. It was a good ten mnutes before | could even get himto
| ook at the specifications. It was then that he began shaking his head and
munbl i ng about silver bullets and inert priners.

The ultimate arbiter, cash, convinced himwe would do it ny way, however.
There was no trouble on the rifles or the trucks, but persuading an arms
factory to produce ny ammo was going to be expensive, he told ne. He was not
even certain he could find one that would be willing. Wien | told himthat the
cost was no object, it seened to upset himeven nmore. If | could afford to
i ndulge in weird, experinental ammo, an end-use certificate would not cone to
that much - No. | told himno. My way, | rem nded him

He sighed and tugged at the fringe of his nustache. Then he nodded. Very
well, we would do it my way.

He overcharged me, of course. Since | was rational in all other matters,
the alternative to psychosis would be that | was party to an expensive
boondoggl e. While the ranifications nust have intrigued him he apparently
decided not to look too far into such a sticky-seening enterprise. He was

willing to seize every opportunity | extended for dissociating hinself from
the project. Once he found the amp people - a Swiss outfit as it turned out -
he was quite willing to put me into contact with them and wash his hands of

everyt hing but the noney.

Ganelon and | went to Switzerland on fake papers. He was a German and
was Portuguese. | did not especially care what mnmy papers showed, so long as
the forgery was of good quality, but | had settled on German as the best
| anguage for Ganelon to learn, since he had to |l earn one and Gernan tourists
have al ways seened to be all over the place. He picked it up quite rapidly. |
had told himto tell any real Germans and any Swi ss who asked that he had been
rai sed in Finland.

We spent three weeks in Switzerland before | was satisfied with the
quality controls on ny ammo. As | had suspected, the stuff was totally inert

in this shadow. | had worked out the formnula, though, which was all that
really mattered at that point. The silver cane high, of course. Perhaps |I was
bei ng over-cautious. Still, there are sone things about Anmber that are best

di spatched with that nmetal, and | could afford it. For that matter, what
better bullet - short of gold - for a king? Should I w nd up shooting Eric,
there woul d be no | ese-mjeste involved. Indul ge ne, brothers.

Then | left Ganelon to shift for hinself for a time, since he had thrown
hinmself into his tourist role in a true Stanislavskian fashion. | saw him off
to Italy, canmera about his neck and a faraway |l ook in his eyes, and | flew
back to the States.

Back? Yes. That run-down place on the hillside bel ow ne had been my hone
for the better part of a decade. | had been heading toward it when | was
forced off the road and into the accident which led to everything which has
si nce occurred.

| drew on ny cigarette and regarded the place. It had not been run-down
then. | had always kept it in good shape. The place had been conpletely paid
for. Six roons and an attached two-car garage. Around seven acres. The whol e
hillside, actually. | had lived there alone nost of the tine. | had liked it.
| had spent much of my tinme in the den and in ny workshop. | wondered whet her
the Mori woodcut still hung in my study. Face to Face it was called, and it
depicted two warriors in nortal conbat. It would be nice to have it back. It
woul d be gone, though, | felt. Probably everything that had not been stol en
had been sold for back taxes. | imagined that was what the State of New York
woul d do. | was surprised that the house itself seened not to have acquired
new occupants. | kept watching, to make certain. Hell, | was in no hurry.
There was no place else | had to be.

| had contacted Gerard shortly after nmy arrival in Belgium | had deci ded
against trying to talk with Benedict for the tine being. | was afraid that he
would sinply try to attack ne, one way or the other, if | did.

CGerard had studied me quite carefully. He was out somewhere in open
country and he seened to be al one. "Corwi n?" he had said, then, "Yes..."



"Ri ght. What happened w th Benedict?"

"I found himas you said he would be and | released him He was set to
pursue you once again, but | was able to persuade himthat a considerable tine
had passed since | had seen you. Since you said you had | eft hi munconscious,
| figured that was the best Iline to take. Al so, his horse was very tired. W
went back to Avalon together. | remained with himthrough the funerals, then
borrowed a horse. I amon ny way back to Amber now. "

"Funeral s? What funeral s?"

Agai n, that cal cul ating | ook

"You really do not know?" he said.

“If I knew, damm it, | would not ask!"
"Hi s servants. They were nurdered. He says you did it"
"No," | said. "No. That is ridiculous. Wiy should | want to rmurder his

servants? | do not understand..."

"It was not long after his return that he went |ooking for them as they
were not on hand to welcone him He found them nmurdered and you and your
conpani on gone."

"Now | see how it |ooked," |I said. "Were were the bodi es?"

"Buried, but not too deeply, in the little wood behind the garden to the
rear of the house."

Just so, just so... Better not to nmention | had known about the grave.

"But what possible reason does he think | could have for doing such a
t hi ng?" | protested.

"He is puzzled, Corwin. Very puzzled, now. He could not understand why you
did not kill himwhen you had the chance, and why you sent for me when you
could have just left himthere."

"I see now why he kept calling ne a nurderer as we fought, but - Did you
tell himwhat | said about not having slain anyone?"

"Yes. At first he shrugged it off as a self-serving statenment. | told him
you sounded sincere, and very puzzled yourself. | believe it bothered hima
bit that you should be so insistent. He asked me several tines whether
bel i eved you."

"Do you?"

He dropped his eyes.

"Dam it, Corwin! What am | supposed to believe? | cane into the m ddl e of
this. W have been apart for so long..."

He met ny gaze.

"There is nore to it,

"What is that?"

"Way did you call ne to help hin? That was a conpl ete deck you took. You
could have called any of us."

he sai d.

"You nmust be joking," | said.
“No, | want an answer."
"Very well. You are the only other one | trust."

"I's that all?"

"No. Benedict does not want his whereabouts known back in Amber. You and
Julian are the only two | know for certain to be aware of his |ocation.
don't like Julian, | don't trust him So | called you."

"How di d you know that Julian and | knew about hi n"

"He hel ped you both out when you ran into trouble on the black road awhile
back, and he put you up while you recuperated. Dara told nme about it."

"Dara? Who is this Dara anyway?"

"The orphaned daughter of a couple who once worked for Benedict," | said.
"She was around when you and Julian were there."

"And you sent her a bracelet. You also nentioned her to me by the road,
back when you sumoned ne."

"Correct. What is the matter?"

"Nothing. | do not really renenber her, though. Tell ne, why did you | eave
so suddenly? You have to admit, it seened the act of a guilty man."

"Yes," | said, "I was guilty - but not of nurder. | went to Avalon to



obtain sonmething that | wanted, | got it, and | cleared out. You saw that

wagon, and you saw that | had a cargo in it. | got out before he returned to
keep from answering questions Benedict mght ask me about it. Hell! If | just
wanted to run, | wouldn't go dragging a wagon al ong behind ne! 1'd have

travel ed on horseback, fast and light."

"What was in the wagon?"

"No," | said. "I did not want to tell Benedict and | do not want to tel
you. Ch, he can find out, | suppose. But let himdo it the hard way, if he
must. It is inmaterial, though. The fact | went there for something and really
obtained it should be sufficient. It is not especially valuable there, but is
i n anot her place. Fair enough?"

"Yes," he said. "It does make a kind of sense.”
"Then answer ny question. Do you think | rmurdered thenP"
"No," he said. "I believe you."

"What about Benedict, now? \What does he think?"

"He woul d not attack you again without talking first. There is doubt in
his mnd, | know that."

"Good. That's somet hing, anyway. Thank you, Gerard. | am goi ng away now. "
I nmoved to break the contact

"Wait, Corwin! Wait!"

"What is it?"

"How di d you cut the black road? You destroyed a section of it at the
pl ace you crossed over. How did you do it?"

"The Pattern,” | said. "If you ever get in trouble with that thing, hit it
with the Pattern. You know how you have to sonmetines hold it in your mnd if
shadows begin to run away fromyou and things start going wld?"

"Yes. | tried that and it didn't work. Al | got was a headache. It is not
of Shadow. "
"Yes and no," | said. "I know what it is. You did not try hard enough.

used the Pattern until ny head felt as if it were being torn apart, until |
was half blind fromthe pain and about ready to pass out. Then the road cane
apart about ne instead. It was no fun, but it did work."

"I will remenber," he said. "Are you going to talk to Benedict now?"

"No," | said. "He already has everything we've gone over. Now that he is
cooling off, he will begin pushing the facts around some nore. | would just as
soon he do it on his own - and I do not want to risk another fight. Wen
close this time | will be silent for a long while. | will resist all efforts

to communicate with ne, also.”
"What of Amber, Corwi n? What of Anber?"
| dropped ny eyes.

"Don't get in nmy way when | come back, Gerard. Believe ne, it will be no
contest."
"Corwin... Wiaiit. I'd like to ask you to reconsider. Do not hit Amber now.

She is weak in all the wong ways."

"I amsorry, Gerard. But | amcertain | have given the matter nore thought
during the past five years than all the rest of you put together."

"I amsorry, too, then."

"l guess | had better be going now "

He nodded.

" Good- by, Corwin."

"Good- by, GCerard."

After waiting several hours for the sun to di sappear behind the hill,
| eaving the house in a premature twilight, | nashed a final cigarette, shook
out ny jacket and donned it, rose to nmy feet. There had been no signs of life
about the place, no novenent behind the dirty w ndows, the broken wi ndow.
Slowmy, | descended the hill.

Flora's place out in Wstchester had been sold some years before, which
cane as no surprise to ne. | had checked nmerely as a matter of curiosity,
since | was back in town. Had even driven past the place once. There was no
reason for her to remain on this shadow Earth. Her | ong wardenshi p havi ng



ended successfully, she was being rewarded in Anber the last tine | had seen
her. To have been so near for as long as | had wi thout even realizing her
presence was a thing I found somewhat galling.

| had debated contacti ng Random deci ded against it. The only way he could
possi bly benefit me would be with information as to current affairs in Anber.

While this would be nice to have, it was not absolutely essential. | was
fairly certain that | could trust him After all, he had been of sone
assistance to me in the past. Admitted, it was hardly altruism- but still, he

had gone a bit further than he had had to. It was five years ago, though, and
a | ot had happened since. He was being tol erated around Anber again, and he
had a wife now He mght be eager to gain a little standing. | just did not
know. But wei ghing the possible benefits against the possible | osses,
thought it better to wait and see himpersonally the next time | was in town.
| had kept ny word and resisted all attenpts to nmake contact with nme. They
had come al nost daily during ny first two weeks back on the shadow Eart h.
Several weeks had passed, though, and | had not been troubled since. Wy
should I give anyone a free shot at ny thinking machi nery? No thanks,
br ot hers.
| advanced upon the rear of the house, sidled up to a wi ndow, wped it

with ny el bow. | had been watching the place for three days, and it struck ne
as very unlikely that anyone was inside. Still... | peered in.

It was a mess, of course, and a lot of ny stuff was m ssing. But sone of
it was still there. | noved to ny right and tried the door. Locked. |
chuckl ed.

| wal ked around to the patio. Ninth brick in, fourth brick up. The key was
still beneath it. | wiped it on ny jacket as | wal ked back. | let nyself in.

There was dust on everything, but it had been disturbed in sonme pl aces.
There were coffee containers, sandwi ch wrappers, and the remains of a
petrified hamburger in the fireplace. A lot of weather had found its way down

that chimey in nmy absence. | crossed over and cl osed the danper.

| saw that the front door had been broken about the lock. | tried it. It
seened to be nailed shut. There was an obscenity scraw ed on the wall in the
foyer. I walked on into the kitchen. It was a total ness. Anything that had

survived plunder was on the floor. The stove and the refrigerator were gone,
the floor scarred where they had been pushed al ong.

| backed away, went and checked ny workshop. Yes, it had been stripped.
Conpl etely. Passing on, | was surprised to find nmy bed, still unmade, and two
expensive chairs all intact in nmy bedroom

My study was a nore pleasant surprise. The big desk was covered with the
litter and muss, but then it always had been. Lighting a cigarette, | went and
sat behind it. | guess it was just too heavy and bul ky for anyone to nmake off
with. My books were all on their shelves. Nobody steals books but your
friends. And there -

I could not believe it. |I got to ny feet again and crossed the roomto
stare at close range.

Yoshitoshi Mri's beautiful woodcut hung right where it had al ways been
clean, stark, elegant, violent. To think that no one had made off with one of
nmy most prized possessions..

Cl ean?

| scrutinized it. | ran nmy finger along the frane.

Too clean. It bore none of the dust and grit which covered everything el se
in the house.

| checked it for trip wires, found none, renoved it fromits hook, |owered
it.

No, the wall was no lighter behind it. It matched the rest of the wall
perfectly.

| put Mori's work on the wi ndow seat and returned to ny desk. | was
troubl ed, as someone doubtless intended me to be. Soneone had obviously
renoved it and taken good care of it - a thing for which | was not ungrateful
- and then only just recently restored it. It was as if nmy return had been



anti ci pat ed.

VWi ch shoul d be adequate reason for imediate flight, | suppose. But that
was silly. If it was part of some trap, it had already been sprung. | jerked
the automatic fromny jacket pocket and tucked it behind ny belt. | had not
even known that | would be com ng back nyself. It was just sonething | had
decided to do since | had had some tinme on nmy hands. | was not even certain as
to why | had wanted to see the place again.

So this was sone sort of contingency arrangenent. If | should conme by the
ol d homestead, it might be to obtain the only thing in the place worth having.
So preserve it and display it so that | will have to take notice. Al right,
had. | had not been attacked yet, so it did not seema trap. Wat then? A
message. Sonme sort of a nessage. Wat? How? And who?

The safest place in the house, had it renai ned unravaged, should still be
the safe. It was not beyond any of nmy siblings' skill. | noved to the rear
wal I, pressed the panel |oose, and swng it out. | spun the dial through its
conbi nati on, stepped back, opened the door with ny old swagger stick
No expl osion. Good. Not that | had expected any.

There had been nothing of any great value inside - a few hundred doll ars
in cash, sone bonds, receipts, correspondence.

An envel ope. A fresh, white envelope lay in plain sight. | did not
remenber it.

My nane upon it, witten in an elegant hand. Not with ball point either
It contained a letter and a card.

Brother Corwin, the letter said, If you are reading this, then we stil

t hi nk enough alike for me to be able to anticipate you sonewhat. | thank you
for the loan of the woodcut - one of two possible reasons, as | see it, for
your returning to this squalid shadow. | amloathe to relinquish it, as our

tastes are al so somewhat akin and it has graced ny chanbers for several years
now. There is sonmething to the subject that strikes a familiar chord. Its

return is to be taken as evidence of ny good will and a bid for your
attention. In that | must be honest with you if I amto stand a chance of
convi nci ng you of anything, I will not apol ogize for what has been done. My

only regret, actually, is that | did not kill you when | should have. Vanity
it was, that played nme for a fool. Wile time may have heal ed your eyes,

doubt it will ever significantly alter our feelings for one another. Your
letter - "I'Il be back"™ - lies upon ny witing table at this nonment. Had
witten it, | know that | would be back. Sone things being equal between us,
anticipate your return, and not w thout sonewhat of apprehension. Know ng you
for no fool, | contenplate your arriving in force. And here is where past
vanity is paid of present pride. I would have peace between us, Corwi n, for

the sake of the realm not nmy own. Strong forces out of Shadow have cone to
beset Anber regularly, and I do not fully understand their nature. Against
these forces, the nost formdable in ny menory ever to assail Anber, the

fam ly has united behind ne. | would like to have your support in this
struggle. Failing that, | request that you forbear invading ne for a time. If
you elect to assist, | will require no homage of you, sinmply acknow edgnent of
nmy | eadership for the duration of the crisis. You will be accorded your nornal
honors. It is inportant that you contact me to see the truth of what | say. As
| have failed to reach you by neans of your Trunp, | enclose nmy own for your
use. Wiile the possibility that | amlying to you is forenost in your mnd, |
give you ny word that | amnot. - Eric, Lord of Amber.

| reread it and chuckl ed. What did he think curses were for, anyway?

No good, ny brother. It was kind of you to think of me in your nonment of
need - and | believe you, never doubt it, for we are all of us honorable nmen -
but our neeting will come according to ny schedule, not yours. As for Amber, |
am not unm ndful of her needs, and I will deal with themin nmy own tine and
fashion. You nmake the m stake, Eric, of considering yourself necessary. The
graveyards are filled with men who thought they could not be replaced. | will
wait though, to tell you this, face to face

| tucked his letter and the Trunp in ny jacket pocket. | killed ny



cigarette in the dirty ashtray on ny desk. Then | fetched sone linen fromthe
bedroomto wap ny conbatants. They would wait for ne in a safer place, this
tine.

As | passed through the house once again, | wondered why | had cone back
really. | thought of sone of the people |I had known when | had lived there,
and wonder ed whet her they ever thought of nme, whether they wondered what had
becone of nme. | would never know, of course.

Ni ght had begun and the sky was clear and its first stars bright as |
st epped outside and | ocked the door behind me. | went around to the side and
returned the key to its place beneath the patio. Then | nounted the hill.

VWen | | ooked back fromthe top, the house seened to have shrunken there
in the darkness, to have becone a piece of the desolation, |ike an enpty beer
can tossed beside the road. | crossed over and down, heading across a field

toward the place where | had parked, w shing | had not |ooked back

The GQuns O Aval on
Chapter 9

Ganel on and | departed Switzerland in a pair of trucks. W had driven them
there fromBelgium and | had taken the rifles in mne. Figuring ten pounds
per piece, the three hundred had conme to around a ton and a half, which was
not bad. After we took on the amo, we still had plenty of roomfor fuel and
other supplies. W had taken a short cut through Shadow, of course, to avoid
t he people who wait around borders to delay traffic. We departed in the sane
fashion, with ne in the lead to open the way, so to speak

I led us through a land of dark hills and narrow vill ages, where the only
vehi cl es we passed were horsedrawn. Wen the sky grew bright |enon, the beasts
of burden were striped and feathered. W drove for hours, finally encountering
the black road, paralleling it for a time, then heading off in another
direction. The skies went through a dozen shiftings, and the contours of the
land nelted and nerged fromhill to plain and back again. W crept al ong poor
roads and skidded on flats as snmooth and hard as gl ass. W edged our way
across a nountain's face and skirted a wi ne-dark sea. W passed through storms
and fogs.

It took ne half a day to find them once again, or a shadow so cl ose that
it made no difference. Yes, those whom| had exploited once before. They were
short fellows, very hairy, very dark, with long incisors and retractable
claws. But they had trigger fingers, and they worshi ped me. They were
overjoyed at my return. It little mattered that five years earlier | had sent
the cream of their manhood off to die in a strange |and. The gods are not to
be questioned, but |oved, honored, and obeyed. They were quite disappointed
that | only wanted a few hundred. | had to turn away thousands of vol unteers.
The norality of it did not especially trouble ne this time. One way of | ooking
at it mght be that by enmploying this group | was seeing to it that the others
had not died in vain. O course | did not look at it that way, but | enjoy
exercises in sophistry. | suppose | mght also consider them nercenaries being
paid in spiritual coin. Wat difference did it nmake whet her they fought for
nmoney or for a belief? | was capabl e of supplying either one when | needed

troops.
Actual Iy, though, these would be pretty safe, being the only ones in the
place with firepower. My anmp was still inert in their homel and, however, and

it took several days of marching through Shadow to reach a land sufficiently
like Amber for it to beconme functional. The only catch was that shadows foll ow
a |l aw of congruency of correspondences, so that the place actually was cl ose
to Anber. This kept ne sonewhat on edge throughout their training. It was
unlikely that a brother would blunder through that shadow. Still, worse
coi nci dences have occurred.

We drilled for close to three weeks before |I decided we were ready. Then



on a bright, crisp norning, we broke canp and noved on into Shadow, the

col ums of troops foll owi ng behind the trucks. The trucks would cease to
function when we neared Anber - they were already giving us sone trouble - but
they mght as well be used to haul the equipnent as far al ong as possible.

This time, | intended to go over the top of Kolvir fromthe north, rather
than essay its seaward face again. Al of the nmen had an understandi ng of the
| ayout, and the disposition of the rifle squads had al ready been determn ned
and run through in practice.

We halted for lunch, ate well, and continued on, the shadows slowy
slipping away about us. The sky becane a dark but brilliant blue, the sky of
Amber. The earth was bl ack among rocks and the bright green of the grass. The
trees and the shrubs had a noist lucency to their foliage. The air was sweet
and cl ean.

By nightfall, we were passing anong the nassive trees at the fringes of
Arden. We bivouacked there, posting a very heavy guard. Ganel on, now wearing
khakis and a beret, sat with ne long into the night, going over the maps | had

drawn. W still had about forty mles to go before we hit the nountains.
The trucks gave out the follow ng afternoon. They went through severa
transformations, stalled repeatedly, and finally refused to start at all. W

pushed theminto a ravine and cut branches to cover themover. W distributed
the ammop and the rest of the rations and continued on
We departed the hard, dirt roadway after that and worked our way through

t he woods thenselves. As | still knew themwell, it was |less of a problemthan
it mght have been. It slowed us, naturally, but |essened chances of surprise
by one of Julian's patrols. The trees were quite large, as we were well into

Arden proper, and the topography sprang back into mnd as we noved.

W encount ered not hing nore menaci ng than foxes, deer, rabbits, and
squirrels that day. The snells of the place and its green, gold, and brown
brought back thoughts of happier tinmes. Near sunset, | scaled a forest giant
and was able to make out the range that held Kolvir. A stormwas playing about
its peaks just then and its clouds hid their highest portions.

The foll owi ng noon we ran into one of Julian's patrols. | do not really
know who surprised whom or who was nore surprised. The firing broke out
al nrost i medi ately. | shouted nyself hoarse stopping it, as everyone seened

anxious to try out his weapon on a live target. It was a small group - a dozen
and a half men - and we got all of them W suffered only one mnor casualty,
fromone of our men woundi ng another - or perhaps the nan had wounded hi nmsel f.
| never got the story straight. W noved on quickly then, because we had nade
a hell of a racket and | had no idea as to the disposition of other forces in
the vicinity.

We gai ned consi derabl e distance and altitude by nightfall, and the
mount ai ns were in sight whenever there was a clear line of vision. The storm
clouds still clung to their peaks. My troops were excited over the day's
sl aughter and took a long while getting to sleep that night.

The next day we reached the foothills, successfully avoiding two patrols.
| pushed us on and up well after nightfall, to reach a place of cover | had
had in m nd. W bedded down at an altitude perhaps half a mle higher than we
had the previous night. W were under the cloud cover, but there was no
rainfall, despite a constant atnospheric tension of the sort that precedes a
storm | did not sleep well that night. | dreaned of the burning cat head, and
of Lorrai ne.

In the norning, we noved out under gray skies, and | pushed the troops
renorsel essly, heading steadily upward. W heard the sounds of distant
thunder, and the air was alive and el ectric.

About nmid-norning, as | led our file up a twisted, rocky route, | heard a
shout from behind me, followed by several bursts of gunfire. | headed back
i medi at el y.

A small knot of nen, Ganel on anbng them stood staring down at sonething,
talking in low voices. | pushed my way through

I could not believe it. Never in nmy menory had one been seen this near to



Anmber. Perhaps twelve feet in length, bearing that terrible parody of a human
face on the shoulders of a lion, eagle-like wings fol ded above its now bl oody
sides, a still-twitching tail like that of a scorpion, | had glinpsed the
manticora once in isles far to the south, a frightful beast that had al ways
held a spot near the top on nmy unclean list.

"It tore Rall in half, it tore Rall in half," one of the nmen kept
repeati ng.

About twenty paces away, | saw what was |left of Rail. We covered himover
with a tarp and weighted it down with rocks. That was really about all that we
could do. If nothing else, it served to restore a quality of wariness that had
seened to vani sh after the previous day's easy victory. The nen were silent
and cautious as we continued on our way.

"Quite a thing, that," Ganelon said. "Has it the intelligence of a man?"

"l do not really know. "

"I"ve a funny, nervous feeling, Corwin. As though something terrible is

about to happen. | don't know how else to put it."
"I know. "
"You feel it, too?"
"Yes."
He nodded.
"Maybe it's the weather,"” | said. He nodded again, nore slowy.

The sky continued to darken as we clinbed, and the thunder never ceased.
Fl ashes of heat |ightning occurred in the west, and the wi nds grew stronger
Looki ng up, | could see great nmasses of clouds about the higher peaks. Bl ack
bird-1i ke shapes were constantly outlined agai nst them

We encount ered another manticora |ater, but we dispatched it with no
damage to ourselves. About an hour later, we were attacked by a flock of
| arge, razor-beaked birds, the like of which I had never seen before. W
succeeded in driving themoff, but this, too, disturbed ne.

We kept clinbing, wondering when the stormwas going to begin. The wi nds
i ncreased in velocity.

It grew quite dark, though | knew the sun had not yet set. The air took on
a msty, hazy quality as we neared the cloud clusters. A feeling of danpness
worked it way into everything. The rocks were nore slippery. | was tenpted to
call a halt, but we were still a good distance fromKolvir and I did not want
to strain the rations situation, which | had calculated quite carefully.

We achi eved perhaps another four mles and several thousand feet in
el evation before we were forced to stop. It was pitch black by then, the only
illumnation at all coming fromthe intermttent flashes of |ightning. W
canped in a large circle on a hard, bare slope, sentries all about the
perimeter. The thunder came like long flourishes of martial music. The
tenmperature plumreted. Even had | permitted fires, there was nothing burnable
about. W settled down for a cold, clamy, dark tine.

The manticoras attacked several hours |ater, sudden and silent. Seven nen

died and we killed sixteen of the beasts. | have no i dea how many others fl ed.
| cursed Eric as | bound nmy wounds and wondered from what shadow he had drawn
t he things.

Duri ng what passed for norning, we advanced perhaps five miles toward
Kol vir before bearing off to the west. It was one of three possible routes we
could follow, and | had al ways considered it the best for a possible attack
The birds cane to plague us again, several tinmes, with greater nunbers and
persi stency. Shooting a few of them though, was all it took to route the
entire flock.

Finally, we rounded the base of a huge escarpnent, our way taking us
outward and upward through thunder and mist, until we were afforded a sudden
vi sta, sweeping down and out for dozens of mles across the Valley of Garnath
that lay to our right.

| called a halt and noved forward to observe.

VWhen |last | had seen that once lovely valley, it had been a twi sted
wi | derness. Now, things were even worse. The black road cut through it,



running to the base of Kolvir itself, where it halted. A battle was raging
within the valley. Muunted forces swirled together, engaged, wheel ed away.
Li nes of foot soldiers advanced, net, fell back. The lightning kept flashing
and striking anmong them The dark birds swept about themlike ashes on the
wi nd.

The danpness lay like a cold bl anket. The echoes of the thunder bounced
about the peaks. | stared, puzzling, at the conflict far bel ow

The di stance was too great for ne to determ ne the conbatants. At first it
occurred to ne that someone el se m ght be about the same thing | was - that
per haps Bl eys had survived and returned with a new arny.

But no. These were conming in fromthe west, along the black road. And
saw now that the birds acconpani ed them and bounding forns that were neither
horses nor nen. The manticoras, perhaps.

The lightnings fell upon them as they cane, scattering, burning, blasting.

As | realized that they never struck near the defenders, | recalled that Eric
had apparently gai ned sone nmeasure of control over that device known as the
Jewel of Judgrent, with which Dad had exercised his will upon the weather

about Anber. Eric had enployed it against us with considerable effect five
years earlier.

So the forces from Shadow about which | had been hearing reports, were
even stronger than | had thought. | had envisioned harassnment, but not a
pitched battle at the foot of Kolvir. | |ooked down at the nmovenents within
t he bl ackness. The road seenmed alnost to withe fromthe activity about it.

Ganel on cane and stood beside nme. He was silent for a |long while.

| did not want himto ask me, but | felt powerless to say it except as
answer to a question.

"What now, Corw n?"

"W nust increase the pace," | said. "I want to be in Anber tonight."

We noved again. The going was better for a time, and that hel ped. The
stormwi thout rain continued, its lightnings and thunders increasing in
brilliance and volune. W nmoved through a constant twlight.

VWen we canme to a safe-seeming place later that afternoon - a place within
five mles of the northern skirts of Anber - | halted us again, for rest and a
final neal. We had to scream at one another in order to be heard, so | could
not address the nmen. | sinply passed the word al ong concerning our proxinity
and the need for readiness.

| took nmy rations with me and scouted on ahead while the others rested.
About a mle farther along, | nounted a steep upturn, pausing when | achieved
its crest. There was a battle of some sort in progress on the slopes ahead.

| kept out of sight and observed. A force out of Anmber was engaged with a
| arger body of attackers which nust have either preceded us up the slope or
arrived by different nmeans. | suspected the latter, inasmuch as we had seen no
signs of recent passage. The engagenent expl ai ned our own good fortune in not
encount eri ng defensive patrols on the way up.

| nmoved nearer. Wile the attackers could have cone up by one of the two

other routes, | saw additional evidence that this need not have been the case.
They were still arriving, and it was a nost fearsome sight, for they were
ai r bor ne.

They swept in fromthe west |ike great gusts of w ndbl own | eaves. The
aerial noverment | had witnessed fromthe distance had been of greater variety
than the belligerent bird |life. The attackers came in on w nged, two-I|egged,
dragon-like creatures, the closest parallel with which I was fam liar being a
heral di ¢ beast, the wyvern. | had never seen a non-decorative wvern before,
but then | had never felt any great desire to go | ooking for one.

Among t he defenders were nunerous archers, who took a deadly toll of these
in flight. Sheets of pure hell erupted anong them al so, as the |ightnings
flashed and flared, sending themlike cinders toward the ground. But stil
they came on, |anding, so that both nan and beast could attack those
entrenched. | |ooked for and | ocated the pul sating gl ow given off by the Jewel
of Judgnent when it has been tuned to operate. It cane fromthe midst of the



| argest body of defenders, dug in near the base of a high cliff.

| stared and studied, focusing on the wearer of the gem Yes, there could
be no doubt. It was Eric.

On ny belly now, | crawl ed even farther. | saw the | eader of the nearest
party of defenders behead a | anding wyvern with a single sword stroke. Wth
his left hand, he seized the harness of its rider and buried himover thirty
feet, out beyond the lip-like brink of the place. As he turned then to shout
an order, | sawthat it was Gerard. He appeared to be |leading a flanking
assault on a mass of the attackers who were assailing the forces at the foot
of the cliff. Onits far side, a simlar body of troops was doing |ikew se.
Anot her of ny brothers?

I wondered how long the battle had been in progress, both in the valley
and here above. Quite a while, | guessed, considering the duration of the
unnat ural storm

| moved to the right, turning ny attention to the west. The battle in the
val l ey continued unabated. Fromthis distance, it was inmpossible to tell who

was who, |et alone who was winning. | could see, though, that no new forces
were arriving fromout of the west to supplenent the attackers.
| was perplexed as to ny own best course of action. Clearly, | could not

attack Eric when he was engaged in anything this crucial to the defense of
Amber herself. Waiting to pick up the pieces afterward m ght be wi sest.

However, | could already feel the rat teeth of doubt at work on that idea.
Even wi thout reinforcements for the attackers, the outconme of the
encounter was by no neans clear-cut. The invaders were strong, numerous. | had

no idea as to what Eric nmight have in reserve. At that noment, it was

i npossi ble for nme to gauge whether war bonds for Anber would be a good
investment. If Eric lost, it would then be necessary for me to take on the
i nvaders nyself, after much of Anber's manpower had been wast ed.

If I were to nove in now with automatic weapons, there was little doubt in
my mnd that we would crush the wyvern-riders quickly. For that natter, one or
nore of ny brothers had to be down in the valley. A gateway for sonme of ny
troops could be set up by nmeans of the Trunps. It would surprise whatever was
down there for Amber suddenly to come up with riflenen.

| returned ny attention to the conflict nearer at hand. No, it was not
going well. | speculated as to the results of ny intervening. Eric would
certainly be in no position to turn on ne. Besides any synpathy that m ght be
m ne for what he had put me through, | would be responsible for pulling his
nuts out of the fire. Wiile he would be grateful for the relief, he would not
be too happy over the general sentinment this would arouse. No, indeed. | would
be back in Arber with a very deadly personal bodyguard and a | ot of goodwi ||
going for nme. An intriguing thought. It would provide a far snobother route to
nmy objective than the brutal frontal assault culnminating in regicide that I
had had in m nd.

Yes.

| felt nyself smling. I was about to become a hero.

I must grant nyself a small measure of grace, however. G ven the choice
only between Amber with Eric on the throne and Anber fallen, there is no
guestion but that ny decision would have been the sane, to attack. Things were
not going well enough to be certain, and while it would work to ny advant age
to save the day, ny own advantage was not, ultimately, essential. | could not
hate thee, Eric, so nuch, loved |I not Anmber nore

| withdrew and hurried back down the slope, flashes of lightning hurling
nmy shadow i n every which direction

| halted at the periphery of nmy encanpnent. At its farther edge, Ganelon
stood in shouting converse with a | one horsenan, and | recogni zed t he horse.

| advanced, and at a sign fromits rider the horse noved forward, w nding
its way anong the troops, heading in ny direction. Ganel on shook his head and
fol | oned.

The rider was Dara. As soon as she was within earshot, | shouted at her
"What the hell are you doing here?" She disnmounted, smiling, and stood before



"I wanted to cone to Anber," she said. "So | did."

"How di d you get here?"

"I followed G andpa," she said. "It is easier to follow soneone through
Shadow, | discovered, than to do it yourself."

"Benedi ct is here?" She nodded.

"Down below. He is directing the forces in the valley. Julian is there,
too."

Ganel on cane up and stood near
"She said that she followed us up here," he shouted. "She has been behind
us for a couple days."

"I's that true?" | asked.

She nodded again, still smling. "It was not hard to do."

"But why did you do it?"

"To get into Amber, of course? | want to walk the Pattern! That is where
you are going, isn't it?"

"OfF course it is. But there happens to be a war in the way!"

"What are you going to do about it?"

"Wn it, of course!"

"Cood. I'Il wait."

| cursed for a few nonments to give nyself time to think, then, "Were were
you when Benedict returned?" | asked.

The sm | e went away.

"I do not know," she said. "I was out riding after you left, and | stayed
away the entire day. | wanted to be alone to think. When | returned in the
eveni ng, he was not there. | rode again the following day. | traveled quite a
di stance, and when it grew dark | decided to canp out. | do that often. The
next afternoon, as | was returning hone, | cane to the top of a hill and saw
hi m passi ng bel ow, heading to the east. | decided to follow him The way |ed
t hrough Shadow, | understand that now - and you were right about it being
easier to follow | do not know how long it took. Time got all mxed up. He
cane here, and | recognized it fromthe picture on one of the cards. He mnet
with Julian in a wood to the north, and they returned together to that battle

bel ow." She gestured toward the valley. "I remained in the forest for severa
days, not knowi ng what to do. | was afraid of getting lost if | tried to
backtrack. Then | saw your force clinbing the mountains. | saw you and | saw

Ganel on at their head. | knew that Anber lay that way, and | followed. |
waited until now to approach, because | wanted you to be too near to Anber to
send nme back when | did."

"I don't believe you are telling me the whole truth," | said, "but I
haven't the time to care. W are going ahead now, and there will be fighting.
The safest thing for you will be to remain here. | will assign you a couple of
bodyguards. "

"l do not want them"

"I don't care what you want. You are going to have them When the fighting
is over I will send for you." | turned then and sel ected two nen at random
ordering themto remain behind and guard her. They did not seem overjoyed at
t he prospect.

"What are those weapons your nen bear?" Dara asked.

"Later," | said. "I"'mbusy." | relayed a sketchy briefing and ordered ny
squads.

"You seemto have a very small nunmber of men," she said.

"They are sufficient," |I replied. "I will see you later." | left her there

wi th her guards.

We noved back along the route | had taken. The thunder ceased as we
advanced, and the silence becane less a thing of relief than of suspense to
me. The twilight resettled about us, and | perspired within the danp bl anket
of the air.

| called a halt before we reached the first point fromwhich | had
observed the action. | returned to it then, acconpani ed by Ganel on



The wyvern-riders were all over the place and their beasts fought al ong
with them They were pressing the defenders back against the cliff face. |
sought for but could not locate Eric or the glow of his jewel.

"Whi ch ones are the eneny?" Ganel on asked ne.

"The beast-riders."

They were all of them|anding now that heaven's artillery had let up. As

soon as they struck the solid surface, they charged forward. | searched anong
t he defenders, but Gerard was no |onger in sight.
"Bring up the troops," | said, raising ny rifle. "Tell themto get the

beasts and the riders both."
Ganel on withdrew, and | took aimat a descending wvern, fired, and
watched its swoop turn into a sudden flurry of pinions. It struck against the

sl ope and began to flop about. | fired again.

The beast began to burn as it died. Soon |I had three bonfires going.
craw ed up to ny second previous position. Secure, | took aimand fired once
nor e.

| got another, but by then some of themwere turning in nmy direction. |
fired the rest of my ammo and hastened to reload. Several of them had begun
nmovi ng toward me by then. They were quite fast.

I managed to stop them and was rel oadi ng again when the first rifle squad
arrived. W put down a heavier fire, and began to advance as the others cane
up.

It was all over within ten mnutes. Wthin the first five they had
apparently realized that they hadn't a chance, and they began to fl ee back
toward the | edge, |aunching thenselves into space, becom ng airborne again. W
shot them down as they ran, and burning flesh and snol deri ng bones | ay
ever ywher e about us.

The noi st rock rose sheer to our left, its summit lost in the clouds, so
that it seened as if it mght tower endl essly above us. The wi nds stil
whi pped the snoke and the mists, and the rocks were smeared and splotched with
bl ood. As we had advanced, firing, the forces of Anber quickly realized that
we represented assistance and began to push forward fromtheir position at the
base of the cliff. | saw that they were being Il ed by ny brother Caine. For a
nmonent our eyes | ocked together across the distance, then he plunged ahead
into the fray.

Scattered groups of Amberites united into a second force as the attackers
fell back. Actually, they linmted our field of fire when they attacked the far
flank of the w zened beast-men and their wyverns, but | had no way of getting
word of this to them W drew closer, and our firing was accurate.

A small knot of nen remained at the base of the cliff. | had a feeling
they were guarding Eric, and that he had possibly been wounded, since the
stormeffects had ceased abruptly. | worked ny own way off in that direction

The firing was already beginning to die down as | drew near the group, and
| was hardly aware of what happened next until it was too |late.

Sonet hi ng big came rushing up from behind and was by nme in an instant.
hit the ground and rolled, bringing ny rifle to bear automatically. My finger
did not tighten on the trigger, however. It was Dara, who had just plunged
past ne on horseback. She turned and | aughed as | screaned at her

"Cet back down there! Damm you! You'll be killed!"

"I"ll see you in Anber!" she cried, and she shot on across the grisly rock
and made it up the trail that |ay beyond.

I was furious. But there was nothing | could do about it just then

Snarling, | got back to ny feet and continued on
As | advanced upon the group, | heard ny nane spoken several times. Heads
turned in my direction. People noved aside to |let nme pass. | recogni zed many

of them but | paid them no heed.

I think that | saw Gerard at about the same tine that he saw ne. He had
been kneeling in their mdst, and he rose to his feet and waited. H s face was
expr essi onl ess.

As | drew nearer, | sawthat it was as | had suspected. He had been kneeling



to tend an injured man who rested upon the ground. It was FEric.

| nodded to Gerard as | canme up beside him and | |ooked down at Eric. My
feelings were quite nmixed. The blood fromhis several chest wounds was very
bright and there was a lot of it. The Jewel of Judgnment, which still hung on a
chain about his neck, was covered with it. Eerily, it continued its faint,
gl owi ng pul sation, heart-like beneath the gore. Eric's eyes were closed, his
head resting upon a rolled-up cloak. H's breathing was |abored.

| knelt, unable to take ny eyes off that ashen face. | tried to push ny
hate aside just a little, since he was obviously dying, so that | mght have a
better chance to understand this man who was ny brother for the nonents that
remained to him | found that | could muster up sonething of synpathy by
considering all that he was losing along with his |ife and wonderi ng whet her
it would have been nme lying there if | had cone out on top five years earlier
| tried to think of sonething in his favor, and all | could cone up with were
the epitaph-like words, He died fighting for Anber. That was sonething,

t hough. The phrase kept running through my m nd.

Hi s eyes tightened, flickered, opened. Hi s face remai ned w thout
expression as his eyes focused on nine. | wondered whet her he even recogni zed
ne.

But he said ny nanme, and then, "I knew that it would be you." He paused
for a couple of breaths and went on, "They saved you sone trouble, didn't
they?" | did not reply. He already knew the answer.

“Your turn will cone one day," he continued. "Then we will be peers." He
chuckl ed and realized too |late that he should not have. He went into an
unpl easant spasm of noi st coughi ng. Wen it passed, he glared at ne.

"I could feel your curse," he said. "All around nme. The whole tine. You
didn't even have to die to make it stick."

Then, as if reading ny thoughts, he smiled faintly and said, "No |I'm not
going to give you ny death curse. |'ve reserved that for the enemi es of Anber
- out there." He gestured with his eyes. He pronounced it then, in a whisper
and | shuddered to overhear it.

He returned his gaze to ny face and stared for a nmonent. Then he pl ucked
at the chain about his neck

"The Jewel ..." he said. "You take it with you to the center of the
Pattern. Hold it up. Very close - to an eye. Stare into it - and consider it a
place. Try to project yourself - inside. You don't go. But there is -
experience... Afterward, you know howto use it..."

"How - ?" | began, but stopped. He had already told ne howto attune to
it. Wiy ask himto waste his breath on how he had figured it out?

But he caught it and nanaged, "Dworkin's notes... under fireplace... ny -

Then he was taken w th another coughing spell and the bl ood cane out of
his nose and his nouth. He sucked in a deep breath and heaved hinself into a
sitting position, eyes rolling wildly.

"Acquit yourself as well as | have - bastard!" he said, then fell into ny
arnms and heaved out his final, bloody breath.

I held himfor several nonments, then lowered himinto his former position
H s eyes were still open, and | reached out and cl osed them Al npst
automatically, | put his hands together atop the now lifeless gem | had no
stomach to take it fromhimat that nonent. | stood then, renoved ny cl oak
and covered himwth it.

Turning, | saw that all of themwere staring at me. Fam liar faces, nany
of them Some strange ones mixed in. So many who had been there that night
when | had cone to dinner in chains..

No. It was not the tine to think of that. | pushed it fromny nmnd. The
shooting had stopped, and Ganel on was calling the troops back and ordering
sone sort of formation.

I wal ked forward.

| passed anong the Anmberites. | passed anong the dead. | wal ked by ny own

troops and noved to the edge of the cliff.



In the valley below nme, the fighting continued, the cavalry flowing |ike

turbul ent waters, merging, eddying, receding, the infantry still swarming |ike
i nsect s.
| drew forth the cards | had taken fromBenedict. | renoved his own from

the deck. It shinmrered before ne, and after a tine there was contact.

He was nmounted on the sane red and bl ack horse on which he had pursued ne.
He was in notion and there was fighting all about him Seeing that he
confronted anot her horseman, | remained still. He spoke but a single word.

"Bi de," he said.

He di spatched his opponent with two qui ck movenents of his blade. Then he
wheel ed his nmount and began to withdraw fromthe fray. | saw that his horse's
reins had been | engthened and were | ooped and tied | oosely about the remai nder
of his right arm It took himover ten mnutes to renove hinmself to a place of
relative calm When he had, he regarded ne, and | could tell that he was al so
studying the prospect that lay at ny back.

"Yes, | amon the heights,"” I told him "W have won. Eric died in the
battle."

He continued to stare, waiting for me to go on. His face betrayed no
enot i on.

"W won because | brought riflenen,” | said. "I finally found an expl osive
agent that functions here." H s eyes narrowed and he nodded. | felt that he
realized i medi ately what the stuff was and where it had cone from

"While there are many things | want to discuss with you," | continued, "I
want to take care of the enemy first. If you will hold the contact, | will
send you several hundred riflemen." He smiled.

"Hurry," he said

| shouted for Ganelon, and he answered me fromonly a few paces away. |
told himto line the troops up, single file. He nodded and went off, shouting
orders.

As we waited, | said, "Benedict, Dara is here. She was able to foll ow you
t hrough Shadow when you rode in from Avalon. | want - "

He bared his teeth and shouted: "Wo the hell is this Dara you keep
tal king about? | never heard of her till you cane along! Please tell nme! |
would really like to know "

I smled faintly.

"I't's no good," | said, shaking my head. "I know all about her, though
have told no one el se that you've a great granddaughter.”

Hs lips parted involuntarily and his eyes were suddenly w de.

"Corwin," he said, "you are either nmad or deceived. |'ve no such
descendant that | know of. As for anyone follow ng nme here through Shadow, |
cane in on Julian's Trunp."

O course. My only excuse for not tripping her up imediately was ny
preoccupation with the conflict Benedict would have been notified of the
battl e by neans of the Trunps. Wiy should he waste tine traveling when an
i nstant neans of transport was at hand?

"Dam!" | said. "She is in Anber by now Listen, Benedict! | amgoing to
get Gerard or Caine over here to handle the transfer of the troops to you.
Ganelon will cone through, also. Gve themtheir orders through him"

| |1 ooked around, saw Cerard talking with several of the nobles. | shouted

for himwith a desperate urgency. H's head turned quickly. Then he began
running in ny direction
"Corwi nl What is it?" Benedict was shouting.

"I don't know! But sonmething is very wong!" | thrust the Trunp at Gerard
as he cane up.

"See that the troops get through to Benedict!" | said. "lIs Randomin the
pal ace?"

"Yes."

"Free or confined?"

"Free - more or less. There will be sonme guards about. Eric still doesn't

- didn't trust him" | turned.



"Ganelon," | called out. "Do what Gerard here tells you. He is going to
send you to Benedict - down there." | gestured. "See that the men foll ow
Benedict's orders. | have to get into Amrber now. "

"Al'l right," he called back

CGerard headed in his direction, and | fanned the Trunps once nore. |
| ocated Randomi s and began to concentrate. At that nonent, it finally began to

rain. | nade contact al nost imediately.

"Hell o, Random" | said, as soon as his image cane to life. "Renmenber
ne?"

"Where are you?" he asked.

“I'n the mountains,” | told him "W just won this part of the battle, and
I am sendi ng Benedict the help he needs to clean up in the valley. Now,
t hough, | need your help. Bring me across.”

"l don't know, Corwin. Eric -

"Eric is dead."

"Then who is in charge?"

"Who do you think? Bring me across!"”

He nodded quickly and extended his hand. | reached out and clasped it. |
stepped forward. | stood beside himon a bal cony overl ooki ng one of the
courtyards. The railing was of white marble, and not nuch was bl oom ng down
bel ow. W& were two stories up. | swayed and he seized my arm "You're hurt!"
he sai d.

I shook ny head, only just then realizing howtired I was. | had not slept
very much the past few nights. That, and everything else..

"No," | said, glancing down at the gory mess that was ny shirt front.
"Just tired. The blood is Eric's."

He ran a hand through his strawcolored hair and pursed his lips.

"So you did finally nail him.." he said softly. | shook nmy head agai n.
"No. He was already dying when I got to him Cone with ne now Hurry! It

is inmportant!"”
"Where to? What is the matter?"
"To the Pattern,"” | said. "Wiwy? | amnot certain, but | knowthat it is
i nportant. Come on!"
We entered the pal ace, noving toward the nearest stairwell. There were two

guards at its head, but they cane to attention as we approached and did not
attenpt to interfere with our passage.

"I"'mglad it's true about your eyes," Random said as we headed down. "Do
you see all right?"

"Yes. | hear that you are still married.”

"Yes. | am"

VWen we reached the ground floor, we hurried to the right. There had been
anot her pair of guards at the foot of the stair, but they did not nove to stop
us.

"Yes," he repeated, as we headed toward the center of the palace. "You are
surprised, aren't you?"

"Yes. | thought you were going to get the year over with and be done with
it."

"So did I," he said. "But | fell inlove with her. | really did."

"Stranger things have happened.”

We crossed the marble dining hall and entered the |ong, narrow corridor
that led far back through shadows and dust. | suppressed a shudder as |
t hought of ny condition the last time | had cone this way.

"She really cares for me," he said. "Like nobody el se ever has before."

“I'mglad for you," | said.

We reached the door that opened onto the platformhiding the long, spira
stairway down. It was open. W passed through and began the descent.

"I"'mnot," he said, as we hurried around and around. "I didn't want to
fall in love. Not then. W' ve been prisoners the whole tine, you know. How can
she be proud of that?"

"That is over now," | said. "You becane a prisoner because you foll owed ne



and tried to kill Eric, didn't you?"
"Yes. Then she joined me here."

"I will not forget," | said.

We rushed on. It was a great distance down, and there were only |anterns
every forty feet or so. It was a huge, natural cavern. | wondered whet her
anyone knew how many tunnels and corridors it contained. | suddenly felt
nmysel f overwhelned with pity for any poor wetches rotting in its dungeons,
for whatever reasons. | resolved to release themall or find sonething better
to do with them

Long m nutes passed. | could see the flickering of the torches and the
| ant erns bel ow.

"There is a girl," | said, "and her nane is Dara. She told me she was
Benedi ct' s great-granddaughter and gave ne reason to believe it. | told her

somewhat concerni ng Shadow, reality, and the Pattern. She does possess sone
power over Shadow, and she was anxious to wal k the Pattern. Wen last | saw
her, she was headed this way. Now Benedict swears she is not his. Suddenly I
amfearful. | want to keep her fromthe Pattern. | want to question her."

"Strange," he said. "Very. | agree with you. Do you think she m ght be
there now?"
"If she is not, then | feel she will be along soon."

We finally reached the floor, and | began to race through the shadows
toward t he proper tunnel

"Wait!" Random cri ed.

| halted and turned. It took me a nonment to |ocate him as he was back
behind the stairs. | returned.

My question did not reach ny lips. | saw that he knelt beside a | arge,
bearded man

"Dead," he said. "A very thin blade. Good thrust. Just recently."

"Conme on!"
W both ran to the tunnel and turned up it. Its seventh side passage was the
one we wanted. | drew Grayswandir as we neared it, for that great, dark

nmet al - bound door was standing ajar

| sprang through. Random was right behind nme. The floor of that enornopus
roomis black and | ooks to be snmooth as glass, although it is not slippery.
The Pattern burns upon it, within it, an intricate, shinmering naze of curved
lines, perhaps a hundred and fifty yards long. W halted at its edge, staring.

Sonet hing was out there, walking it. | felt that old, tingling chill the
thing always gives ne as | watched. Was it Dara? It was difficult for me to
make out the figure within the fountains of sparks that spewed constantly
about it. Woever it was had to be of the blood royal, for it was comon
know edge that anyone el se woul d be destroyed by the Pattern, and this
i ndi vidual had already made it past the Grand Curve and was negotiating the
conplicated series of arcs that led toward the Final Veil

The firefly formseened to change shape as it nmoved. For a time, ny senses
kept rejecting the tiny sublimnal glinpses that | knew nust be com ng through
to ne. | heard Random gasp beside me, and it seenmed to breach ny subconsci ous
dam A horde of inpressions flooded ny m nd.

It seened to tower hugely in that always unsubstanti al -seem ng chamnber.
Then shrink, die down, alnost to nothing. It seemed a slimwoman for a nonent
- possibly Dara, her hair lightened by the glow, streamng, crackling with
static electricity. Then it was not hair, but great, curved horns from sone
wi de, uncertain brow, whose crook-|egged owner struggled to shuffle hoofs

al ong the bl azing way. Then something else... An enornpus cat... A faceless
woman. .. A bright-wi nged thing of indescribable beauty... A tower of ashes..
"Dara!" | cried out. "lIs that you?"
My voi ce echoed back, and that was all. \Woever/ whatever it was struggled
now with the Final Veil. My nuscles strained forward in unwilling symnpathy

with the effort.
Finally, it burst through
Yes, it was Dara! Tall and magnificent now Both beautiful and sonehow



horrible at the sane tinme. The sight of her tore at the fabric of ny mnd. Her
arms were upraised in exultation and an i nhuman | aughter flowed from her lips.
| wanted to | ook away, yet | could not nove. Had | truly held, caressed, nade
love to - that? | was mightily repelled and simultaneously attracted as | had
never been before. | could not understand this overwhel m ng anbi val ence. Then
she | ooked at ne.

The | aughter ceased. Her altered voice rang out. "Lord Corwin, are you
i ege of Amber now?"

From somewhere, | managed a reply. "For all practical purposes,” | said.

"Good! Then behol d your nenesis!"

"Who are you? What are you?"

"You will never know, " she said. "It is just exactly too late now "

"I do not understand. Wat do you nean?"

"Anber," she said, "will be destroyed." And she vani shed.

"What the hell," said Randomthen, "was that?" | shook ny head.

"I do not know. | really do not know. And |I feel... that it is the npst
i mportant thing in the world that we find out."

He gripped ny arm

"Corwin," he said. "She - it - neant it. And it may be possible, you

know. "

I nodded. "I know. "

"What are we going to do now?"

| resheathed Grayswandir and turned back toward the door

"Pick up the pieces,” | said. "I have what | thought | always wanted
within nmy grasp now, and | nust secure it. And | cannot wait for what is to
cone. | must seek it out and stop it before it ever reaches Anber."

"Do you know where to seek it?" he asked.

We turned up the tunnel

"I believe it lies at the other end of the black road," | said.

We noved on through the cavern to the stairs where the dead man |ay and
went round and round above himin the dark

[end, The Guns of Aval on]



