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Эрчер Джейн 
Родники любви 

Джейн ЭРЧЕР
РОДНИКИ ЛЮБВИ
Анонс
Жизнь очаровательной Селены Морган поначалу может казаться довольно прозаичной.

Она ежедневно стоит за прилавком собственной аптеки. Но впереди ее ждут самые
невероятные любовные приключения, в том числе поездка на остров Мартиника, где она
чудом спасается от посягательств злодея-гипнотизера.

А начинается все со случайной встречи с Дрэйком Дэлтоном, однажды зашедшем к ней
в аптеку...

Действие романа происходит во второй половине прошлого века.
ЧАСТЬ 1
НОВЫЙ ОРЛЕАН
ЛУИЗИАНА
ВЕСНА 1886
Глава 1
Открыв дверь и сняв шляпу, Дрэйк Дэлтон вошел в магазин.
- Как это, черт возьми, оказалось у меня под подушкой?
Услышав шум. Селена Моргань подняла голову и с удивлением взглянула на стоявшего

перед ней человека. Где только он откопал такие брюки, кожаную рубаху с бахромой,
немыслимые ботинки и огромную ковбойскую шляпу? Загорелое лицо контрастировало с
густыми, светлыми, выгоревшими на солнце волосами. Однако он был высоким,
мускулистым и, несмотря на экзотический наряд, поразительно красивым.

Ясно, посетитель не из Нового Орлеана, скорее всего откуда-то с Запада. В аптеке стало
тесно и как-то неуютно. Захотелось, чтобы он как можно скорее ушел.

Дэлтон бросил на прилавок маленький бархатный мешочек.
- Кто это купил и зачем?
Комната была полна запахов. Сладкие, терпкие, острые, раздражающие - от них

хотелось не то чихнуть, не то кашлянуть.
Селена встала, хотя от этого их разница в росте мало изменилась. Но она не позволит

себя запугать.
- Разрешите посмотреть, у меня ли...
- Это купили точно у вас, леди. Ведь это аптека "Любовные снадобья"?
Разглядев на внутренней стороне мешочка свою эмблему, она снова затянула веревку.
- Смесь номер семнадцать. Вы недовольны товаром? Хотите его обменять?
- Нет! Я хочу знать, кто его купил!
- Так его купили не вы и вы не хотите обменять?
- Ну, наконец-то до тебя дошло, - сощурился он. - Ладно, как тебя зовут и кто это купил?
- Селена Морган, владелица лучшей аптеки в Новом Орлеане. - Она поколебалась,

прикидывая, как бы побыстрее от него отделаться. - Вы влюблены?
- Нет.



- Ну и ладно. Эта смесь на нас все равно не подействует. Думаю, вас лучше
привораживать с помощью куриной лапы. - Она хотела задеть его, но сама улыбнулась.
Ситуация становилась забавной.

- Куриной лапы? - с отвращением повторил он.
Он явно чувствовал себя неуютно в этой отделанной в розовых тонах комнате. Ему,

привыкшему к запахам лошадей, табака и кожи, все здесь казалось слишком женственным.
Но уходить все же не, хотелось.

- Да, мне так кажется, - сказала она. - Хотя, наверное, не особенно приятно проснуться
утром и наткнуться в своей постели на куриную лапу. Но уверяю вас, это весьма
эффективное средство. - Она продолжала улыбаться. Хорошо, что он чувствует себя не в
своей тарелке.

- Ты это серьезно?
Он вдруг пожалел, что пришел сюда, хотя девушка за прилавком, несомненно, хороша.

Пусть сейчас ее длинные каштановые волосы забраны в пучок на затылке и на ней простое
зеленое платье, но он готов спорить - без него она просто восхитительна.

- Да, я серьезно, - улыбка исчезла с ее лица. - Помимо всего, это моя работа.
Он почему-то с трудом поддерживал разговор.
- Ты хочешь сказать, что зарабатываешь на жизнь, продавая приворотные зелья?
Она кивнула и посмотрела на него большими зелеными глазами.
- И мое дело процветает. Это не удивительно, так как вокруг полно таких, как ты.
- Таких, как я? Да что, ты, собственно, обо мне знаешь?
Странно, но он, видимо, ей не нравился.
- Да, я тебя, конечно, совсем не знаю, но вижу, ты груб и заносчив. Если познакомиться

поближе, то скорее всего выяснится и что-нибудь похуже.
Селена вдруг поняла, что едва сдерживается. Так захотелось прикоснуться к нему.

Сердце взволнованно билось. Это было совершенно на нее не похоже.
- Ты оскорбляешь каждого покупателя, который к тебе приходит? - Он начинал

выходить из себя.
- Ты не покупатель.
- Конечно, нет, черт побери! А ты - мошенница, вымогающая деньги у доверчивых

женщин. Надо же, любовное зелье!
- Мои клиенты довольны и рекомендуют меня своим знакомым. Рецепты издавна

известны моей семье, их действенность проверена. - Она сжала мешочек, чтобы он не
заметил, как дрожит ее рука. Он тоже привел ее в бешенство, и, понимая это, она злилась
еще сильнее.

- Ладно, пусть будет так, - он замялся, все-таки вспомнив, зачем сюда пришел. - Теперь
назови имя женщины, купившей эту гадость для меня.

- Я не разглашаю имен клиентов. Но вкус этой женщины оставляет желать много
лучшего.

- Ты ни черта не понимаешь в мужчинах. Тебя надо бы высечь, тогда ты узнаешь, что
такое настоящий мужчина. - В него словно вселился бес. Стараясь успокоиться, он медленно
разжал кулаки.

- Стоит ли так утомлять себя?
- Да, ты права, - он окинул ее демонстративно холодным взглядом.
Как жаль, что она такого маленького роста. Рядом с ним она чувствовала себя просто



крошечной. Но у нее злой язык, и она это знала.
- Мистер, может быть, вы все же уйдете? Вы распугаете всех моих клиентов.
- Ладно, я пошел. Но с тобой пока не прощаюсь. Ты обманываешь людей, и я положу

этому конец.
Подойдя к двери, она открыла ее.
- Прошу вас, мистер...
- Дрэйк Дэлтон. Запомни это имя. Ты его еще услышишь.
Он бросил на нее тяжелый взгляд, надел шляпу и вышел вон.
Закрыв дверь, она прислонилась к косяку, внезапно почувствовав слабость. Еще никто и

никогда так на нее не действовал. Она всегда себя контролировала. Но в этом человеке,
кроме грубости, было нечто, заставившее ее сердце учащенно забиться. Он был взбешен, а ей
хотелось разозлить его еще сильнее.

Улыбнувшись, она вернулась к прилавку и взяла в руки маленький бархатный мешочек.
Значит, он ненавидит любовные снадобья, думает, что она мошенница. Хорошо же! Она
приготовит смесь специально для него, чтобы он влюбился в нее. А потом расскажет,
почему это произошло. Тогда он сам убедится, насколько хорош ее товар, а она рассмеется в
лицо, повернется и уйдет.

- Селена, что здесь происходит? - Роза Дубони спустилась со второго этажа,
осмотрелась и направилась к входной двери. - Ты что, выгнала покупателя?

Селена громко рассмеялась.
- Только что я поругалась с одним ужасным человеком.
- Правда? - Роза удивленно посмотрела на подругу. - Кто же умудрился так тебя

разозлить? Вас было слышно даже наверху.
- Это не "кто-нибудь". Но я о нем позабочусь.
- Что ты имеешь в виду? - Карие глаза выражали удивление и любопытство. В отличие

от Селены Роза была высокой и стройной. Длинные черные волосы перехвачены на голове
узкой ленточкой, пестрое платье с широким поясом очень ей шло. Селена всегда завидовала
ее фигуре, особенно с тех пор, как узнала, что никакая еда ей не вредит.

- Представь себе, врывается сюда ковбой и пытается меня запугать.
- Запугать?! Да скажи же наконец, что случилось?
- Все очень просто. Один человек с Запада находит у себя под подушкой наш мешочек.

Ему бы обрадоваться, что о нем кто-то думает. А он врывается сюда и грубит.
Представляешь? Обозвал меня мошенницей и угрожал закрыть наше дело.

- Ох! - Роза забеспокоилась. - Ты думаешь, он и вправду может это сделать?
- Не знаю, возможно, - Внезапно ее бравада испарилась, и она обессиленно опустилась

на стул. - Сама знаешь, как доктора, называющие себя "настоящими", относятся к акушеркам
и знахаркам, тем более, к таким, как я.

Роза нахмурилась.
- Эти "настоящие" доктора лишают простой народ выбора. Многим просто не по

карману их услуги. Да и на что они способны, эти доктора! Издеваться над тобой, давая
слабительное или хлористую ртуть. Многим без них даже лучше. Если твой бизнес рухнет,
плохо от этого будет многим, а не только нам с тобой.

Селена кивнула, соглашаясь, и обвела взглядом свои владения.
- Все это начала моя бабушка вскоре после войны. Мы были вдвоем, и у нас не было

ничего, кроме ее опыта и знания целебных трав. Она продавала любовные снадобья, поэтому



я смогла ходить в школу. Сейчас мне двадцать четыре. Я выросла здесь и хочу жить здесь и
заниматься своим делом.

- И ты здесь многим нужна. Ведь мы-то хорошо знаем, что только благодаря деньгам,
вырученным от продажи наших снадобий и парфюмерии, ты можешь что-то делать для
бедных.

- Да, но...
- Ты просто не имеешь права позволить этому человеку повредить аптеке. Эти так

называемые "доктора" не знают и половины того, чему научила тебя бабушка. - Роза глубоко
вздохнула. - Они уже пытались нас закрыть. Конечно, если бы им это удалось, у них
прибавилось бы клиентов. Если этот тип скажет им, что мы сделали ему что-нибудь
плохое...

- Не говори так! - Зеленые глаза Селены вспыхнули. - То, что я хочу сделать, пойдет
Дрэйку Дэлтону только на пользу. И не беспокойся за свое место. Роза. Ты - лучшая
помощница, какую только можно найти. На самом деле ты уже вполне можешь открыть
собственное дело.

- Будь у меня светлая кожа, я бы, наверное, так и сделала. Но я мулатка, так что нечего
об этом и думать.

- В тебе не только африканская кровь, но и французская, и индейская.
- Все равно, я - потомок рабов, а ты прекрасно понимаешь, что это значит.
- Да, но я не отношусь к тем докторам, которые стараются не пускать мулатов в

медицину. Ты также нужна людям.
- Я не перестану им помогать, даже если богатые белые издадут закон, запрещающий

мулатам заниматься медициной. Всю жизнь я буду делать то, что считаю нужным. Мне
двадцать шесть, и у меня еще есть время, чтобы помочь многим.

- А как с личной жизнью? Роза покачала головой.
- Не напоминай мне об Альфреде.
- Он белый, едет на север. Значит, не может взять тебя с собой, как бы сильно ни любил.
- Он прав. Женитьба на мулатке разрушит все его планы. - Роза встала и принялась

расхаживать по комнате. - Все его предки были свободными, среди родственников никогда
не было черных. В нем течет чистая кровь. И, в конце концов, у него есть паспорт. Я не могу
просить его всем этим пожертвовать.

Селена промолчала. Такие аргументы она уже слышала много раз. Что она могла
сделать для Розы? Лишь как можно лучше вести дела, чтобы у них была работа и деньги.
Теперь же нужно подумать о Дрэйке Дэлтоне.

- Я дам ему возможность во всем убедиться самому.
- Альфреду?
- Нет, Дрэйку Дэлтону. Я хочу приготовить для него любовное снадобье. А когда он в

меня влюбится, расскажу правду. Ему придется нам поверить. И сказать "докторам" ему
просто будет нечего.

Роза нахмурилась.
- Но ведь ты еще никогда так не делала!
- Да, я не хотела дополнительных хлопот. Не хочу их и сейчас. Мистер Дэлтон мне

абсолютно безразличен, но следует преподать ему урок. - Она уже злилась. - И я - та
женщина, которая это сделает.

- Не знаю, не знаю. По-моему, это опасно. У богатых белых большая власть.



- Может быть. Но у нас тоже есть власть, и мы ею воспользуемся.
Селена развязала принесенный Дрэйком мешочек и высыпала содержимое на прилавок.
- Это снадобье слишком слабо для мистера Дрэйка Дэлтона. Роза кивнула.
- Наверное, можно попробовать. А если оно подействует и на тебя?
- На меня?! - Селена отрицательно покачала головой. - Это обыкновенный ковбой.

Такие меня никогда не интересовали. У меня хватит ума, чтобы не влюбиться.
- К уму это не имеет никакого отношения, - усмехнулась Роза. - Иначе я не сбежала бы

от Альфреда. Просто ты еще не встретила своего принца. Когда это случится, ты влюбишься,
наверное, еще сильнее, чем я сейчас. Вот тогда мы с тобой и поговорим.

- Может быть, ты права, но одно я знаю наверняка: Дрэйк Дэлтон - не тот человек, из-за
которого я могу потерять голову.

Кивнув Розе, она вышла, решив взглянуть на аптеку снаружи. Перейдя на
противоположную сторону улицы Декатур, она остановилась у кафе "Де Монпье" и стала
внимательно разглядывать свой дом.

Аптека и жилой этаж над ней стали домом для Селены после войны. Теперь она жила
здесь одна, но одинокой себя не чувствовала. У нее было много друзей, может быть, даже
слишком много. Иногда она думала о том, что придет время, и она свяжет свою жизнь с
мужчиной, которого полюбит и которому будет доверять. Но если это когда-нибудь и
случится, то, конечно, не скоро.

Снаружи дом выглядел очень привлекательным. Первый этаж был выкрашен белой
краской, сквозь огромные окна виднелись стоявшие на подоконнике кувшины с сухими
цветами и травами.

Второй этаж из красного кирпича украшали два окна с белыми наличниками, и между
ними - балкон с черными коваными перилами. Под самым коньком крутой крыши -
маленькое слуховое окно.

Висящая над дверью вывеска "Любовные снадобья" слегка покачивалась от дующего с
Миссисипи ветерка. На голубом небе со стороны Мексиканского залива появились темные
облака. Похоже, после обеда опять будет дождь. Значит, ей не придется поливать
многочисленные травы и цветы, растущие в ящиках на балконе. В этом году им достаточно и
дождей, и солнца.

Селена вернулась в дом, оставив дверь открытой, чтобы немного проветрилось, и
присоединилась к Розе, работавшей за длинным столом в задней части магазина. Здесь, под
лестницей был тихий, благоухающий травами уголок. Стол был завален кусочками тканей,
разнообразных по цвету и рисунку, с краю лежали ленты всех цветов радуги, широкие и
узкие, длинные и короткие.

Стоило Селене взять в руки лоскуток и посмотреть на подругу, как напряжение стало
спадать.

- Ты что-нибудь слышала о Француазе и Джоне? - спросила Роза.
- Нет, - ответила Селена, думая уже лишь о том, как лучше сшить мешочек из черного

шелкового лоскутка. - Сегодня утром я опять была в полиции, но у них по-прежнему никаких
новостей.

- Думаешь, на самом деле они ищут какую-то мулатку и иранца - портового грузчика?
- Вряд ли они особенно стараются. Но им приходится делать вид, я ведь регулярно

спрашиваю их о результатах.
- Конечно, если речь идет не о деньгах, они не будут напрягаться. По-моему, нам нужно



что-то делать самим. Ждать больше нельзя.
- Но что? - Селена откусила длинную черную нитку. - Сколько людей уже исчезло?
- По-моему, около двух дюжин. И все они бездомные: нищие, проститутки,

безработные, бывшие заключенные.
- Именно таким мы помогали. Ведь они неплохие люди, просто невезучие. Вдев нитку в

иголку и завязав на конце узелок, она воткнула ее в ткань. - Ox! - уколола палец Селена.
Роза сочувственно вздохнула.
- Нам известно о двух дюжинах. А о скольких мы не знаем?
Она нахмурилась и стала отбирать травы из разных горшков, стоявших здесь же, на

столе.
- Ты думаешь, их убивают? Или они уехали? Может быть, на Север в поисках работы?
- Но тогда хоть кто-то рассказал бы нам о своих планах.
- Да, пожалуй. Я просто не знаю, что делать. Роза подняла голову.
- Ты расспрашивала полицию, они своих осведомителей. Я говорила с друзьями. Никто

ничего не знает. Люди напуганы.
- Это понятно.
Селена делала аккуратные стежки по краю, шелкового черного квадрата. Если бы

преодолевать жизненные трудности было бы так же просто, как сшить этот маленький
мешочек!

- Все-таки что же нам делать?
- Ты видела афиши о лекциях и сеансах гипноза Густава Доминика? - спросила Селена.
- Да, но какое отношение они имеют к нам?
- Гипноз - новое направление в медицине. Считают даже, что его можно использовать

вместо хлороформа. Я была на одной лекции, а теперь мне хотелось бы сходить на сеанс.
Роза оторвалась от работы.
- Да что с тобой? То ты хочешь приготовить снадобье для этого Дэлтона, теперь вот

сеанс. Ты же понимаешь, как это опасно.
- Может быть, гипноз кажется опасным только потому, что малоизвестен?
- А вдруг это тебе повредит? - Роза взяла один лоскуток, отшвырнула его, взяла другой. -

Сама знаешь, новое - вовсе не значит хорошее.
- Но надо же узнавать новое, только бабушкиных знаний недостаточно. А если эти

сеансы не обман? Вдруг мне удастся поговорить с кем-то из пропавших.
- Ах вот в чем дело! - Роза возмущенно поднялась. - Ты просто не понимаешь, куда

стремишься. Без специальной тренировки и контроля все, что касается духовной энергии,
может причинить громадные неприятности.

- Я верю тебе, но хочу попробовать.
Роза села рядом с Селеной и взяла ее за руку.
- Ладно, знаю твое упрямство. Только будь осторожна. А я тем временем попробую

разузнать наших друзьях еще в одном месте. Потом расскажу, что у меня из этого вышло.
- Ты говоришь загадками. Роза улыбнулась.
- А теперь давай вернемся к работе.
Глава 2
Дрэйк Дэлтон в очередной раз выругался. И это самый престижный район Нового

Орлеана?! Да, действительно, на Чартес Стрит можно купить все, что угодно, и недорого. Но
он уже не мог выносить влажного воздуха, постоянного запаха цветов, узких улочек с плотно



прижатыми друг к другу домами и праздно шатающимся народом. Ему хотелось обратно в
Техас.

Плохое настроение не покидало его. Встреча с Селеной Морган не улучшила
положения. С какой стати она так гордится своим делом! Подумаешь, обыкновенная
мошенница, продающая ложь и пустые мечты. Надо положить этому конец.

Дрэйк разглядывал небольшие домики с ажурными балконами, отыскивая номер 1109.
Напрасно он принял Селену Морган так близко к сердцу. Просто за последнее время он сыт
по горло женщинами-обманщицами. Джой Мари. Ну кто бы мог подумать, что его невестка
снимет со счета ранчо все до последнего цента и сбежит с каким-то незнакомцем!

Он всегда любил Джой Мари, относился к ней, как к сестре. На нее можно было
положиться. Он спокойно оставил ранчо на ее попечение, когда погнал на север скот. Кроме
того, она чувствовала себя одинокой после смерти мужа, брата Дрэйка, и ее нужно было
занять делом, чтобы отвлечь от мрачных мыслей. - , Он приходил в ярость всякий раз,
вспоминая, как вернувшись домой, нашел пустое ранчо. Это было всего две недели назад.
Шарлотта и Джордж, мексиканская паря, ухаживавшая за лошадьми еще при его родителях,
рассказали ему, что в Систердэйч де Джой Мари встретила парня, умевшего красиво
говорить, и тут же влюбилась в него. Все произошло буквально за несколько дней. Шарлотта
пыталась отговорить Джой Мари, но та ее просто не слушала. Сказала только, что берет
деньги ранчо в качестве приданого. Вот и все.

Когда злость немного улеглась, Дрэйк начал беспокоиться. Может быть, этот парень
запугал ее или увез насильно? Неужели они на самом деле полюбили друг друга? Он решил
все это выяснить и выручить ее, если она попала в беду. Если же нет, то потребовать деньги
назад.

Шарлотта слышала, будто они собирались в Новый Орлеан, и Дрэйк отправился туда, но
нашел ее в большом городе далеко не сразу. Он и сейчас не был уверен, что значившаяся в
расклеенных по всему городу афишах ассистентка гипнотизера Густава Доминика - та самая
Джой Мари, которую он ищет. Но скоро он все выяснит.

Иллюзий в отношении женщин он больше не питал. По крайней мере одну коварную
женщину из своей жизни он теперь вычеркнул. Он познакомился с Сюзанной на конном
заводе, вечером они отправились в бар, играли в карты, и всю игру она не сводила с него
глаз. Он выиграл, и Сюзанна до полудня согревала его постель. Наверняка это она положила
ему под подушку любовное зелье. Селена Морган это не подтвердила, но ясно, ворожба -
дело рук Сюзанны. Больше она для него не существовала: он не любил ни темных делишек,
ни секретов, ни всяких мошенниц.

Наконец Дрэйк добрался до нужного места и остановился. На втором этаже красивого
дома в закрытых кружевными занавесками окнах гостеприимно горел свет, однако
массивные деревянные ворота с калиткой выглядели, отнюдь не дружелюбно. Все же он
постучал. Какого черта этот Густав Доминик проводит свои сеансы дома? Дрэйк никогда не
бывал на подобных сеансах и ни за что не пришел бы сюда, если бы не Джой Мари.

Его не покидала мысль, что здесь какая-то другая Джой Мари. Насколько он знал свою
невестку, она никак не подходила на роль ассистентки гипнотизера. Правда, не известно,
какие нужны способности для подобной работы, если они вообще нужны. Он сжал кулаки и
попытался унять злость. Сейчас не время терять голову.

Вдруг калитка распахнулась, и Дрэйк увидел человека около семи футов роста. У
великана не было одной руки, но он, видимо, обладал недюжинной силой: мускулы



угадывались даже под дорогим вечерним костюмом.
- Я пришел на сеанс.
Великан протянул хрустальную вазу, почти доверху заполненную банкнотами.
- Сколько?
Человек по-прежнему молча держал вазу.
Дрэйк положил в нее больше, чем собирался, и тот отступил, позволив ему войти в

наполненный запахом магнолий сад. Как хорошо, что он догадался спрятать свой пистолет
за пояс и его прикрывала куртка.

Великан направился через сад, Дрэйк - за ним. Лунный свет струился сквозь кроны
деревьев, несколько ажурных, белых столов и стульев стояли среди плакучих ив и цветущего
кустарника. Дрэйк осмотрелся, прикидывая, как побыстрее отсюда выбраться. К сожалению,
выход один - через главные ворота.

Подойдя к дому, человек открыл дверь, приглашая Дрэйка войти.
Оказавшись внутри, Дрэйк услышал, как дверь позади него затворили, но, кажется, не

заперли. Однако он чувствовал опасность и, быстро оглядевшись в комнате, постарался
оценить ситуацию.

Комната освещалась лишь свечами в витом серебряном подсвечнике, стоявшем в центре
круглого деревянного стола. Вокруг него сидело шесть человек. Окна были закрыты и
занавешены темными портьерами. Было жарко и сумрачно.

Дрэйку все здесь не нравилось. В такой обстановке могло происходить все, что угодно.
Из-за стола поднялся человек.
- Проходите, пожалуйста. Меня зовут Густав Доминик.
Насколько Дрэйку удалось рассмотреть, Доминик был стройным черноволосым и

усатым человеком лет тридцати пяти, приблизительно пяти футов семи дюймов роста, в
дорогом черном костюме и белой кружевной рубашке. Проницательный взгляд карих глаз
казался одновременно чувственным и властным.

Дрэйк невзлюбил его с первого взгляда.
- А это - моя прекрасная ассистентка Джой Мари. - Густав указал на сидевшую слева от

него женщину.
Улыбаясь, она встала.
- Здравствуй, Дрэйк. Что привело тебя в Новый Орлеан?
Холодная, таинственная, прекрасная. На улице он никогда бы ее не узнал. Уложенные

светлые волосы, косметика, черное с блестками платье с глубоким вырезом на груди,
идеально сидевшее и подчеркивавшее все достоинства фигуры. Она была совсем не похожа
на загорелую девушку, которую он привык видеть на техасском ранчо. И все же это была
Джой Мари.

Дрэйк не ответил, а лишь продолжал смотреть на нее, и Джой Мари повернулась к
Густаву:

- Это Дрэйк Дэлтон. Помнишь, я рассказывала тебе о нем?
- Брат твоего мужа, - Густав прищурился. Наконец Дрэйк снова обрел дар речи.
- Я приехал в Новый Орлеан, чтобы поговорить с тобой, Джой Мари.
- Это очень приятно. У тебя здесь еще какие-нибудь дела?
- Нет. Ведь ты уехала не попрощавшись. Она улыбнулась.
- Ах, да.
- Я хочу с тобой поговорить.



- Хорошо. Но тогда придется подождать окончания сеанса. Мы как раз начинаем.
Оставайся с нами.

- Нет, я...
- Ты что же, испугался? - с вызовом произнес женский голос, и Селена Морган

повернулась к нему лицом. От удивления Дрэйк чуть не выругался вслух. Он должен был
заметить ее сразу же, но она сидела спиной. Он был так поглощен Джой Мари и Густавом,
что даже не взглянул на остальных. Это оплошность, нельзя было позволить так просто себя
поймать.

- Вряд ли что-либо в этой комнате напугает человека, гоняющего стада из Техаса в
Канзас.

- Ну и хорошо, - Селена кивнула на свободный стул возле нее. - Значит, ты остаешься.
Дрэйк сел. Его перехитрили. Но сейчас это не главное. Нужно узнать, что здесь делает

Джой Мари и какая роль отведена Селене Морган. Судя по тому, как Густав Доминик
смотрел на нее, они не чужие. Что же за игру ведет Селена?

- Я вижу, вы уже знакомы, мистер Дэлтон, - сказал Густав, холодно посмотрев на
Дрэйка.

- Нас свело любовное зелье, - рассмеялась Селена.
- Мистер Дрэйк, вы должны быть осторожны в Новом Орлеане, - сказал Густав. - Здесь

не Дикий Запад.
- Спасибо за предостережение, - Дрэйк стиснул зубы в неком подобии улыбки. Почему

Густав так агрессивен? Боится, что он уговорит Джой Мари уехать обратно в Техас? Или это
как-то связано с Селеной? Так или иначе, он в этом разберется.

Густав слегка кивнул и обвел взглядом сидящих за столом.
- Разрешите представить вам остальных гостей. Справа от вас - мадам Джорджес. Ее

муж погиб на вашей Гражданской войне, и она хочет с ним поговорить.
Дрэйк вежливо кивнул, подумав, однако, что мадам Джорджес стоило все сказать мужу

еще двадцать лет назад. Ведь сегодняшней возможности могло и не представиться.
- Рядом с ней - капитан Райт. Несколько месяцев назад его дочь утонула в Миссисипи.

Он хочет узнать, все ли у нее в порядке.
Дрэйк снова кивнул. Увы, с дочерью капитана Райта все совсем не в порядке. Она

мертва.
Он посмотрел на Селену. С кем хочет поговорить она? И вдруг с удивлением понял, что

если с другом, любовником или мужем, то был бы рад услышать, что тот умер.
- За нашим столом присутствует еще мадемуазель Висент. Ее жених пропал на море. -

Густав посмотрел на Дрэйка. - Мистер Дэлтон, как я понимаю, вы тоже потеряли кого-то из
близких?

Дрэйк нахмурился.
- Да, брата Рэймонда, - послышался тихий голос Джой Мари. - Он был моим мужем.
- Но я не хочу с ним разговаривать! - Дрэйк стиснул зубы. - Мы все с ним обговорили

еще до его смерти.
Черт возьми, что же, они и вправду собираются разговаривать с мертвыми?
- К сожалению, мы не всегда можем поговорить с теми из усопших, кого вы хотели бы

услышать. Не правда ли, Джой Мари? - Густав пристально посмотрел на нее.
- Да, я только медиум - канал для тех, кто захочет с нами говорить. Скрестив руки на

груди, Джой Мари подняла глаза к небу. В тусклом свете свечей она напоминала ангела,



словно уже сделала первый шаг по ту сторону бытия.
Дрэйк старался успокоиться. Если он сейчас взорвется, его невестка разозлится, и он

ничего не узнает.
- Джой Мари, вы чувствуете, что мой муж где-то рядом? - тихо спросила мадам

Джорджес.
- Еще рано, луна не взошла, - обнадеживающе улыбнулась Джой Мари. - Но сегодня,

надеюсь, будет удачная ночь.
- Пожалуйста, давайте начинать. - В больших карих глазах мадемуазель Висент стояли

слезы.
Дрэйк снова посмотрел на Селену. Какая же роль в этом спектакле отведена ей? Их

взгляды встретились, и он почувствовал, как по телу прошла теплая волна. Черт возьми!
Неважно, какая роль ей отведена, он ее желал! Но все равно ей не удастся его одурачить.

Отведя взгляд, Селена вдруг тоже почувствовала, что в комнате стало жарко. Дрэйк
Дэлтон полностью лишал ее присутствия духа, хотя она и старалась не подавать виду.
Хотелось держаться от него подальше, но нужно было помочь своей аптеке и своим друзьям,
чего бы это ни стоило. Нельзя спускать с Дрэйка глаз. Его приход прекрасно вписывался в ее
планы.

Значит, Дрэйк приехал из Техаса специально за своей невесткой. Любит ли ее Дрэйк?
Наверняка! Так можно ли отвлечь его мысли от этого прекрасного воздушного создания,
зовущегося Джой Мари?

И все же она должна это сделать, если уж решила доказать действенность своих
любовных снадобий. Но если Дрэйк и Джой Мари по-настоящему любят друг друга, ничто
не сможет этому противостоять. Тогда почему же Джой Мари сбежала? Что-то здесь не так.

Селена посмотрела на Дрэйка. Его чисто выбритое волевое лицо было сосредоточенно,
чувственные губы плотно сжаты, словно он старался сдержать свои эмоции. Какие эмоции?
Любовь? Даже думая о том, что он любит другую, она пыталась представить, как он
целуется. И поразилась собственным мыслям. Нет, нельзя забывать: ее интерес чисто
деловой, ничего личного.

- Что ты там увидела? - Дрэйк поднял бровь. Смутившись, она поняла, что уже давно
пристально рассматривает его. Слегка покраснев, она все же выдержала его взгляд.

Теперь он тоже рассматривал ее.
- А ты ничего.
Отведя наконец глаза, она увидела взгляд Густава. Должно быть, он заметил, как они с

Дрэйком рассматривали друг друга. Надо быть осторожнее, никто не должен догадаться, что
ее интересует Дрэйк Дэлтон.

- Леди и джентльмены, - Густав осмотрел присутствующих, - положите, пожалуйста,
руки на стол и возьмите за руки соседей.

Вздохнув, Селена положила ладони на стол. Хотя и не хочется, но придется взять
Дрэйка за руку. А что, если ее рука вспотеет? Или зачешется? Или он ее слишком сильно
сожмет?

Дрэйк схватил ее правую руку, и ее маленькая ладонь скрылась в его большой руке.
Ощутив тепло и силу, она, неожиданно для самой себя, ответила на его пожатие.

- Если я сожму тебе руку слишком сильно, ты мне скажи.
Что-то дрогнуло у нее внутри, и перед тем как ответить, ей пришлось откашляться:
- Ладно. В случае чего, ты тоже скажи.



Он улыбнулся, показав крепкие белые зубы.
- Тут я не беспокоюсь.
Мадемуазель Висент взяла Селену за левую руку и посмотрела на нее печальными,

карими, полными слез глазами.
- Мне так много нужно сказать моему жениху!
Он ушел так внезапно, что я даже не успела попрощаться.
- Все будет хорошо. - Селена искренне пожелала, чтобы и впрямь было так.
- Теперь начнем, - Густав сел рядом с Джой Мари.
В комнате наступила тишина, и стали слышны цокот копыт на улице и дальние гудки

пароходов.
Густав достал из кармана небольшой кристалл и поднял его над головой Джой Мари,

медленно покачивая им, и она завороженно следила за искрившимся в свете свечей камнем.
- Ты хочешь спать, Джой Мари. Ты очень, очень хочешь спать. Твои веки стали

тяжелыми, ты не можешь их открыть. Ты хочешь только спать. - Он покачивал кристаллом в
такт тихим монотонным словам. Джой Мари закрыла глаза, ее голова стала клониться назад,
пока не уперлась в высокую спинку стула. Вот так, хорошо. Ты хочешь спать, у тебя
закрываются глаза. Спи, расслабься. Все хорошо. - Спокойный, уверенный голос Густава
завораживал. - Теперь ты будешь спать глубоким, спокойным сном.

Селене тоже захотелось спать, но она почувствовала сильное пожатие руки Дрэйка.
Правда ли, что Густаву удалось так быстро усыпить Джой Мари, или это отработанный
трюк? Она внимательно посмотрела на них. Джой Мари дышала ровно и глубоко.

Оглядев с торжеством присутствующих, Густав убрал кристалл в карман.
- Теперь можно начинать. Джой Мари, присутствующие здесь хотят поговорить с

близкими, находящимися по ту сторону. Ты чувствуешь, что кто-то хочет ответить?
Джой Мари не пошевелилась и вообще никак не прореагировала на его слова. Селена

посмотрела на Дрэйка. Тот скептически поднял бровь. В комнате вдруг стало холодно.
Пламя свечей метнулось, словно налетел порыв ветра. Селена оглянулась, не открылась ли
дверь, но все было по-прежнему.

Становилось все холоднее. Джой Мари начала вращать головой. Дрэйк крепче сжал
Селене руку и напрягся, приготовившись действовать. Внезапно раздался звонок, и Джой
Мари вздрогнула, точно он прозвенел прямо у нее под ухом.

Селена ответила на пожатие Дрэйка, оглядываясь, пытаясь понять, откуда исходил звук,
но ничего не увидела.

Джой Мари, выпрямившись на стуле, заговорила низким, почти мужским голосом:
- Любимая, не волнуйся.
- Клод! - вскрикнула мадемуазель Висент, сильно сжав Селене пальцы. - Я приду к тебе!
- Нет. ТЫ должна жить. Ты слишком молода, чтобы идти за мной.
Глаза у Джой Мари оставались закрытыми, но губы двигались.
- Но я так хочу! Я не могу без тебя жить!
- Ты должна. Подумай о матери. Подожди, пока пробьет твой час. Но не раньше.

Обещай мне это, любимая.
По щекам мадемуазель Висент текли слезы.
- Да! Я обещаю! Но ждать будет так не просто!
- Помни, я всегда буду тебя любить.
- Я тоже!



- А теперь прощай.
- Не прощай, а до встречи, - всхлипнула мадемуазель Висент и вытерла глаза платком.

Джой Мари откинулась на спинку.
- Не отпускайте рук, - сказал Густав. - Энергия должна идти ровно. Мадемуазель, с вами

все в порядке?
- Да. - Она плакала. - Большое спасибо. Я так вам обязана!
- Мы рады, что смогли вам помочь. - Густав посмотрел на Джой Мари. - Хочет ли

сегодня еще кто-нибудь поговорить с нами?
Тишина.
- А мне никто ничего не хочет сообщить? - Селена пока не могла разобраться в

происходящем, но хотела попробовать и эту возможность. - Исчезли мои друзья, и я хочу
узнать, что с ними случилось.

- Есть ли конкретный человек, с которым вы хотели бы поговорить? - Теперь Густав
смотрел на Селену.

- Нет. Я надеюсь, все они живы. - Джой Мари. Хочет ли кто-нибудь поговорить с
Селеной? Снова тишина.

- Простите, - извинился Густав. - Заставить говорить мы никого не можем.
Селена кивнула, стараясь не смотреть на Дрэйка. Не было нужды спрашивать, что он

обо всем этом думает. Но даже если это и мистификация, то великолепная.
- Пожалуйста, - проговорила мадам Джорджес. - Мне очень, очень надо поговорить с

мужем. Нет ли чего-нибудь для меня?
Джой Мари молчала.
- Может быть, в следующий раз, мадам. - Густав снова извинился.
Мадам Джорджес кивнула.
- Я знаю, он захочет поговорить со мной, как только ему представится возможность. Я

попробую еще.
- Хорошо, мадам. - Густав ободряюще и с симпатией посмотрел на нее.
Вдруг Джой Мари выпрямилась.
- Дрэйк, я хочу, чтобы ты о ней позаботился. Теперь, кроме тебя, у нее никого нет. Она в

опасности. Ты знаешь, как я ее любил. - Голос Джой Мари был низким и грубым. - Вспомни
гремучую змею на холме. Тогда тебе было десять. Сделай что угодно, только спаси ее.

Джой Мари замолчала и снова откинулась на спинку.
Комнату наполнил ледяной холод, и Селена почувствовала, что Дрэйк еще сильнее сжал

ее руку.
- Вот, значит, как. - Дрэйк встал, выпустив руку Селены. - Если это шутка, то должен

сказать, она мне не нравится. Я же просил не вспоминать моего брата в этом представлении.
- Это не представление, - торжествующе улыбнулся Густав. - Только что вы слышали

голос вашего умершего брата. Очевидно, он до сих пор беспокоится о своей жене, но уверяю
вас, никакая опасность ей не грозит.

- Хватит с меня. Разбудите ее. - Дрэйк был уже готов вытащить пистолет. Черт возьми!
Никто из присутствующих не мог знать о гремучей змее, убив которую брат спас ему жизнь.
Об этом не знала даже Джой Мари. Но что бы здесь ни происходило, он не хотел принимать
в этом участия. Густав оглядел присутствующих.

- Боюсь, что нужное настроение нарушено. Придется продолжить в следующий раз. - Он
наклонился к Джой Мари. - Когда ты проснешься, будешь чувствовать себя счастливой и



отдохнувшей. На счет "десять" ты проснешься. - Он медленно сосчитал до десяти. Джой
Мари открыла глаза и улыбнулась. Она и впрямь выглядела счастливой и отдохнувшей.

- Я помогла вам?
- Как всегда, - Густав погладил ее по руке. - Как ты себя чувствуешь?
- Отлично. Просто великолепно!
- А я очень устала, - сказала мадемуазель Висент.
- И я тоже, - сообщила мадам Джорджес. - Но после сеанса я всегда так себя чувствую.
Селена усталости не чувствовала, но была опустошена и сильно проголодалась.

Хотелось поскорее отсюда уйти. Пока непонятно, что здесь происходило, но, по-видимому,
это никак не поможет решить ее проблемы.

- Джой Мари, я хочу с тобой поговорить, - резко сказал Дрэйк. - Прямо сейчас.
Глава 3
- Дрэйк, ты беспокоишься за меня? - Джой Мари обошла круглый стол и положила руку

ему на плечо.
Селена не могла видеть эту картину. У нее в сумочке лежал маленький мешочек с

любовным снадобьем, приготовленным специально для Дрэйка Дэлтона. Она уже несколько
дней носила его с собой, ожидая подходящего случая. Сейчас самое время, но Джой Мари
может нарушить все ее планы.

- Вам понравился сеанс? - подошел к Селене Густав.
- Да, спасибо.
Раздраженная тем, что теперь не слышит разговор Дрэйка и Джой Мари, она все же

постаралась быть любезной. В любое другое время ей было бы интересно поговорить с
Густавом Домиником, но сейчас ее занимали другие, более важные дела.

- Жаль, что мы не смогли вам помочь. Вы сказали, что пропали ваши друзья?
- Да. Их не всегда просто найти, потому что среди них много бездомных, но обычно, до

недавнего времени, я часто их видела. - Она попыталась прислушаться к разговору Дрэйка и
Джой Мари, но это было бесполезно.

- Буду рад вам помочь. Возможно, нам удастся сделать хоть что-то специально для вас. -
Он посмотрел на ее губы, затем снова в глаза. - Я имею в виду сеанс гипноза.

Удивившись, что это так его заинтересовало, Селена вдруг почувствовала беспокойство.
- Это так любезно с вашей стороны, но...
- Я сам помогу ей. - Дрэйк кинул на Густава тяжелый взгляд, и, взяв Селену за руку,

притянул к себе. Она улыбнулась Доминику, извиняясь, и перевела взгляд на Джой Мари и
Дрэйка.

- Поговорим в другой раз, мадемуазель, - пожал плечами Густав, повернувшись к
остальным.

- Джой Мари, это - Селена Морган, - сказал Дрэйк.
- Рада познакомиться с другом Дрэйка. Жаль, конечно, что ему пришлось понапрасну

ехать в такую даль. Как раз сейчас я говорила, что у меня все хорошо. И с деньгами, которые
я взяла со счета ранчо, я абсолютно независима материально. Так что ему не о чем
беспокоиться. Вы поможете в этом его убедить?

- Я попробую, - смутилась Селена. Может быть, она ошибалась, Джой Мари, не любит
Дрэйка? Но это вовсе не означает, что Дрэйк не любит свою невестку.

- Прислушайся к мнению другой женщины, Дрэйк, - кивнула на Селену Джой Мари. -
Селена много знает о любви.



Дрэйк мельком взглянул на Селену, потом снова перевел взгляд на Джой Мари.
- Я пробуду в городе еще какое-то время на случай, если понадоблюсь тебе.
- Спасибо за заботу, но я вполне счастлива, - Джой Мари чмокнула Дрэйка в щеку. - Рэй

оценил бы твою заботу, но я люблю Густава и собираюсь выйти за него замуж. Так что тебе
нет смысла оставаться в Новом Орлеане. Дрэйк посмотрел на Густава.

- И все же я буду поблизости. Мы поговорим с тобой потом, Джой Мари. Наедине.
Селена не стала противиться, и Дрэйк вывел ее из дома. Вечерний воздух был чист и

прохладен. Она с удовольствием вдохнула аромат магнолий, радуясь, что наконец-то вышла
из гнетущей духоты. Из тени выступил высокий дворецкий и, подойдя к калитке, распахнул
ее. Проходя мимо него, она заметила, что у него нет левой руки.

Оказавшись на улице. Селена облегченно вздохнула.
- Я рада, что все закончилось.
Она попыталась освободиться от державшего ее под руку Дрэйка, но у нее ничего не

получилось. Дрэйк быстро пошел, потянув ее за собой.
- Этот чертов Густав считает, что может увести с собой любую женщину, которая ему

понравится. Но я здесь для того, чтобы доказать ему обратное.
- Если ты хочешь вернуться к Джой Мари прямо сейчас, я доберусь до дома сама.
Она снова попыталась высвободить руку, но он просто не обратил на это внимания.
- Сейчас я ничего не могу сделать, разве только похитить Джой Мари. Но думаю, она

тотчас побежит обратно к Густаву. Она вдова, свободная женщина, он посмотрел на Селену.
- К тому же не могу ведь я оставить тебя среди ночи одну.

- Я привыкла к одиночеству, мистер Дэлтон.
- Зови меня Дрэйком. Пошли в кафе "Де Мондье". Выпьем кофе.
- Мне нужно домой, - сказала она, хотя ей не хотелось с ним расставаться. - А тебе,

наверное, не захочется показываться на людях в обществе мошенницы.
- С этим разберемся потом.
- Я не мошенница.
- Кафе "де Мондье" недалеко от "Любовных снадобий". Ведь твоя квартира над

аптекой?
- Да.
Он был слишком настойчив. Но действительно надо выпить с ним кофе - это

прекрасная возможность выполнить свой план.
- Я хочу поговорить с тобой о Джой Мари. Потом провожу тебя домой.
- Вряд ли я смогу чем-то тебе помочь.
- Ты - женщина, а сейчас мне нужен женский совет, - улыбнулся он.
- Ладно, попробую.
Они шли в открытое кафе. Ее здесь все знали, но, быть может, их не разглядят в

полумраке за стоящим на улице столиком.
Дрэйк вел Селену по Декатур Стрит, чувствуя мягкое прикосновение ее руки. Как бы

плохо он о ней ни думал, она все больше и больше притягивала его. Он решил быть с ней
грубым, но это было далеко не просто.

После встречи с Джой Мари его не оставили тяжелые мысли. Он не верил в честность
Густава Доминика, и вообще этот человек ему не нравился. Но пока он ничего не мог
сделать для своей невестки. Мог лишь ждать и наблюдать. Он вспомнил слова брата,
произнесенные Джой Мари. Рэй сказал бы именно так. Черт возьми, как Густав все это



делает?
Они подошли к кафе "Де Мондье". Дрэйк провел Селену мимо нескольких человек,

пивших кофе и разговаривавших, в самый дальний угол. Они сели за маленький круглый
столик, и он заказал кофе и пирожки. Ему нравилось, как готовят пирожки в Новом Орлеане,
а к крепкому кофе он пристрастился в дальних дорогах.

В ожидании кофе он придвинулся ближе к Селене.
- Что ты думаешь о Густаве Доминике?
- Я его совсем не знаю. - Она стала осторожно открывать сумочку. - Здешние врачи

относятся к нему с уважением.
- Я имею в виду не это. Как ты думаешь, он не делает Джой Мари ничего плохого? -

Дрэйк никак не мог отделаться от мысли, что Густав - любовник Селены.
- Похоже, она счастлива.
- А что ты можешь сказать о гипнозе?
- Я пока мало о нем знаю, но это очень интересно. Я слышала, его изучают во Франции

и в Англии, а на Востоке уже давно проводят опыты.
Она вдруг поняла, как хорошо ей с Дрэйком. Это было удивительно, особенно если

вспомнить, как они познакомились.
- Конечно, то, чем занимаются Густав и Джой Мари, вполне может оказаться

шарлатанством.
- Думаю, так оно и есть. Почему Джой Мари заинтересовали эти сеансы? Это

совершенно на нее не похоже.
Вроде бы Селена и правда ничего не знает о Густаве. Ему очень хотелось, чтобы так оно

и оказалось.
- Может быть, твоя невестка и вправду влюбилась? Тогда все становится на свои места,

- Селена замялась, теребя сумочку. - Это тебя беспокоит?
- Конечно, черт возьми! Я просто не могу понять, как она могла увлечься этим

мошенником после того, как любила моего брата. Рэй был честнейшим парнем.
У Селены упало сердце: ее план может провалиться.
- Значит, ты должен о ней позаботиться.
- Конечно, должен! - Официантка поставила перед ними дымящиеся чашки с кофе и

тарелку с обсыпанными сахаром пирожками.
Селена отхлебнула кофе, обожглась и поставила чашку обратно.
- Так что же ты собираешься делать?
- Главное, чтобы Джой Мари была счастлива. Что я думаю о Густаве, не так важно. Ведь

я могу и ошибаться. Хотя вряд ли. Я побуду здесь еще немного, постараюсь поговорить с ней
и выяснить, чем же они все-таки занимаются.

- Неплохая мысль. Я уверена, она будет рада.
- Не знаю. Если она по уши в него втюрилась, то не захочет и разговаривать со мной. -

Он взял пирожок и быстро с ним расправился. Сделав несколько глотков, посмотрел на
Селену и сообразил, что говорит только о своих проблемах. - А что там о пропавших людях?

Она задумчиво смотрела на свою чашку.
- Иногда я помогаю тем, кто не может позволить себе обратиться за помощью к

дорогим докторам.
Он удивленно поднял брови.
- Ив последнее время ты их не видела?



- Нет. По крайней мере далеко не всех. И другие тоже их не видели. "На самом деле
исчезало более двух дюжин человек. А может быть, и больше, кто знает. Я была в полиции,
но им ничего не известно. - Она крутила в руках пирожок. - Среди моих друзей нет таких,
кто занимал бы хоть какое-то положение в обществе. У них нет денег, так что по-
настоящему о них никто не беспокоится.

- Кто же они?
- Бывшие солдаты, освобожденные рабы, проститутки, вдовы. Если они исчезнут, то это

заметят лишь другие бездомные.
- Ты думаешь, они погибли?
То, о чем она говорила, никак не связывалось с образом мошенницы, с той Селеной,

которую он встретил вначале. Какая же она на самом деле?
- Надеюсь, что нет.
- А когда впервые заметили, что кто-то пропал?
- Несколько недель назад.
- Это случилось примерно в то же время, когда впервые появились афиши о сеансах

гипноза Густава?
Селена задумалась, согревая ладони о чашку с кофе.
- Мне это не нравится. Больно уж напоминает исчезновение с ранчо Джой Мари.

Думаю, здесь может быть какая-то связь.
- Ты хочешь сказать, что к исчезновению моих друзей причастен Густав? Что он как-то

применил гипноз? - Она нахмурилась. - Это бессмыслица. Да и возможно ли такое?
- Не знаю, как он это делает и зачем, но, по-моему, это его рук дело.
- Просто он тебе не нравится, и ты хочешь вернуть Джой Мари.
- Я хочу, чтобы моей невестке было хорошо, и не думаю, что этот человек может

принести ей счастье.
- Она выглядит вполне счастливой. Селене снова показалось, что Дрэйк любит Джой

Мари, и это расстроило ее куда больше, чем она ожидала.
- А что, если он все время гипнотизирует Джой Мари? - Дрэйк оглянулся, почувствовав

запах жимолости, примешавшийся к аромату пирожков.
- Думаю, это невозможно и безнравственно.
- Безнравственно! Не забывай, что речь идет о Густаве Доминике. - Дрэйк постарался

сдержать ярость. - Он - сильный, жестокий человек, и, по-моему, пойдет на все, чтобы
выманить деньги у безутешных вдов, невест и отцов, не думая о последствиях.

- Но доктора от него просто в восторге.
- А я нет. И хочу повнимательнее к нему приглядеться. Да и к тебе тоже. Я по-прежнему

хочу прикрыть твое дело.
Селена вспыхнула.
- Это после нашего-то разговора? Да ты ничего не знаешь о "Любовных снадобьях"!
Наклонившись к ней, он взял ее за подбородок. У нее перехватило дыхание. Он хочет ее

поцеловать? Он должен быть как можно ближе к ней, чтобы она могла положить ему в
карман свой мешочек. А это обязательно нужно сделать, ведь он снова сказал, что хочет
прикрыть ее дело. Выбора у нее не оставалось. Порывшись в сумке, она нащупала маленький
шелковый мешочек и сжала его в руке.

- Ты заставляешь мужчин забывать обо всем, но я делать этого не собираюсь. - Он
откинулся назад. - Меня ты не проведешь.



Разочарованно вздохнув, она опустила любовное снадобье обратно в сумочку. Как же
это сделать?

- По-моему, пора домой, мистер Дэлтон.
- Зови меня Дрэйком.
- Думаю, для этого мы недостаточно близки.
- Ты хочешь, чтобы мы сблизились? Она опустила ресницы. Как далеко можно зайти?

Он снова слегка коснулся ее подбородка и поднял ей голову, чтобы она смотрела на него.
- Я думал, что не нравлюсь тебе.
- Мне не нравится то, что ты хочешь разрушить мое дело. - Она снова вытащила из

сумочки любовное снадобье.
Дрэйк наклонился к ней еще ближе, посмотрев на ее губы, потом в глаза. Она не

сделала попытки отстраниться или остановить его. Он осторожно ее поцеловал. По ее телу
прошла теплая волна, перехватило дыхание. Подняв голову, он снова посмотрел ей в глаза.
Теперь уже удивленно. И снова, теперь уже надолго, припал к ее рту. Ей показалось, что в
нее входит его тепло. Но она все-таки быстро опустила ему в карман мешочек с травами. Он
истолковал это действие по-своему и прикрыл ее маленькую ладонь своей большой рукой.
Она почувствовала, как сильно бьется его сердце, и подумала, что ее, наверное, тоже бешено
стучит. Он резко отстранился, его глаза сузились.

- Думаешь, после этого я оставлю твою аптеку в покое?
Итак, этот поцелуй для него ровным счетом ничего не означал. Но любовное снадобье

еще не успело подействовать. Покачав головой, стараясь немного прийти в себя, она
потянулась за кофе. Он ее остановил, схватив за запястье.

- Со мной не пройдут твои женские уловки, Селена Морган. Я не какой-нибудь
деревенский простачок, которого может одурачить городская барышня. Если ты
обманываешь людей, я с этим покончу. Если вы, объединившись с Густавом, обижаете мою
невестку, неприятности будут у вас обоих.

Она отдернула руку и встала.
- Объединившись с Густавом Домиником? Да это смешно. Прости, но я хотела помочь

вам с Джой Мари. Теперь оставь меня. - Она повернулась, чтобы уйти.
- Я не отстану от тебя, так что лучше смирись. Резко повернувшись, взбешенная, она

посмотрела на него.
- И откуда в тебе столько высокомерия? Ты не имеешь права вмешиваться ни в мою

жизнь, ни в мои дела. Наверное, Джой Мари от тебя и сбежала, потому что ты все время
командовал.

Он нахмурился. В нем тоже закипала злость.
- Джой Мари - самостоятельная женщина, и всегда такой была. Ее никто не держал.
- Не сомневаюсь. Всякая нормальная женщина станет с тобой самостоятельной.
Повернувшись, она выскочила из кафе. За спиной послышались его шаги. К счастью,

"Любовные снадобья" располагались прямо через улицу, а дома она будет в безопасности.
Она бросилась через Декатур Стрит, но у двери он догнал ее и обнял.

В тени балкона он крепко прижал ее к себе. Она чувствовала его силу, слышала, как
сильно билось его сердце. Она попыталась вырваться. Все напрасно. А он, запрокинув ей
голову, стал вытаскивать шпильки из пучка, в который были аккуратно собраны ее волосы.
На плечи упал каскад длинных волос, и он осторожно провел по ним рукой.

- Так просто ты от меня не убежишь, - он припал губами к ее рту.



Теперь в его поцелуе было не только желание, но и злость, стремление управлять,
властвовать. Казалось, ее чувства не имели для него никакого значения. Она ударила его,
стараясь сделать ему как можно больнее, но через куртку и рубашку он, похоже, даже не
почувствовал удара. По крайней мере, никак не прореагировал. Тогда она попробовала
наступить ему на ногу, но наткнулась на грубый ботинок. От отчаяния она ударила его в
грудь.

Он поднял голову.
- Ты ведь тоже хочешь меня.
- Нет! Я...
Закончить фразу он ей не дал. Его язык оказался у нее во рту, и она сразу же умолкла.

Так ее еще никогда не целовали. У нее закружилась голова, и она схватилась за Дрэйка,
чтобы не упасть. Тело вдруг стало безвольным. Надо от него бежать, но она не могла больше
совладать со своими чувствами. Теперь она полностью в его власти.

Задрожав, она прижалась к нему, желая, чтобы он продолжал, шел дальше, заставил ее
забыть обо всех условностях. Она уже хотела, чтобы он целовал ее до тех пор, пока во всем
мире не останется ничего, кроме них и их чувства.

Вдруг она испуганно замерла. Чувство, которое они сейчас испытывали, вызвано
любовным снадобьем! Как только она сунула мешочек ему в карман, он стал более
требовательным, более страстным. Да и она не могла вот так сразу почувствовать страсть к
почти незнакомому человеку. Она хотела лишь уладить свои дела, используя любовное зелье,
и попала в собственную ловушку. Но она об этом знает и поэтому победит.

Он осыпал поцелуями ее лицо, нежно касаясь губами ее бровей, кончика носа, потом
снова губ, возбужденно проводя руками по ее спине.

- Я хочу тебя. Селена Морган. Ты даже не можешь представить, как я тебя хочу. И ты
тоже меня хочешь.

- Я - леди. - Все это не игрушки, и она почувствовала себя глупо и неловко.
- Я знаю, но сейчас не время об этом помнить.
- Ты должен меня отпустить.
Она дрожала и, как ни старалась, не могла унять эту дрожь. Она и не думала, что ее

снадобья настолько действенны. Но нет. Никогда.
- Позволь мне еще раз тебя поцеловать.
- Нет. От этого станет только хуже.
- Селена, клянусь, я не сделаю тебе ничего плохого.
- Подумай, что ты делаешь. Ведь мы стоим прямо на улице. - Она закрыла глаза. -

Ладно, заходи.
Второго приглашения ему не требовалось. Но он не смог удержаться и еще раз быстро

поцеловал ее в губы. Он зашел в дом, она - следом и закрыла за собой дверь.
Видя свою победу, она улыбнулась. Но тут же поняла, что за это ей придется дорого

заплатить.
Глава 4
- На сегодня все, Джон.
Этот парень выполнял любую работу по дому - от дворецкого до сторожа. На самом

деле Густав Доминик не нанимал этого бывшего моряка, не доверяя работающим за
жалованье. Преданность за деньги не купишь. Поэтому к каждому работающему на него он
имел свой подход.



Джон кивнул и закрыл дверь спальни. Уверенный, что под присмотром слуги все в доме
будет в порядке, Густав, нахмурившись, повернулся к Джой Мари. Она отступила.

- Я... Я не знала, что придет брат моего мужа. Честное слово, я ему не писала. И никому
не говорила, куда мы едем. Я все сделала так, как ты сказал. Пожалуйста, Густав...

- Дрэйк Дэлтон. Он что-то вынюхивает о тебе, - двинулся на нее Густав, и она снова
попятилась. - И обо мне.

- Прости, - она протянула к нему руки.
- И ты хочешь меня убедить, что ты здесь ни при чем?
- Да, я не знаю, как он нас нашел.
- Он мог нас найти, только если ты ему написала.
- Нет! Клянусь, я не делала этого, - почти закричала она.
- Я никому не говорил, куда мы едем, но он каким-то образом узнал. - Его глаза

сузились. - Может быть, ты все-таки сказала об этом своему любовнику?
- Любовнику? - Она отступила еще дальше. - Мы с Дрэйком - любовники?
- Да. Вы были с ним в постели после того, как умер его брат? - наступал на нее Густав.
- Нет! - Злость, страх, боль - все отразилось у нее на лице. - Как ты такое мог подумать?!

Я же говорила тебе, что была в постели только с мужем. Мы с Дрэйком были... Мы как брат
и сестра. Друзья.

- Такая красавица, как ты? И такой богатырь, как он? Будучи на ранчо одни? - Его глаза
злобно заблестели. - На ранчо, где мужчина подолгу не видит другой женщины? Ты что,
считаешь меня дураком?

- Пожалуйста, верь мне, - медленно отступая от него, она дошла до кровати. Дальше
идти было некуда. - Густав, это правда! Я люблю тебя! Только тебя!

Он резко ударил ее по щеке, так что дернулась голова. Когда она снова посмотрела на
него, левая щека начала медленно краснеть. Она подняла руку. Не для защиты, а в мольбе.

Он ударил ее по другой щеке. Теперь от удара вздрогнуло все ее тело. Но она снова
посмотрела на него. Из ее больших голубых глаз потекли слезы.

- Мне больно. - В ее голосе по-прежнему не было ни злости, ни попытки оправдаться.
Только смущение.

- Ты меня вынудила. Я не хотел бить тебя, но не выношу лжи. Мы не должны
обманывать друг Друга.

- Я не лгу, пожалуйста...
Он ударил ее в живот, и она медленно осела на пол. Он отступил, освобождая место для

ее распластавшегося тела.
- Итак, Джой Мари, Дрэйк Дэлтон был твоим любовником?
Она не ответила. Она лишь глубоко дышала, стараясь совладать с болью.
Раздался резкий звук - Густав ударил ее носком ботинка.
Она вздрогнула.
- Да, если ты так говоришь.
- Нет, это ты так говоришь.
- Да.
- Ну и что в этом плохого? - Поставив ее на ноги, он убрал упавшие ей на лицо волосы и,

мягко поцеловав в обе щеки, улыбнулся. - Я не имею ничего против твоих прежних
любовных похождений, Джой Мари. Я только не хочу, чтобы ты меня обманывала. Если у
тебя какие-нибудь проблемы с Дрэйком Дэлтоном, я должен об этом знать. И я должен



знать о нем побольше, чтобы как можно скорее отделаться от него. Ты понимаешь меня?
Она провела языком по губам и кивнула. Нежно поцеловав ее в губы, он снова улыбнулся.

- Я должен знать обо всем, что было между вами. Был он с тобой мягок или настойчив,
удовлетворял он только свою похоть или старался доставить удовольствие и тебе.

Джой Мари закусила губу.
- Я хочу знать, что ему больше нравится: твои поцелуи или объятия. Он занимался этим

с тобой в постели или прямо на траве? Он хотел, чтобы вас видели другие?
Она отрицательно покачала головой. У нее в глазах стояли слезы. Но удивленной она не

выглядела.
- Нет? - Его глаза возбужденно заблестели. - Нет, ты мне все расскажешь. Или, еще

лучше, покажешь, как вы делали это с Дрэйком Дэлтоном. С этим техасским юнцом.
- Но, Густав, он уедет. Я прослежу за этим. Мы даже не будем о нем вспоминать.
- Как это все невинно. Как прекрасно. Но конечно, не целомудренно. - На минуту

Густав задумался, потом толкнул ее на кровать. - Мне пришлось много работать, чтобы стать
тем, кто я сегодня, и никакой техасский юнец меня не остановит.

- Я люблю тебя. Он для меня ничего не значит. Все в прошлом. Сейчас для меня не
существует никого, кроме тебя. - Она улыбнулась, лежа на кровати, стараясь его задобрить. -
Иди же ко мне, Густав. Покажи, как сильно ты меня любишь.

Нахмурившись, он достал из кармана кристалл.
- Сейчас ты мне покажешь, чему тебя научил этот юнец. Тогда я буду знать, как с ним

поступить. Потому что, зная страсти человека, я знаю и самого человека.
Положив ее на мягкие подушки, он начал покачивать у нее перед лицом кристаллом.

Голубые глаза расширились, как только он стал медленно произносить слова, парализуя ее
волю:

- Думай лишь о том, чтобы уснуть. Тебе хочется спать, очень хочется спать. Ты устала.
Твои веки становятся тяжелыми, очень тяжелыми. Тело тяжелеет. Ты хочешь спать. Вот так.
Думай только о том, чтобы уснуть. Только уснуть.

Она моргнула. В глазах появилось беспокойство, и она попыталась подняться. Он снова
толкнул ее на подушки:

- Расслабься, Джой Мари. Доверься мне, доверься своей любви. И она расслабилась. Он
продолжал раскачивать кристалл.

- Вот так. Спи. Твои веки стали тяжелыми. Расслабься. Ты чувствуешь умиротворение,
сонливость. Тебе хочется спать, - монотонно говорил он. Она медленно закрыла глаза.

Он пощупал ей пульс. В норме. Она была очень хороша, но нельзя позволить ей стать
угрозой для него. Он прошел через многое, чтобы стать тем, кем был сейчас, и не допустит,
чтобы какая-то техасская сволочь встала у него на пути. Он убрал кристалл и вновь
повернулся к ней.

- Теперь, Джой Мари, вспомни о страсти. О первых днях с твоим мужем. Подумай о
наслаждении слившихся тел.

Она застонала и, вцепившись пальцами в простыню, замотала головой.
- Подумай обо мне, Джой Мари. О человеке, приносящем тебе счастье сегодня. О

человеке, выполняющем каждое твое желание. Подумай о желании Дрэйка Дэлтона, о
страсти твоего мужа. Все мы - один и тот же человек.

Ее глаза открылись, соски стали упругими от желания, чувственные губы медленно
расплылись в улыбке. Она медленно подняла слабую руку и поманила его к себе. Да, Джой



Мари Дэлтон была той самой женщиной, которая ему нужна. Он нежно провел рукой по ее
лицу и вытащил заколки из длинных волос. Запустив руку в волосы, он дернул за локон,
болью напомнив, что она целиком в его власти - ее жизнь, ее страсть, ее радости и печали.

Сейчас он ее хотел, но по опыту знал, что скоро она ему надоест. Когда это произойдет,
он по-прежнему будет пользоваться ее телом, но получать от этого все меньше радости и
удовольствия. Это было трудно представить, но он знал, что будет именно так.

Но сейчас существовали только власть и желание. Он взял лежащее у постели длинное
перо и провел по ее шее и по груди, видя, как реагирует на это тело. Оно выгнулось,
подавшись вперед, на коже выступил нежный румянец. Щекоча ее кожу, он чувствовал свою
власть, полный контроль над ней и ощущал, как эта власть усиливается. Да, он сделает так,
чтобы она его захотела. Будет это по ее воле или против, не имеет значения. Она будет
принадлежать ему, пока он этого хочет.

Он снова посмотрел на ее округлую скрытую одеждой грудь. Зная, что находится под
платьем, он играл с ней, с собой, возбуждая ее и себя. Потом стал медленно расстегивать ей
бюстгальтер.

С ней было легко с самого начала. Она хорошо поддавалась гипнозу - отчасти от своего
одиночества, но в основном благодаря его привлекательности и, конечно же, способности к
гипнозу.

Конечно, она не была ему так уж необходима. Скорее, она награда. Он удивился, найдя
в диком Техасе такую прелестную чувственную женщину. У дилижанса сломалась ось, когда
он ехал на побережье из пыльного городка, носящего название Систердэйл, и им пришлось
остановиться. Джой Мари возвращалась домой с покупками. Тогда они и познакомились. Он
рассказал ей о гипнозе, и она поддалась его чарам. Техас он покидал крайне довольный,
увозя с собой Джой Мари вместе с деньгами ранчо.

Он пожинал плоды долгой работы, начавшейся еще во Франции. Скоро он заберет Джой
Мари на остров Мартиника, где у него плантации сахарного тростника. Принадлежащий
Франции остров на юге Багамов как нельзя лучше подходил ему, имеющему французское
подданство. Может быть, со временем остров целиком станет его собственностью, и тогда
он заживет там королем. Там, на Мартинике, Джой Мари придется делать все, что он
захочет, там она уже не сможет никуда сбежать. И тогда, возможно, он медленно выведет ее
из гипноза и посмотрит, как она будет реагировать на то положение, в котором оказалась.

Но все это будет потом. Сейчас для него самое важное - насладиться жарким телом
Джой Мари. Тогда он узнает больше и о Дрейке Дэлтоне. Он прошептал еще несколько слов,
и она, войдя еще глубже в транс, застонав, потянулась к нему. Ее тело стало еще горячее.
Предназначалась ли ее страсть мертвому мужу, которого она до сих пор любила, или брату
ее мужа, не имело для него значения.

Он снял с нее бюстгальтер и стянул сорочку, обнажая грудь. Потер упругие соски,
сначала осторожно, потом все сильнее и сильнее, пока она не поморщилась от боли. Он
улыбнулся. Ее реакция напомнила о его власти, о том, как он эту власть получил.

Он изучал гипнотизм и гипноз в Париже, в школе Чаркота. Он был знаком с
результатами опытов и других гипнотизеров. Приобретая достаточно знаний, он понял, что
не хочет ни помогать другим, чем обычно занималось большинство врачей, ни продолжать
проводить опыты или писать статьи, доказывая значение и действенность гипноза
скептически настроенным медикам.

Густав был выходцем из обедневшей аристократической семьи и хотел денег, власти и



такой жизни, какую его семья потеряла после революции. Он быстро понял, что гипноз ему
поможет. Но только не во Франции и не в Англии. В Америке лучше относились к
подобным новшествам, и он отправился к ее берегам. Проводя сеансы, переезжая из города в
город, он вскоре приобрел деньги и известность.

В Новом Орлеане была его последняя остановка. Проведя за несколько недель
множество групповых и индивидуальных сеансов, ему удалось убедить местных медиков, что
гипноз можно использовать наряду с хлороформом. А сеансы с участием Джой Мари в
качестве медиума и правда были очень интересны.

Так или иначе, скоро он уедет на Мартинику, взяв с собой Джой Мари. Улыбнувшись,
он снова посмотрел на ее тело, прошептал еще несколько слов, и она вдруг начала его
раздевать. Ее охватила страсть, и ничего больше для нее не существовало. Он позволил ей
себя раздеть, удивившись, как быстро возникло в ней желание. Была ли она такой же
страстной с мужем или Дрэйком Дэлтоном? Вряд ли. Джой Мари была очень внушаема, но
над ней довлели запреты, поэтому увидеть ее настоящую страсть можно было, только
воздействуя на ее подсознание.

Сейчас для нее не существовало ничего, кроме страсти, и не было женщины, которая
могла бы с ней сравниться. Она притянула его к себе, нежно проведя руками по его спине.
Внезапно он тоже ее захотел и уже не мог сдерживать своего желания. Задрав рубашку, он
раздвинул ей ноги. Он не позволял ей носить штанишек, и теперь его охватила безумная
страсть.

***
Услышав доносившиеся сверху из открытого окна стоны и вздохи Джой Мари, Джон

поднял голову и стиснул кулаки. Перед ним возникла картина:
Джой Мари под этим французом, и он овладевает ее телом.
От этой мысли ему становилось плохо. Но он не сделал ничего, чтобы остановить

происходящее в спальне. Джой Мари - не его, и никогда не будет ему принадлежать. Джон
не мог ни защитить ее, ни даже чем-нибудь помочь. Он не мог даже к ней прикоснуться,
потому что он - человек Густава Доминика и телом, и душой.

Джой Мари была счастлива. Но только потому, что не знала, какое будущее ждет ее.
Джон же видел их раньше, женщин, которых Густав превращал в рабынь, используя свой
кристалл, свое очарование и тело. Они влюблялись в него, но француз не любил никого и
никому не давал никаких обещаний. В конце концов он всегда их бросал.

Джона это не касалось, но он видел, что Густав может заполучить любую женщину и
быть с ней до тех пор, пока она ему не надоест.

Прежде это Джона не волновало. Но те женщины не были похожи на Джой Мари. Они
сами были не без греха, не страдали, потеряв любимого мужа, и не были одиноки. У Джона
тоже было жестокое сердце. Но Джой Мари запала ему в душу, чего не было с ним уже очень
давно, а может быть, даже никогда.

Любовь была ему не нужна, и он не любил Джой Мари. Но чувствовал ответственность,
волновался за нее. Это было предательством по отношению к Густаву. Джон разрывался
между ними, но пока ничего не делал. Джой Мари счастлива, Густав доволен. От него
требовалось лишь их охранять, а это он умел делать хорошо.

Крики Джой Мари стали громче, и Джон отошел подальше, стараясь думать о чем-
нибудь другом. С Дрэйком Дэлтоном могут быть проблемы. Да и с Селеной Морган,
наверное, тоже. А этого допустить нельзя. До отплытия на Мартинику оставалось совсем



немного времени, и ничто не должно сорвать планы. На острове все будет хорошо.
Возможно, Густав даже женится на Джой Мари и сделает ее хозяйкой своего особняка.
Тогда Джон сможет любоваться ею всегда. От этой мысли ему сделалось грустно.

Когда стоны Джой Мари стали особенно громкими, у Джона на лбу появилась
испарина, и он уже не мог не думать о том, как это прекрасно - владеть ею. Ему, а не
Густаву. Он обругал себя за крамольные мысли.

Густав спас ему жизнь. Это случилось в Англии, в таверне ливерпульских доков. Всю
жизнь, напиваясь, он устраивал скандалы. Густав ему помог: одного уложил пулей, а
остальные разбежались. Джон был не дурак, и когда Густав предложил ему работу, он,
конечно же, согласился.

Он обязан Густаву жизнью. И даже большим.
Свое он отплавал, потерял левую руку, а потом чуть не расстался с жизнью от

начавшейся лихорадки. В доках работы для него не было. Он пытался доказать, что все еще
человек, но вскоре понял: ему суждено доживать остаток дней с протянутой рукой или, в
лучшем случае, перебиваться случайными заработками. Не мог он вернуться и домой в
Денмарк и предстать перед родственниками и друзьями калекой, которого будут постоянно
жалеть, стать им обузой.

И он клял свою гордыню.
Теперь он был человеком Густава Доминика. Регулярно ел, спал на чистых простынях.

У него были деньги, на которые, когда захочется, он мог выпить или найти женщину.
Единственное, что от него требовалось, - охранять француза. С этой работой он справлялся
хорошо и был спокоен до тех пор, пока Густав не привез в Новый Орлеан Джой Мари. С
этого момента Джон не находил себе места.

Теперь он думал лишь о том, как бы ее обнять. Да не только обнять, черт возьми!
Думать об этом было глупо, даже опасно, но это не имело значения. Он отчаянно ее хотел,
даже не подозревал раньше, что его может охватить такая страсть.

А Густав теперь казался ему лишь.., обольстителем, разрушителем, пожирателем
женщин.

Надежды не было. Джой Мари никогда не согласится быть с калекой, с человеком, не
способным обеспечить ей тот уровень жизни, который она заслуживала. С человеком,
который не может даже привести ее в свой дом, где и так тесно от многочисленной родни.

Да. Меньше всего на свете Джой Мари был нужен однорукий Джон Дэйн.
Глава 5
- Эта работа требует точности, правда? Роза крошила высушенные листья в маленький

красный бархатный мешочек.
- Да!
Селена мельком взглянула на рабочий стол.
Все ее внимание было приковано к входной двери. - Ты договорилась пойти на ленч с

невесткой Дрэйка Дэлтона, чтобы спасти наш бизнес? - Роза добавила в мешочек
измельченный фиалковый корень. Ее голос звучал скептически.

- Дрэйк попросил меня помочь.
- Селена, ты ничего о них не знаешь. Я думала, ты просто хочешь проверить на нем

любовное снадобье, а потом его забудешь. Если ты влезешь в эту историю, то забыть его тебе
будет непросто.

- Никуда я не влезу.



Роза подняла на Селену глаза.
- Но ведь ты собираешься на ленч с Джой Мари Дэлтон?
Селена встала, прошла по комнате и снова повернулась к Розе.
- Дрэйк беспокоился о Джой Мари и попросил меня поговорить с ней. Так что...
- Он ее любит?
- Не знаю.
- Это важно.
- Я понимаю. - Селена рассеянно наматывала на палец длинную зеленую ленту. - И все

же, чем больше я узнаю о прошлом Дрэйка, тем лучше. Джой Мари может рассказать мне
намного больше, чем сам Дрэйк. Ведь происходит что-то странное.

- Что ты имеешь в виду?
- Во-первых, Дрэйк сказал, что Густав не дает ему встретиться с Джой Мари. Во-вторых,

почему вдруг Густав Доминик сделал ее своей ассистенткой? И в-третьих, почему Дрэйк так
о ней беспокоится?

- Понятно. Твое доброе сердце неспокойно, тебе кажется, что она попала в беду.
- Ты считаешь, я вмешиваюсь не в свое дело? Роза покачала головой и улыбнулась.
- Ты всю жизнь помогаешь людям, Селена. И я сомневаюсь, что ты вот так сразу

остановишься.
- Я действительно беспокоюсь за нее. - Селена бросила ленту. - Ты ведь не ходила на

сеанс.
- Ты думаешь, Доминик очень способный?
- Нет, но похоже, он - неплохой гипнотизер. Сеанс же по-моему - сплошная

мистификация. Дрэйк тоже так считает.
- Но, сходив на этот сеанс, ты ни на шаг не продвинулась в поисках наших друзей?
- Нет. Но я не сдаюсь.
- Я тоже. И Альфред расспрашивает кого только можно.
- Последнее время он что-то не заходит к нам, - нерешительно сказала Селена.
- Я сказала, что ему пора от меня отвыкать.
- Роза...
- Ничего не поделаешь. Он уезжает на север. Я остаюсь здесь. Со временем я забуду о

нем.
- Если сможешь.
Роза посмотрела на нее и, сжав губы, потянулась за склянкой с чабрецом.
- Я сильная и сделаю все как нужно.
Селена хотела ответить, но в этот момент над дверью звякнул бронзовый колокольчик.
На пороге стояла Джой Мари. На ней было простое розовое платье, никакой косметики

на лице. Светлые волосы забраны в пучок.
В первый момент Селена растерялась, не узнав невестку Дрэйка. Затем поспешила к

ней.
- Я так рада, что ты смогла прийти, Джой Мари. Проходи, пожалуйста. Я хочу

представить тебе свою подругу и помощницу.
Войдя в "Любовные снадобья", Джой Мари огляделась.
- Как у вас хорошо.
- Спасибо.
Селена повела ее в глубь помещения. Роза поднялась, держа в руке красный бархатный



мешочек.
- Здравствуй. Я - Роза Дубони. Джой Мари улыбнулась:
- Рада с тобой познакомиться. - Она взглянула на заваленный всякой всячиной стол. -

Здесь вы готовите свои смеси?
- Да. - Роза снова села.
- Если вы сейчас заняты, можно пойти на ленч позже, - неуверенно сказала Джой Мари.
- Нет, такой беспорядок здесь у нас всегда. - Селена приподняла голубой атласный

мешочек и вновь бросила его на стол.
- Наверное, чтобы работать в аптеке, нужно очень многое знать и уметь, сказала Джой

Мари, стараясь, по-видимому, завоевать расположение Розы.
- Да, это верно, - Роза продолжала работать.
- Ладно, пойдем, пожалуй.
Селена направилась к выходу. Она хорошо знала Розу, знала, что она никому не верит.

Особенно незнакомым.
- Рада была познакомиться. - Джой Мари еще раз улыбнулась Розе и вышла вслед за

Селеной.
На улице Селена повернула налево.
- -Пойдем в "Тьюагью".
- Я там никогда не была, но слышала, это хороший ресторан. - Они шли мимо

магазинов, и Джой Мари с интересом разглядывала витрины. - Я почти не выхожу на улицу.
- Это никуда не годится. В Новом Орлеане есть что посмотреть.
- Я знаю, но Густав очень ревнив.
- Наверное, как и все мужчины.
- Да. Он так разозлился из-за Дрэйка.
- Но ты его успокоила? Джой Мари нахмурилась.
- В некоторой степени.
- Все это не очень хорошо. - Они перешли улицу и остановились. - А вот и "Тьюагью".

Пошли. Если захочешь, дорасскажешь мне там.
Они оказались в длинном узком зале. Вдоль стен стояли квадратные, накрытые белыми

скатертями столики. Было еще рано, и посетителей было немного. Появился официант в
черных брюках и белой накрахмаленной рубашке.

- Bonjour, мадемуазель Селена. - Он пригласил их жестом за столик у окна.
- Merci.
Усадив их, он ушел. Джой Мари была удивлена, а Селена рассмеялась.
- Не волнуйся, здесь не заказывают. Они подают только один набор блюд, но каждый

день что-нибудь новое.
Джой Мари заколебалась.
- А что, если еда мне не понравится?
- Понравится. Можешь мне поверить. Разве ты не любишь приключения?
Теперь рассмеялась и Джой Мари.
- Приключения за столом. Это мне нравится.
- К тому же здесь говорят по-французски, а по-французски, мне кажется, ты не

понимаешь.
- Нет, не понимаю. В Техасе мы часто говорили по-испански, - она пожала плечами. -

Даже не знаю, что бы вышло, начни я заказывать блюда по-французски.



- А в "Виюкс Кафе" многие говорят по-испански.
- Да, я заметила, но это не тот диалект, на котором говорят в Техасе.
- Но, наверное, не особенно отличается. Их разговор прервал официант. Поставив

бокалы с водой, он ушел, но тут же появился снова с тарелками, полными дымящегося супа,
и плетеным блюдом с горячим хлебом.

- Теперь ты, наверное, понимаешь, почему я часто сюда захожу, - сказала Селена,
опуская ложку в суп. Но сейчас ей хотелось не столько есть, сколько побольше узнать о
Джой Мари, Густаве и Дрэйке.

- Восхитительно! - удивленно и довольно сказала Джой Мари, попробовав суп. - Очень
необычно. Что это такое?

- Черепаховый суп. Джой Мари улыбнулась.
- Хорошо, что здесь не заказывают. Никогда бы не отважилась попросить черепаховый

суп. Но теперь очень рада, что его попробовала.
Селена кивнула, съела несколько ложек, а затем вновь посмотрела на Джой Мари.

Больше ждать она не могла.
- Давай поговорим о Густаве Доминике.
- Он очарователен, правда? - Голубые глаза Джой Мари засветились любовью.
- Да. Я хотела бы узнать у него о гипнозе. Я не только фармацевт. У меня есть еще и

некоторые медицинские навыки. Этому меня научила моя бабушка.
- Правда? Я тобой просто восхищаюсь!
- Спасибо. Но ты тоже очень талантлива. Скажи, трудно быть ассистентом мистера

Доминика?
- Нет. По большей части он все делает сам. На ранчо мне приходилось работать куда

больше, - в ее голосе послышалась грусть.
- Ты скучаешь по своему мужу?
- Скучала раньше, пока не встретила Густава. Дрэйк часто и надолго уезжал. Я

чувствовала себя такой Одинокой! Но теперь все по-другому. - Она взяла кусочек хлеба. -
Тоже очень вкусно! Селена последовала ее примеру.

- Но Дрэйк приехал за тобой.
- Дрэйк. Он делает все, чтобы сохранить семью. И я не могу понять, почему. Наверное,

потому, что больше у него никого не осталось. - Она нахмурилась.
- Что значит, "никого не осталось"?
- Это и значит. - Поколебавшись, Джой Мари заговорила. - Родители Дрэйка умерли от

лихорадки. Мой сын, племянник Дрэйка, сорвался в пропасть. Потом умер мой муж. Кроме
меня у него никого нет. - Она повертела в руках ложку, потом положила ее и подняла на
Селену глаза. - На Дэлтон-ранчо, куда бы я ни глянула, повсюду видела боль, смерть и
потери.

- Прости.
- Дрэйку тоже тяжело. Но он владелец ранчо. И стоит ему захотеть, с ним согласится

жить любая женщина.
- Я думала, может...
- Дрэйк и я? - Джой Мари покачала головой. - Нет. Еще до того, как появился Густав

Доминик, я собиралась уехать. И мне не хотелось видеться с Дрэйком на прощание. Он, быть
может, и даже убил бы Густава, защищая то, что, по его мнению, принадлежит ему.

- Но...



- Селена, ты не знаешь Дрэйка Дэлтона. И честно, советую тебе держаться подальше от
него. Я люблю его как брата, он всегда был ко мне добр.

Но когда что-то угрожает его ранчо или хотя бы он так думает, то свирепеет, словно
бык. Он станет драться насмерть, чтобы сохранить свою землю и семью. - Она глубоко
вздохнула. - Но я хочу , жить сама по себе, подальше от Дэлтон-ранчо, подальше от этих
воспоминаний.

Похолодев, Селена кивнула. Да, она хотела узнать о Дрэйке Дэлтоне, но, конечно, не
такое. Ни к чему ей было знать о печалях Джой Мари. Ребенок. Муж. Ничего удивительного,
что она решила уехать.

- Понимаешь?
- Да.
- Ты поможешь нам с Дрэйком?
- Я почти не знаю его.
- Да, но надо, чтобы он уехал. Иначе от него будут неприятности. Я его знаю хорошо.
Селена вспомнила о любовном снадобье, приготовленном для Дрэйка Дэлтона, и

аппетит у нее сразу же пропал. Не берется ли она за дело, которое ей не по силам? Нет. В
себя нужно верить. Она должна помнить о всех тех, кому нужна ее помощь, и не может
позволить себе никаких симпатий. Дрэйк Дэлтон - ее враг.

- Ну так как, Селена?
- Дрэйк привлекателен, но не в моем вкусе. Джой Мари улыбнулась.
- Брат моего мужа во вкусе всякой женщины. Особенно если он сам о ней думает. - Она

доела суп. - Так ты мне поможешь?
- Даже не знаю, что я смогу сделать.
- Я знаю Дрэйка. Он наверняка решил, что Густав меня похитил. Или что-нибудь в этом

роде. Но это не правда. Это просто невозможно. Я люблю своего француза, мне нравится то,
что он делает, его целеустремленность, его образ жизни. И мы уже поговариваем о свадьбе.

- Я очень за тебя рада.
- Спасибо. - Джой Мари внезапно погрустнела. - Я не хочу, чтобы Дрэйк разрушил мои

планы.
- Я понимаю.
Селена чувствовала себя очень неуютно. Она не доверяла Густаву Доминику, но

совершенно ясно, что Джой Мари не захочет и слышать ничего плохого о человеке, который
помог ей забыть трагическое прошлое. Она понимала Джой Мари, но, тем не менее, все это
ее беспокоило. И она не могла не помочь человеку, который просит ее о помощи. Тем более
такому одинокому, которому не к кому больше обратиться.

- Я сделаю все, что в моих силах, Джой Мари, но Дрэйк мне не особенно доверяет. Ему
не нравится, чем я занимаюсь.

- Дрэйк никогда не признавал ничего нового сразу. - Джон Мари наклонилась и пожала
Селене руку. - Спасибо.

- Так что же мне ему сказать? Вдруг на стол упала тень.
- Скажи мне, какого черта ты делаешь в Новом Орлеане, Джой Мари! - Взяв стул, Дрэйк

уселся за их столик.
Джой Мари нахмурилась и бросила на Селену недовольный взгляд.
- Селена здесь ни при чем, - пристально посмотрел на невестку Дрэйк. Просто бульдог

Доминика не позволит мне с тобой встретиться. Из дома ты выходишь не часто, но можешь



не сомневаться, каждый твой шаг мне известен.
- Дрэйк, я больше тебе не родственница, - резко сказала Джой Мари.
- Ты навсегда останешься Дэлтон!
- Если только не поменяю фамилию на Доминик.
Дрэйк удивился.
- Ты выходишь за него?
- Я люблю его, я говорила тебе это. Мне с ним хорошо. Самым большим счастьем для

меня будет стать мадам Густав Доминик.
- Но ранчо...
Джой Мари покачала головой.
- Это твое ранчо.
- Но ты ведь помогала мне вести дела!
- Раньше. - Джой Мари поднялась. У нее в глазах стояли слезы. - Как ты не понимаешь?

Техас для меня - только печаль. Дэлтон-ранчо для меня - кладбище. Я не вернусь туда
никогда. Я хочу жить с Густавом. И оставь меня в покое!

Она вскочила из-за стола, опрокинув стул, и выбежала из ресторана. Дрэйк бросился
было за ней, но Селена схватила его за руку.

- Не надо. Ей нужно побыть одной. Ты расстроил ее.
Поколебавшись, он снова сел.
- Она ненавидит меня, потому что я - Дэлтон?
- Не думаю, чтобы она тебя ненавидела. Я даже не уверена, что сейчас она в состоянии

разобраться в своих чувствах. Она просто хотела уехать подальше от боли, от
воспоминаний...

- Что она тебе порассказала?
- Вполне достаточно. Просто она сказала, что в вашей семье все умерли, остался только

ты.
- Да, это так.
- Мадемуазель? - Официант топтался рядом, не решаясь, прервать их беседу.
Селена посмотрела на него, а потом на Дрэйка.
- Она забыла про ленч.
- Ладно, я съем.
Она кивнула официанту. Тот поправил стул и, взяв пустые тарелки, удалился.
- Так что мы будем есть? - пересел Дрэйк на место Джой Мари.
- Не знаю.
- Как это?
- Ты раньше здесь не был?
- Нет.
Селена вздохнула. Ей хотелось уйти вместе с Джой Мари и попробовать ее успокоить.

Но ее одну Дрэйк не отпустит, а идти вместе, чтобы они продолжали ссориться, абсолютно
незачем. Но и есть ей теперь совершенно не хотелось.

- Я думал, ты уже заказала, - смутился Дрэйк.
- Здесь нет выбора блюд.
- Если еда мне не понравится, я не заплачу. Селена закатила глаза.
- Здесь хорошо кормят, и хватит об этом.
- Я смотрю, у тебя хорошее настроение.



- Я просто пытаюсь объяснить, почему в "Тьюагью" нет меню.
- Ладно, не расстраивайся из-за этого.
- Я и не расстраиваюсь. - Селена даже закусила губу от злости.
- А о чем еще рассказала тебе Джой Мари?
- Мадемуазель Селена! - снова прервал их подошедший официант, поставив дымящиеся

тарелки.
- Merci. - Похоже, сейчас у них с Дрэйком разговора не получится. Они будут только

ругаться.
- Что это?
- Очень сожалею, но к черепаховому супу ты опоздал.
- А я об этом не сожалею. - Он с отвращением посмотрел в тарелку. - Я лучше съел бы

бифштекс или просто кусок жареного мяса.
- Не сомневаюсь. Кстати, это рис с крабами.
- Здесь можно умереть с голоду.
- На десерт закажем кофе.
- Нет, лучше пойдем. Там, через улицу, торгуют пирожками.
- Ты можешь идти, а мне после ленча нужно работать.
Дрэйк пропустил ее фразу мимо ушей и решил попробовать еду. Одобрительно кивнув,

он быстро расправился со своей тарелкой. У нее тоже появился аппетит, и она с
удовольствием принялась за рис с крабами. Интересно, бывал ли он когда-нибудь вообще
вежливым и спокойным? Умел ли он добиваться своего не силой, а каким-нибудь другим
способом?

- Если у тебя что-нибудь останется, я доем, - сказал Дрэйк, взяв кусок хлеба.
- Прекрати смотреть мне в тарелку, я доем сама.
- Этого-то я боялся. - Он доел хлеб и, откинувшись на спинку стула, стал серьезным. -

Как ты думаешь, что происходит с Джой Мари?
- Честное слово, я не знаю. Похоже, она любит Густава Доминика. Но он гипнотизер.

Хороший ли он? Я не знаю. Честный? Опять не знаю. Он любит Джой Мари?
- Мы не знаем. - Дрэйк поднял палец. - Нутром чувствую, что этот Доминик мошенник.

Он увел у Дэлтонов Джой Мари и деньги. Я не против, если только он ее любит и
позаботится о ней. Но если это не так, я отберу у него и ее, и деньги.

- Это ты уже говорил. Но как мы узнаем правду? Я поговорила с Джой Мари, как ты
просил. Она мне понравилась. Но не знаю, что еще могу для тебя сделать.

- Продолжай встречаться с ней, Селена. - Дрэйк наклонился ближе. - Сам я не могу
этого делать. Доминик настраивает ее против меня.

- Почему я должна тебе помогать, если ты собираешься развалить мое дело?
- Я хочу это сделать для твоей же пользы. И для пользы остальных.
- Ты просто не понимаешь, о чем говоришь. - Она встала и бросила на стол салфетку. -

Как я вижу, ты вдобавок ничего не понимаешь в женщинах. Наверное, поэтому ты и не
женат. - Она направилась к двери.

Дрэйк бросил на стол деньги, не зная, сколько нужно. Хмуро посмотрев на официанта,
он поспешил за Селеной. На улице он схватил ее за руку и повернул к себе.

- Мне уже начинает надоедать, что женщины постоянно от меня убегают. В кого, черт
возьми, в этом проклятом городе превратились леди?

- Дрэйк, дело вовсе не в Новом Орлеане. Все дело в тебе. Ты что, не можешь быть



джентльменом?
Он нахмурился и потянул ее за собой в "Кафе де Мондье".
- Ладно, нечего меня воспитывать. Я просто хочу ей помочь и делаю это, как умею.
Когда они проходили мимо "Любовных снадобий", она сжала его руку и остановилась.
- Послушай, я поговорила с Джой Мари, и это все, что я могла сделать. Я буду

поддерживать с ней отношения и дальше. Хорошо?
- Спасибо. - Он тоже остановился и провел рукой по своим густым волосам. Я с ней

слишком груб?
- Ты груб со всеми. Здесь все-таки цивилизация, и жизнь отличается от той, которую ты

привык видеть на своем ранчо.
Он улыбнулся.
- Может быть. Но все же я своего добьюсь. - Взяв ее за подбородок, он повернул лицом

к себе. - Думаю, ты в этом не сомневаешься?
Казалось, его пальцы жгут. Улыбка сильно его изменила, сейчас он был похож на

мальчишку. Такой Дрэйк Дэлтон ей нравился. Очень нравился. Но причина этому -
любовное снадобье. Или нет?

Наклонившись, он поцеловал ее в губы. Скорее властно, чем с чувством. Затем
пристально посмотрел на нее. Его карие глаза были теплыми. И страстными.

- Увидимся вечером.
Он повернулся и зашагал по улице.
Глава 6
- С кем это ты была? С Дрэйком Дэлтоном? Я видела вас через окно. - Роза подняла

глаза на вошедшую в аптеку Селену.
- Если ты хочешь сделать какие-то выводы, то не спеши. Я знала, что Дрэйк придет на

ленч. Он хотел поговорить с Джой Мари, но Густав Доминик его и близко не подпускает. -
Селена опустилась на стул. - Я ожидала чего угодно, но только не ругани с Дрэйком. По-
моему, мое любовное снадобье не действует.

- Это плохо?
- Джой Мари не хочет его видеть. Они поругались, и она ушла.
- А как еда?
- Спасибо, все было очень вкусно. Роза рассмеялась.
- Разве все это смешно?
- Я говорила тебе, что этот ресторан вряд ли понравится Джой Мари.
- Да нет, он ей понравился. Она никогда не пробовала черепаховый суп. А вот Дрэйк

сказал, что лучше бы съел кусок жареного мяса. Представляешь, мы сидим в одном из
лучших ресторанов Нового Орлеана, а он хочет, чтобы здесь ему подавали то, что он ест на
своем ранчо. - Селена поморщилась. - Я никак не могу найти подход к этому человеку. Я
пыталась поговорить с ним о деле, но ничего не вышло. Он страшно упрям.

- Он кое-кого мне напоминает.
- Кого?
В ответ Роза только посмотрела на нее.
- Если ты имеешь в виду меня, я... Просто есть вещи, за которые приходится бороться.

Вот и все.
Роза покачала головой.
- Пока тебя не было, заходил клиент.



- Хорошо. Сейчас не мешает сосредоточиться на работе. Я просто не позволю этому
техасцу вмешиваться в мою жизнь.

- По-моему, он уже это сделал.
- Спасибо! Могла бы и не разрушать моих иллюзий. - Селена забарабанила пальцами по

столу.
- Загляни в кассу.
Они хранили деньги в квадратной деревянной шкатулке, обитой изнутри голубым

шелком. Шкатулка выглядела очень симпатично и была словно специально предназначена
для денег. Открыв крышку, Селена увидела лежащую поверх мелочи пачку банкнот.

- Ты что, в мое отсутствие успела ограбить банк?
- Нет. Просто здесь был мистер Доминик. Ему очень понравилась наша аптека. Селена

резко выпрямилась.
- Что он здесь делал? Он ведь знал, что мы с Джой Мари отправились на ленч. Искал

нас? Видел, что к нам присоединился Дрэйк? - Она захлопнула крышку и зашагала по
комнате. - Не нравится мне все это. Роза.

- Мне тоже. Густав Доминик опасен, Селена.
- Что он купил?
- Кое-что для Джой Мари. Кремы для лица и тела, помаду, шампунь и что-то еще в том

же духе.
- Что? Любовные снадобья? Травы?
- Нет. Ничего такого. Но он спрашивал о тебе и сказал, что еще зайдет. Селена села за

стол.
- Похоже, все будет сложнее, чем я думала.
- Надеюсь, этим ты хочешь сказать, что будешь осторожнее?
- Конечно, может быть, мистер Доминик просто ревнивец и хочет убедиться, что его

дама действительно пошла ко мне, а не к Дрэйку Дэлтону.
- Возможно. - Роза аккуратно обшивала розовый шелковый лоскуток. - Но думаю, все

сложнее.
- Я тоже, - вздохнула Селена. - Прости, я почти тебе не помогаю.
- Ничего страшного. По заказу мадам Дианы я почти все сделала.
- Спасибо. Я так волнуюсь, что даже не могу сосредоточиться.
- Ничего. С работой я справлюсь. А ты уж постарайся сделать так, чтобы она всегда у

нас была.
- Договорились.
Селена взяла со стола склянку с фиалковым корнем. Но едва она открыла крышку, над

входной дверью звякнул колокольчик. В магазин вошел Густав Доминик. Глубоко вздохнув,
чтобы успокоиться, Селена поставила склянку на место.

- Bonjour, дорогие леди, - улыбнулся Густав, направляясь к ним.
Роза толкнула локтем Селену, и та, растерявшись, встала. Француз был, как всегда,

безупречно одет. Вьющиеся волосы аккуратно зачесаны, из жилетного кармашка виднелся
кристалл, которым, как она теперь знала, он пользовался при гипнозе. Он был очень
привлекателен: сильный, вежливый, умеющий хорошо говорить. Джой Мари его любила.
Дрэйк ненавидел. Роза ему не доверяла. А Селена просто не знала, как к нему относиться.

- Вы удивлены моим приходом? - Доминик остановился перед Селеной.
- Нет, - она замялась, подбирая слова. - Роза сказала, что вы заходили.



- Да. Жаль, что я вас не застал.
- Я уходила на ленч.
Он улыбнулся и обвел взглядом аптеку.
- Я просто восхищен, у вас тут все прекрасно. И товары самого высшего качества. Джой

Мари была просто в восторге от того, что я купил у вас.
- Очень рада. Мы стараемся.
- Как я понимаю, вы также немного занимаетесь врачебной практикой.
- Да, немного. Я лечу травами.
- Наверное, у вас, как и у меня, проблемы с местными докторами?
- Они считают, что людей можно лечить только одним способом: их собственным.
- А этот способ не всегда самый эффективный. Так ведь? - Он взял духи, понюхал и

поставил на место.
- Вы правы. Ко мне обращались еле живые люди, прошедшие через их руки. Это просто

издевательство.
- Издевательство! Да, самое подходящее слово для описания нашей медицины. Она или

сразу тебя убивает, или предоставляет выздоравливать самому.
- Я слышала, доктора заинтересовались вашими лекциями по гипнозу.
- Да. - Он снова внимательно посмотрел на нее. - Я говорил со многими медиками. Все

они заинтересовались тем, что я делаю. Но чтобы обучиться гипнозу, надо потратить много
времени и сил.

А пока используют ядовитый хлороформ. Он намного опасней, зато им проще
пользоваться.

- А можно ли с помощью гипноза изучить работу мозга? - Селена немного
расслабилась, почувствовав, что они нашли интересную для них обоих тему.

- Да. Здесь, я думаю, гипноз произведет настоящий переворот. Я проводил исследования
в этой области, но требуется еще очень и очень много работы, пока мы разберемся до конца,
что же такое мозг.

Селена кивнула.
- Я хотела бы узнать об этом побольше.
- Буду очень рад поговорить с вами об этом. Может быть, за ленчем?
- Да, спасибо. И еще я хотела побольше узнать о сеансах.
- Это тоже очень интересные эксперименты. Я всегда с радостью готов поделиться

своими знаниями с коллегой. Когда вы немного больше об этом узнаете, я буду рад видеть
вас в качестве гипнотизируемой. Тогда вы сами почувствуете, что такое гипноз.

- Я подумаю об этом.
- Хорошо. В таком случае я как-нибудь за вами зайду и приглашу на ленч. Он

направился к двери, Селена - за ним. В дверях он вдруг обернулся, и они оказались нос к
носу. Он улыбнулся и внимательно оглядел ее. - Я хотел бы познакомиться с вами поближе.
Мне кажется, у нас много общего, и есть чем друг с другом поделиться.

Селена почувствовала, что краснеет.
- Я...
- Селена! - крикнул спешащий через улицу Дрэйк. Подойдя, он взглянул на Доминика:
- Я не позволю тебе обижать Джой Мари.
Доминик пожал плечами и, бросив на Селену удивленный взгляд, повернулся к Дрэйку.
- Простите, вы полагаете, что ваша невестка несчастна? Уверяю вас, ей со мной хорошо.



- Он кивнул Селене. - До скорого, та chere. - Он быстро зашагал прочь.
- Зачем этот дурак приходил к тебе? - Дрэйк, нахмурившись, все еще смотрел на

Доминика.
- По-моему, он в меня влюбился.
- Что?! - Дрэйк резко обернулся. - С чего ты это взяла?
- Просто мне так показалось.
- Я не хочу, чтобы ты встречалась с ним наедине.
Селена вошла в аптеку и хотела закрыть за собой дверь, но Дрэйк подставил ногу.
- Не торопись.
- Нам не о чем больше разговаривать. Он вошел вслед за ней.
- Я хочу пригласить тебя на обед. Она обернулась.
- После такого прекрасного ленча? Ты, наверное, и сам догадываешься, что я тебе

отвечу, - в ее голосе прозвучал сарказм.
Дрэйк удивился.
- Ленч был очень вкусным. Жаль только, что мало.
- Почему бы тебе не вернуться в Техас? Джой Мари счастлива, мой бизнес процветает, а

Густав Доминик делает все, чтобы показать людям достоинства гипноза.
- Теперь он сделал это и с тобой. - Дрэйк схватил Селену за руки и: встряхнул ее. - Это

страшный человек! Но тебя я ему не отдам.
- Убери сейчас же руки. - В глазах Селены вспыхнул зеленый огонек.
- Я не позволю этому французу околдовать здесь всех женщин своими сладкими речами.

- Он нежно погладил ее руки, словно извиняясь за свою грубость.
Селена вырвалась, чувствуя, что вот-вот задрожит от его прикосновения.
К ним подошла Роза.
- Меня он не околдовывал своими сладкими речами. Не думаю, чтобы Густав Доминик

был абсолютно честным, но мы ничего не сможем предпринять, пока он не сделает чего-
нибудь предосудительного.

- Ты имеешь в виду, пока мы не застанем его за каким-то неблаговидным занятием? -
нахмурился Дрэйк.

- Можно сказать и так. - Роза улыбнулась, но не смогла сдержаться. - Как я вижу,
мистер Дрэйк, у вас не очень получается с женщинами. Возможно, дело пошло бы лучше,
будь ваша речь гладкой, как у Доминика.

Дрэйк повернулся к Селене и окинул ее быстрым взглядом.
- Здесь, Роза, ты попала в точку. В детстве меня этому не научили.
- Это заметно. - Селена отошла от него, думая, не стоит ли забрать обратно любовное

снадобье. Все равно оно, похоже, не действует.
Вдруг в аптеку буквально влетел маленький светловолосый мальчик в чистой, но в

старой заплатанной одежде.
- Мисс Селена! С Джо беда!
- Что случилось, Джимми? - Селена подошла к столу и вытащила из нижнего ящика

докторскую сумку.
- Сегодня Джо работал в доке. Сверху сорвалась балка. Она упала ему на голову.
- Ox! - Селена взглянула на Розу.
- Иди. Я здесь присмотрю. Селена быстро обняла ее и, обойдя Дрэйка, направилась

вместе с Джимми к дверям.



- Подожди. - Дрэйк пошел за ними. - Может, вам потребуется помощь? Селена
оглянулась.

- Без твоей помощи мы как-нибудь обойдемся.
- Откуда ты знаешь, черт возьми!
Селена решила не обращать на Дрэйка внимания, надеясь, что он уйдет. Они с Джимми

перешли улицу Декатур и направились в сторону Миссисипи к доку.
Расспрашивать Джимми она не стала. Всю свою жизнь он прожил в доке. Он не знал,

кто его родители, я был там для всех и сыном, и ангелом-хранителем. Немного
подрабатывал, то там, то здесь ему удавалось перехватить кусок. Он всегда смотрел по
сторонам, всегда был в курсе происходящего в доке и, случись где беда, знал, куда бежать за
помощью.

Подумав о Джо, она отчаянно пожелала, чтобы его рана оказалась не опасной. Мулата, у
которого силы было намного больше, чем ума, брали, как правило, на самую тяжелую
работу. Для Джимми он был настоящим другом. Сильный Джо и сообразительный Джимми
прекрасно заботились друг о друге.

Если Джо ранен, плохо будет им обоим.
- Вы вылечите его, мисс Селена! Вы его вылечите! - Джимми сурово посмотрел на нее.
- Я сделаю все, что смогу. Где он?
- Парни отнесли его к Клэю.
- Хорошо.
Ей захотелось пожать Джимми руку или обнять его, но она не знала, что лучше. Он

считал себя взрослым, которому не нужна никакая ласка. Так и не решив, она не сделала ни
того, ни другого, надеясь, что они придут вовремя, и она успеет помочь Джо.

Они свернули сначала на боковую улицу, потом в переулок, и Джимми повел Селену к
"Уголку Клэя", к серому деревянному зданию в конце переулка, к которому сзади примыкал
склад из красного кирпича. Никаких вывесок не было, но здесь всегда было людно.

Как только Дрэйк все это увидел, он начал ругаться и схватил Селену за руку.
- В такое место я тебя не пущу. Взбешенная, она попыталась вырваться.
- Пусти меня. Там человек, которому нужна моя помощь.
- Леди не должна... Джимми поднял руку.
- Отпустите ее, мистер. Это мисс Селена, ее никто не тронет.
Дрэйк удивленно смотрел на них. Не хотелось обижать Джимми, хотя эти слова для

него ровным счетом ничего не значат. Но как отпустить Селену в пивнушку для моряков, где
может произойти черт знает что? Однако, судя по всему, она здесь не впервые. Может быть,
она не только мошенница, но и шлюха? Проверим. Он отпустил ее.

- Я не спущу с тебя глаз.
Джимми шагнул к двери и открыл ее перед Селеной. Она вошла и увидела лежащего в

углу на тюфяке под одеялом Джо. На его черное лицо падал желтый неверный свет фонаря.
Селена опустилась на колени около Джо. Джимми подбежал и встал рядом, Дрэйк вошел и
закрыл за собой дверь.

- Джимми, скажи Клэю, что мне нужен кипяток. - Времени терять было нельзя.
Джимми положил свою маленькую ладошку на грудь Джо.
- Пришла мисс Селена. Она тебя вылечит. - Он дотронулся до плеча Селены и побежал в

пивной зал через закрытую занавеской дверь.
Селена услышала, что Дрэйк подошел ближе. Скоро он замаячил над ней.



- Отойди от света. - Ее голос был твердым, как сталь.
- Давай я чем-нибудь помогу.
Она не ответила. Ее мысли уже снова вернулись к Джо. Подняв фонарь, она осмотрела

его голову. Волосы слиплись от крови. Слева на лице кожа была разодрана, и быстро
проступал синяк. Он был без сознания. Селена пощупала пульс и проверила дыхание.
Дыхание было медленным, но в пределах нормы.

Из-за занавески показался Джимми, осторожно неся кастрюлю с горячей водой. Сев
рядом с ней, он тоже склонился над Джо.

- Как он?
- Жив. - Она открыла свою докторскую сумку. - Большего я пока сказать не могу.
Вытащив из сумки марлю, она смочила ее, поморщившись от горячей воды, и начала

осторожно смывать кровь. Джо не шевелился, и она порадовалась, что он не чувствует боли.
Скоро вода в кастрюле стала красной.

- Еще воды, Джимми.
Не говоря ни слова, он взял кастрюлю и вышел.
- Ну как, с ним будет все в порядке? - Дрэйк посмотрел ей через плечо.
На ранчо он видел много людей с травмами. Мать их лечила, и после ее смерти такой

помощи им очень не хватало. На многие мили было всего несколько докторов, и все они
жили далеко. Селена казалась и вправду опытной, как было бы здорово заполучить в их края
хотя бы несколько таких докторов.

- Пока не знаю. Если хочешь помочь, подними фонарь повыше, а то мне плохо видно.
Дрэйк сделал, как она просила, и наконец рассмотрел лежавшего. Картина была

безрадостной.
Селена ощупала Джо голову и обнаружила длинную ссадину. Она была не слишком

глубокой и не особенно ее тревожила. Гораздо хуже, что череп под ссадиной проломлен и
возможен ушиб мозга.

Отдернув занавеску, снова вошел Джимми. Он поставил полную до краев кастрюлю, не
пролив ни капли.

- Я буду откровенна с тобой, Джимми, - посмотрела на него Селена. - Джо может не
выжить.

Джимми плотно сжал губы, зажмурился и бросился на улицу.
- Не ходи за ним, - остановила Дрэйка Селена. - Он умеет справляться со своими бедами

в одиночестве.
- Черт побери! Ребенку нужен дом, семья.
- Его дом - это док. - Она стала вставлять нитку в иголку, словно собиралась сшить

мешочек для любовного снадобья. Но сейчас речь шла о жизни и смерти. Если бы исцелить
человека было так же просто, как заставить его влюбиться, то работа никогда не приносила
бы ей разочарований.

- Док! Это не дом.
- Дрэйк, успокойся, пожалуйста. Поговорим о Джимми потом. Сейчас нам нужно

заняться Джо.
Притихший Дрэйк наблюдал за тем, как она намочила марлю какой-то жидкостью из

бутылки, несколько раз приложила ее к ране и начала зашивать.
- У тебя хорошо получается.
- Опыт. - Она пыталась перестать думать о Джимми и сосредоточиться. Хорошо хоть,



что Джо не чувствует боли.
Она работала быстро, но не торопливо, и наконец рана была зашита. Она снова

протерла ее настоем собственного приготовления, рецепт которого знала еще от бабушки.
Заметив, что у Джо на лбу выступила испарина, она обмыла ему лицо теплой водой. Его
кожа была холодной и влажной. Еще один плохой знак.

Закрыв глаза, она подумала о том, каким сильным был Джо раньше и что мог бы быть
таким и сейчас. И он должен таким стать.

Открылась дверь, и вошел Джимми. У него в глазах стояли слезы.
- Простите, мисс Селена, но мы с Джо...
- Ничего страшного.
Джимми встал на колени рядом с ней.
- Кровь больше течь не будет. - Она повернулась к нему. - Джо может поправиться, но

это произойдет не скоро. Понимаешь, я не знаю, не повреждено ли у него что-нибудь в
голове. Дай Бог, все будет хорошо, он поправится, но особенно рассчитывать на это не
приходится.

- Не приходится? - Голос Джимми задрожал.
- Ты все время должен находиться рядом с Джо. Следи, чтобы он не замерз, смотри,

чтобы здесь было светло. А я приготовлю для него специальный чай из трав.
- Но...
- Мы просто нальем ему из чашки в рот. Сколько-нибудь он проглотит. - Она обняла

Джимми за плечи и притянула к себе. - Но это немного погодя. Сейчас я никуда не уйду.
Поколебавшись, Джимми тоже обнял Селену. Она прижала его еще крепче.
- Я могу перенести Джо куда-нибудь, где ему будет лучше. - Дрэйк вспомнил своего

погибшего племянника. Он был примерно одного возраста с Джимми. А Селена? Наверное,
зря он решил, что она такая плохая. Он тяжело вздохнул. Семья. Казалось, в Новом Орлеане
Селена - родственница для всех. А у него не было никого. Даже Джой Мари. Но, черт
возьми, ему никто и не нужен.

Селена подняла глаза, а Джимми даже отстранился от нее и удивленно посмотрел на
Дрэйка.

- Спасибо. - Она снова пощупала голову Джо. - Но сейчас его лучше не трогать. Нужны
еще одеяла. Надо, чтобы Джо было тепло, да и Джимми надо на чем-то спать.

- Обо мне не беспокойтесь, мисс Селена. Лучше смотрите за Джо. Она улыбнулась.
- Я принесу. - Опустившись на колени, Дрэйк поставил фонарь на пол. Только скажите,

что нужно. - Он убрал упавший на лоб Селены влажный локон. - И принесу что-нибудь
поесть.

- Я не голодна, но Джимми действительно нужно перекусить.
Джимми расправил плечи.
- О себе я сам могу позаботиться.
- Я знаю, что можешь. - Дрэйк посмотрел на него, как на взрослого. - Но мы должны

помогать Селене, и ей нужно как следует есть.
Джимми кивнул.
- Дрэйк, сходи, пожалуйста, к Розе и расскажи ей о случившемся. Она знает, что мне

нужно. И еда, конечно, не помешает.
Дрэйк коснулся ее плеча.
- Я найду все, что надо, и скоро вернусь. В дверях он обернулся, не желая оставлять их



одних.
- Я о них позабочусь, сэр. - Джимми выпрямился, чтобы казаться как можно выше.

Дрэйк кивнул и вышел.
Глава 7
Три дня спустя Джо умер у Селены на руках. Она сделала все, что могла, но все равно

чувствовала себя виноватой. Джимми сам все понял по ее лицу и выбежал на улицу.
- Догнать его? - посмотрел на дверь Дрэйк.
- Нет. Дай ему немного побыть одному. Он не захочет, чтобы мы видели его слезы.
Закрыв лицо Джо одеялом, она встала. Все тело болело. Эти дни она совершенно не

спала, почти ничего не ела. Все это вместе с постоянным напряжением сейчас сказалось. Но
она так старалась. Она старалась всегда, но иногда ее усилий было недостаточно.

Дрэйк обхватил ее за плечи, привлекая к себе. Она прислонилась к его сильному
теплому телу, хотя и понимала, что не должна этого делать, и почувствовала себя спокойней.
Он ей враг, но как хорошо в его объятьях. Она задрожала, и он крепче прижал ее к себе.

- Ты сделала все, что могла, - тихо сказал он. - У моей матери тоже пациенты иногда
умирали. Ты не всегда можешь победить смерть.

- Я знаю, но от этого не легче. Теперь Джимми остался один.
- Насколько я узнал тебя за эти несколько дней, он не один.
Она посмотрела на него. В глазах Дрэйка было восхищение и что-то еще. Желание? Она

отвела взгляд, но ее сердце не стало от этого биться медленнее.
- Хочешь, я организую похороны Джо?
- У него много друзей, они захотят сделать это сами.
- Может быть, что-то сделать для Джимми?
- Я возьму его к себе, - она замялась, вспомнив его маленькое упрямое личико. - Или, по

крайней мере, постараюсь это сделать.
- Его нельзя оставлять одного.
- Я знаю. - Тяжело вздохнув, она отстранилась от Дрэйка.
Чуть поколебавшись, он отпустил ее. Высвободившись, не ощущая больше его силы, она

тотчас же почувствовала себя замерзшей и измотанной. Но если она и дальше будет на него
полагаться, то их отношения могут затянуться.

- Спасибо за помощь. Ты, наверное, тоже очень устал. Иди поешь и отдохни. Здесь я со
всем разберусь сама.

- Ты пойдешь искать Джимми?
- Да. У них с Джо здесь, за складом, любимое местечко. Я думаю, он там.
- Одна ты не пойдешь. Сейчас уже глухая ночь.
- Все будет хорошо. И Джимми мне доверяет.
- Мне он доверяет тоже. К тому же он напоминает мне племянника.
- Ладно, хватит, Дрэйк. - Сейчас она слишком устала для споров. - Займись лучше

своими делами.
Схватив за руку, он привлек ее к себе.
- Пока я в Новом Орлеане, все мои дела - это ты. Если ты собираешься искать Джимми,

я пойду с тобой.
Она покачала головой. Что он говорит? Ведь она его почти не знала. К тому же он

приехал из-за Джой Мари.
- Ладно, Дрэйк, иди. Это не твое дело. Он прижал ее к своей груди и нежно погладил по



спине.
- Кто ты: ангел или дьявол? Ты лечишь людей или выманиваешь у них деньги? -

Движения его рук стали сильнее. - Кто бы ты ни была, я хочу это знать.
Она снова высвободилась от него.
- Кто я такая, не имеет значения. Сейчас нам надо позаботиться о Джимми. Если

хочешь, пойдем со мной.
Она слишком устала, чтобы пререкаться с Дрэйком. Сейчас она должна думать лишь о

том, как помочь Джимми.
- Только, пожалуйста, скажи сначала Клэю о Джо. Он позаботится о похоронах.
- Хорошо, я мигом.
Дрэйк скрылся за занавеской, и Селена посмотрела на закрытое одеялом тело Джо. На

глаза навернулись слезы. Она надеялась, что ему хорошо и спокойно там, где он сейчас
находится. "Не волнуйся, Джо. Я буду присматривать за Джимми, так же, как это всегда
делал ты", - прошептала она. Но ее эти слова не утешили. Она повернулась и вышла на
улицу.

Ночь была теплой и влажной, наполненной ароматами жимолости и магнолий. Из
"Уголка Клэя" доносились мужские голоса: радостные, злобные, пьяные. Она снова
подумала о Джимми и глубоко вздохнула. Она не знала, как сможет позаботиться о
мальчике, уже привыкшем жить самостоятельно. Но пусть у него будет хотя бы нормальный
дом.

На улицу вышел Дрэйк.
- А я думал, ты ушла.
- И ты пошел бы меня искать?
- Да. - Он взял ее под руку. - Клэй позаботится о Джо.
Селена не ответила и повела Дрэйка в окружавшую склады темноту. Она вспоминала

Джо, каким он был высоким и сильным, как смеялся Джимми, разговаривая со своим
большим другом. Теперь они друг друга потеряли. Но жизнь продолжалась.

Они остановились у маленькой лачуги, построенной из обломков досок, шифера,
обрывков картона и ткани. Изнутри сквозь трещины и щели пробивался тусклый свет. Это
вовсе не было похоже на дом, но Селена знала, что именно здесь и жил Джимми. Она
постучала в дверь.

Тишина. Постучала еще раз.
- Уйдите, - раздался голос Джимми.
- Это Селена и Дрэйк. Нам надо с тобой поговорить.
- Вы не спасли Джо.
- Прости меня. - Еще никогда Селена не чувствовала себя так плохо. - Я сделала все, что

могла.
- Мы хотим помочь тебе, Джимми. - Дрэйк положил руку на дверь, и даже от такого

легкого прикосновения она пошатнулась.
- Уходите!
Селена чуть не заплакала.
- Джимми, ведь мы тоже потеряли Джо. И нам надо, чтобы сейчас ты был с нами.
Тишина. Затем дверь распахнулась и перед ними появился заплаканный Джимми.
- Я нужен вам?!
Кивнув, Селена попыталась улыбнуться, но не смогла.



- Вы же с Джо всегда все для меня делали, стоило мне только попросить. И мне по-
прежнему нужна твоя помощь. К тому же только ты знаешь обо всем, что происходит в доке.
Мы хотим, чтобы ты помог нам найти пропавших.

Джимми подозрительно посмотрел на них.
- Джо кое-что видел. Он кое-что знал о наших друзьях. Тем вечером он как раз

собирался мне об этом рассказать.
- Ты хочешь сказать, что он что-то знал об этих исчезновениях, но умер до того, как

успел тебе об этом рассказать?
Джимми кивнул.
Дрэйк и Селена переглянулись.
- Я хочу, чтобы ты пожил у меня хотя бы несколько дней.
Джимми может грозить опасность. Только сейчас она подумала: то, что случилось с

Джо, могло быть не случайным.
- У меня есть свой дом, - решительно поднял подбородок Джимми.
- Я знаю, но...
- Сейчас Селене нужно, чтобы рядом с ней был мужчина, - сказал Дрэйк, сурово

посмотрев на Джимми. - Ей нужен человек, который поможет ей найти друзей. Я думаю, ты
как раз тот, кто ей нужен.

Джимми гордо расправил плечи.
- Хорошо, я помогу. - Он оглянулся. - Только сначала нужно запереть дом.
Когда Джимми скрылся в своей лачуге. Селена улыбнулась Дрэйку:
- Спасибо. Я не смогла бы его уговорить.
- Лучше позаботься о нем как следует. Селена нахмурилась.
- Ты умеешь делать еще что-нибудь, а не только командовать?
Его взгляд замер на ее губах.
- Да, еще некоторые вещи получаются у меня хорошо.
Она покачала головой:
- Что-то мне в это не верится.
- Готов побиться об заклад, что смогу тебя переубедить. - Он шагнул ближе.
От него веяло настоящей мужской силой. Ей снова захотелось прижаться к нему,

почувствовать его силу, его тепло, его власть. Но это всего лишь действие любовного
снадобья.

- Я готов! - Джимми шагнул из темного дома, запер дверь и опустил что-то в карман.
Это "что-то" извивалось как червяк. - Это - Младший Джо, моя лягушка.

Засмеявшись, Дрэйк посмотрел на Селену.
- Хочешь дотронуться до нее? Тогда тебе будет везти! - Джимми протянул лягушку

Селене.
Поколебавшись какой-то момент, она погладила ее пальцем.
- Симпатичная лягушка!
Смеясь, Дрэйк взял Младшего Джо, поднял его, рассматривая со всех сторон, и отдал

обратно.
- Здоровый. Где ты его нашел?
- Он забрался к нам в дом. Его нашел Джо. - Джимми опустил Младшего Джо в карман.

- Я подумал, что пока Младший Джо будет жить с нами.... - Его голос оборвался.
- Ладно, пошли.



Селена знала, что горевать - не самое лучшее занятие, но нужно время, чтобы зажила
рана Джимми.

По дороге Селена вдруг поняла, что ее жизнь очень изменилась с тех пор, как в
магазине впервые появился Дрэйк Дэлтон. Хорошо это или плохо, но это факт. Но она не
готова ни к встрече с таким человеком, как Дрэйк, ни к заботе о Джимми и его Младшем
Джо. Теперь ей придется подумать об одежде, еде и даже об образовании мальчика. А что,
кстати, едят лягушки?

Но вслух свои сомнения она не высказала. Напротив, решила придумать что-нибудь для
утешения Джимми. Но вскоре отказалась и от этой мысли. Он сообразительный ребенок, и
его не обманешь, убеждая, что он счастливее, чем есть на самом деле.

Они шли молча. Подойдя к аптеке, Селена быстро открыла дверь. Войдя внутрь, зажгла
лампу на низком столике и кивнула Джимми. Когда он вошел, она снова шагнула к двери,
загородив проход Дрэйку.

Он нахмурился.
- Сейчас Джимми нужно, чтобы рядом с ним был мужчина.
- Нет, ему нужна мать.
- Он привык к мужчинам.
- Но нужны ему женщины. Она попыталась закрыть дверь, но он не дал ей этого

сделать.
- Никогда еще не встречал такой спорщицы.
- Мне все равно, что ты обо мне думаешь. Я... Схватив за руку, он выдернул ее на улицу

и закрыл дверь.
- Не надо, чтобы Джимми видел, что мы из-за него ссоримся.
- Кто он тебе? Ты здесь чужой. Его рука была горячей. Вдруг она поняла, что не может

не восхищаться его ростом, его силой, его чувственностью, и поняла, что ее охватывает
страсть. Испугавшись этого, она хотела отступить, но он ее удержал.

- Селена, последние несколько дней я провел с Джимми. Он напоминает мне
племянника. Я хочу остаться и помочь. - Она высвободила руку. - Я схожу в кафе напротив и
куплю пирожков и кофе. По-моему, сейчас они будут нам весьма кстати.

- Как я могу доверять тебе? Ведь ты клялся, что разрушишь мое дело.
Дрэйк посмотрел на вывеску "Любовных снадобий". Она слегка поскрипывала от

легкого ветерка.
- Мы должны по очереди присматривать за Джимми. А тебе сейчас нужно поспать.
- Но Роза...
- Она поможет нам утром. - Он шагнул ближе к ней. - Перестань бороться со мной,

Селена. - Взяв за подбородок, он поднял ее лицо, заставив смотреть на него. - Тебе
обязательно надо отдохнуть, а я с удовольствием помогу. - Он медленно наклонился и
страстно поцеловал ее в губы.

Она резко дернулась, почувствовав, как ее накрыла горячая волна.
- Я не могу доверять тебе.
- Доверься мне сегодня.
Она задрожала, и, обернувшись, заглянула через окно в комнату. Джимми спал прямо на

полу, свернувшись калачиком, словно потерявшийся щенок. Больше спорить она не могла.
Дрэйк прав. Ей нужна его помощь. Выбора не было.

- Хорошо.



- Ты не пожалеешь об этом. - Повернувшись, он помчался через улицу.
- Я уже об этом жалею.
Но это она сказала тихо, так, чтобы он не мог слышать. Ей не хотелось быть рядом с

Дрэйком Дэлтоном. Любовное снадобье оказалось слишком сильным. Она хотела, чтобы оно
подействовало только на него, но кажется, сама попала в собственную ловушку. На улице ей
стало холодно, и она, прогнав мысли о Дрэйке, вошла в дом.

Вымотанный за последние дни, Джимми спал. Жалко было его будить, и она оставила
мальчика там, где он лежал. Зажгла бра и направилась в дальний конец магазина. Взяв с
рабочего стола толстую бледно-голубую шаль, она укрыла Джимми.

Даже в рванье, с перепачканным лицом и взлохмаченными волосами, он выглядел очень
симпатичным. И таким одиноким. Как Дрэйк. Она улыбнулась. Почему она сейчас подумала
о нем? Дрэйк, конечно же, не был беззащитным ребенком. У него в Техасе ранчо, он
независим. И никто ему не нужен. Прямо как Джимми. Но Джимми был очень уязвим, хотя
и старался не подавать виду.

Не стоит думать о Дрэйке Дэлтоне как о нуждающемся человеке. Такому сильному, как
он, никто не нужен. И она в том числе. Он хочет разрушить ее бизнес, и она должна об этом
помнить. И думать только о себе и людях, которым она нужна.

За дверью послышался шум. Селена удивленно посмотрела в окно, увидела в темноте
Дрэйка и открыла дверь.

- Спасибо. А то у меня заняты руки. - Дрэйк нес две чашки в одной руке и чашку и
бумажный пакет в другой. Селена взяла у него пакет, обратив внимание, какими
мозолистыми были его руки. Она вдруг представила, как он прикасается этими пальцами к
ее нежной коже. Эта мысль ее потрясла, и она быстро отогнала ее.

Дрэйк посмотрел на Джимми, улыбнулся и пошел вслед за Селеной.
- Проще связать теленка, чем тащить все это.
- Спасибо. - Она взяла у него чашку и поставила на стол.
Он поставил остальные.
- Наверное, надо разбудить Джимми.
- Запах пирожков уже сделал это. Можешь убедиться.
Дрэйк оглянулся. Джимми потянулся, выбрался из-под шали и, протирая глаза,

направился к ним.
Селена разорвала пакет, волшебный аромат стал еще сильнее, и вдруг она

почувствовала, что умирает с голоду. Дрэйк принес еще два стула, и они сели.
Джимми потянулся к чашке с кофе, но Дрэйк подвинул к нему другую.
- Вам молоко, молодой человек.
Джимми не возражал. Он принялся за пирожки, останавливаясь только для того, чтобы

отхлебнуть молока. Дрэйк смотрел на него, и на его губах появилась довольная улыбка.
- Хорошо, что ты догадался взять молоко. Сейчас Дрэйк был не таким, как вначале:

добрее, внимательнее. Он ей слишком нравился.
- Джимми надо расти. На ранчо мы поили бы его молоком и утром и вечером. Он вырос

бы высоким и сильным.
- А на что похожа корова? - Джимми с интересом посмотрел на Дрэйка.
- Знаешь, корова... Ну, они бывают разные.
- С ними опасно? - Джимми даже перестал жевать.
- С некоторыми - да. Защищая своего ребенка, мать может намотать твои кишки себе на



рога. Поэтому надо ездить на лошади и возить с собой лассо. Чтобы поймать корову, ее
сначала надо заарканить и связать.

У Джимми загорелись глаза.
- Ты настоящий ковбой? Дрэйк кивнул:
- Это тяжелая работа.
- Конечно, - ответил Джимми. - Наверное, поэтому ковбои такие грубые. Может быть, я

тоже стану ковбоем, когда вырасту.
- Я думала, что хочешь стать моряком. - Мальчику не стоило выбирать для подражания

человека, который скоро уедет.
- Это я тоже хочу. - Глаза Джимми восхищенно блестели. Дрэйк засмеялся:
- Приканчивай молоко, коллега. Тебе нужно быть сильным, чтобы связывать бычков.
- Хорошо. - Джимми быстро допил молоко. Дрэйк хотел закрыть "Любовные снадобья".

Теперь вот Джимми им восхищается. Селена была уязвлена этим техасцем и боялась его.
Если она не будет осторожней, у нее могут быть неприятности. Она поднялась из-за стола.

- Джимми, по-моему, тебе пора спать. Утром ты будешь себя чувствовать намного
лучше.

- Мне уже лучше. - Джимми вытащил Младшего Джо и погладил его. - Джо хочет стать
ковбоем.

- Могу поспорить, из него выйдет толк. - Дрэйк поднялся. - Но ковбои тоже должны
отдыхать.

Джимми встал, посмотрел на Дрэйка, медленно кивнул и убрал Младшего Джо в
карман.

- Хорошо. И ковбои всегда помогают леди, да?
- Да.
Селена смотрела на них, и ей казалось, что в глазах Дрэйка стоят слезы. Нет, конечно,

это ошибка. Он был всего лишь грубым, развязным ковбоем.
- Мисс Селена, я помогу вам утром. - Джимми стоял перед ней, гордо выпрямившись.
- Спасибо, Джимми. Как раз над нами - маленькая комната. Там кровать, на которой

иногда спит Роза. Думаю, там тебе будет удобно.
Джимми кивнул, по-прежнему не сводя глаз с Дрэйка.
- О кей, парень. Пошли тебя укладывать; - Дрэйк посмотрел на дверь.
- А ты тоже останешься здесь? - с надеждой спросил Джимми.
Дрэйк взглянул на Селену.
- Нет, Дрэйку есть, где ночевать. Здесь нет больше комнат.
Она взяла лампу.
- Но здесь столько места.
- Завтра утром я вернусь. - Голос Дрэйка стал хриплым, словно он и правда думал о том,

не провести ли ночь с Селеной.
Она подошла к ведущей на лестницу двери, такой низкой и маленькой, что ее почти не

было заметно. Поднявшись наверх, она поставила лампу на столик у кровати и расправила
одеяло, сшитое еще бабушкой. Этот рисунок: белые точки, звездной пылью разбросанные по
темному фону, очень нравился старой женщине. Когда Селена заходила в эту комнату, ей
казалось, что бабушка незримо присутствует рядом.

Она оглядела маленькую комнатку, в которой хранила травы и уже выполненные
заказы. Здесь было просто и уютно.



Джимми вошел следом, огляделся и, одобрительно кивнув, сел на кровать. Скинув
ботинки, он посмотрел на взрослых.

- Утром мы тебя искупаем. - Она подумала, что бабушка сделала бы это в первую
очередь, но на сегодня с него и так достаточно новых впечатлений.

Джимми нахмурился и посмотрел на прислонившегося к стене и разглядывающего
комнату Дрэйка.

- Я не буду раздеваться при женщине! Дрэйк рассмеялся.
- Я погашу лампу, - сказала Селена, направляясь к двери.
- Спокойной ночи, Джимми. - Оставив дверь приоткрытой, она повернулась к Дрэйку. -

Я хочу поговорить с тобой.
Дрэйк прижал палец к губам, показывая, что не хочет, чтобы их слышал Джимми, и

указал на ведущую вниз лестницу.
Глава 8
Дрэйк оглядел комнату Селены, служившей ей одновременно спальней и гостиной. У

двери стояла софа, обтянутая зеленым шелком. Над ней в массивной золотой раме висела
написанная маслом картина, изображающая закат над океаном, а рядом с ней - несколько
павлиньих перьев. У софы, на маленьком ночном столике лежала раскрытая книга. У стены
шкаф с книгами.

В другом конце комнаты - кровать под алым покрывалом с зелеными и розовато-
лиловыми цветами, рядом окно с узорчатыми занавесками. У другой стены помещались
гардероб и маленький столик, покрытый платком в тех же розовато-лиловых тонах и с
бахромой. На нем лежали расческа, щетка и другие необходимые женщине вещи. На полу
цветастый ковер.

- Симпатично. - Дрэйку вовсе не хотелось это признавать, но чем больше узнавал он о
Селене, тем больше она ему нравилась.

- Спасибо. Здесь не особенно просторно, но для меня места вполне достаточно. А за
этой дверью маленькая кухня и ванная.

Она нервничала из-за того, что Дрэйк оказался в ее спальне. Не стоило приводить его
сюда.

- Можно я сяду?
Он сел, а она устроилась в стоявшей рядом качалке, где так любила сидеть ее бабушка.

Ей сразу вспомнились их длинные разговоры. Она так сидела или лежала прямо на полу и
слушала, как поскрипывает качалка. Ей очень не хватало бабушки, но она отогнала эту
мысль.

- Так о чем же мы будем говорить? - Она крепко сжала руки.
- Надо решить, что мы будем делать с Джимми. Я не хочу, чтобы он слышал наш

разговор.
- Здесь, думаю, у нас не возникнет никаких проблем. Тебя это просто не касается. Я

ценю твою помощь, но скоро ты уедешь домой, и не надо, чтобы Джимми к тебе
привязывался. Его и так уже бросали.

- Бросали! - Дрэйк поднялся и зашагал по комнате. - Я никогда этого не сделаю. Селена
покачивалась в кресле.

- Ты не из Нового Орлеана. Ты уедешь домой, а Джимми останется здесь. О нем
позаботятся его друзья.

- Ты имеешь в виду себя?



- Я присмотрю, чтобы с ним все было хорошо.
- Что хорошо? Как ты за ним присмотришь? - Дрэйк встал напротив нее. - Он

напоминает мне моего племянника. Я не смог его уберечь, но теперь хочу позаботиться о
Джимми.

Селена поднялась. Они стояли лицом к лицу, и она почувствовала тепло его тела. Ее
мысли вдруг заметались, захотелось прикоснуться к нему. Разозлившись на себя, она
отступила.

- Ты меня обижаешь. Думаешь, без тебя никто не сможет позаботиться ни о себе, ни о
ком-нибудь другом? - Она сжала кулаки, радуясь, что разозлилась. Так вот, до твоего
приезда в Новый Орлеан здесь прекрасно обходились без тебя!

Он шагнул к ней, взглянув на нее сузившимися от злости глазами. Но она не
шелохнулась.

- А две дюжины твоих пропавших друзей? О них ты тоже заботилась?
Она отступила и отвернулась.
- Смотри на меня! - приказал Дрэйк. Подойдя к кровати, она обернулась:
- Мне незачем на тебя смотреть, незачем тебя слушать. Ты мне совершенно не нужен.

Уходи!
Дрэйк быстро подошел к ней, схватил за руки и повернул к себе.
- Ты твердишь это с тех пор, как мы в первый раз встретились.
Она попыталась высвободиться, но он лишь усилил хватку.
- Все не так просто. Селена. - Заведя руки ей за спину, он зажал их там одной рукой.

Другой же стал вынимать у нее из волос заколки. Каштановые волосы струящимся
водопадом упали ей на спину. Взяв за подбородок, он поднял ей голову, чтобы она смотрела
на него.

- Прекрати! - Взбесившись, она попыталась сопротивляться, но не смогла вырваться.
Дрэйк пристально смотрел на нее. Его чувственные, горячие губы коснулись ее рта. Она

попыталась отвернуться, но он ей не позволил. Не на шутку разозлившись, она укусила его за
губу и обрадовалась, почувствовав вкус крови. Подняв голову, он заглянул ей в глаза.

- Ты хочешь казаться грубой?
- Я хочу, чтобы ты ушел. - Она тяжело дышала, чувствуя, как при каждом вздохе ее грудь

касается его тела.
Он обнял ее. Прерывисто вздохнув, она попыталась собраться с мыслями, совладать с

эмоциями. Она жалела, что решила приготовить любовное снадобье для Дрэйка Дэлтона. По
рассказам она знала, какие чувства овладевают человеком, когда он влюбляется. Все это
очень опасно.

- Я не собираюсь уходить. Пока. - Он снова наклонился к ней. - Поцелуй меня.
- Зачем?
- Я так хочу. Скажи мне, что ты тоже этого хочешь.
Селена заколебалась. Она боялась попасть в ловушку, но должна была помнить о своей

цели. Дрэйк по-прежнему хочет прикрыть ее дело. И если этим поцелуем она заставит его
себя полюбить, значит, должна это сделать.

Она закрыла глаза, но Дрэйк ее не поцеловал. Вместо этого он осторожно прижал ее
лицо к своей груди и держал так несколько долгих секунд. Она слышала биение его сердца,
чувствовала его запах. Он стал медленно гладить ее волосы.

Она добивалась не этого. Гнев, боль - все это она могла снести. Но от мягкости,



нежности ей хотелось убежать и спрятаться. Далеко-далеко.
Она высвободила руки и положила их ему на плечи.
- Обними меня, - произнесла она.
И снова ее охватил ужас. Она шутила с огнем. Он становился для нее все опаснее. Но

она играла в эту игру, поскольку ставка была слишком высока. Она провела рукой по его
густым волосам и тут же почувствовала, что ее, словно нож, пронзило желание.

Он снова заглянул ей в глаза. Остался доволен тем, что в них увидел, и, наклонившись,
коснулся ее губами. Он поцеловал ее сначала осторожно, потом крепче.

- Как это прекрасно, - хрипло прошептал он. Она не должна его хотеть. Она обязана
взять себя в руки. Но он провел языком по ее губам, и она, застонав, еще сильнее прижалась
к нему.

- Дай мне поцеловать тебя по-настоящему.
- Я... Хорошо.
И сразу же его язык оказался у нее во рту. Ее охватил жар, ноги сделались ватными.

Теперь ей уже ничего не оставалось, кроме как схватиться за него и ответить на страстный
поцелуй. Его язык проникал ей в рот все глубже, мучая ее. Она вся пылала. Теперь уже она
никогда его не забудет.

Любовное снадобье подействовало и на нее. В какой-то момент страх взял верх над
страстью, и она отпрянула, насколько это было в ее силах.

- Селена?
Она прижалась головой к его плечу и попыталась собраться с духом.
Поглаживая по спине, он прижал ее к себе.
- Я не обижу тебя.
Задрожав, она отступила. Но он позволил ей отойти лишь на расстояние вытянутой

руки.
- Я хочу тебя, ты хочешь меня. Давай забудем о "Любовных снадобьях".
- А утром? - Ей было все труднее противостоять ему.
- Не думай об этом. Думай о нас.
- Нет. - Она дернулась и высвободилась. - Лучше уходи, Дрэйк. Он долго молчал.
- Может, ты и права, - грубо сказал он. - Хватит с меня бессердечных женщин.
Взбешенная, она резко обернулась и увидела, как он выходит из комнаты. Он спустился,

прошел через аптеку, потом хлопнула входная дверь. Ей хотелось побежать за ним, вернуть,
чтобы вновь окунуться в его тепло и страсть, но она не сделала ни шагу.

Нет, она не настолько глупа. Сейчас она разденется и ляжет спать. Наутро все будет
проще. Она забудет обо всем. Решив так, она подошла к кровати и с удивлением заметила,
что у нее дрожат руки.

Расстроенная, как никогда, она легла, не раздеваясь, и, натянув на себя одеяло, закрыла
глаза.

***
Селена отступила от Джимми и удовлетворенно улыбнулась. Он был чист, подстрижен,

на нем были новые коричневые брюки и рубашка в голубую и коричневую клетку. Он же
вместо того, чтобы радоваться, наоборот, хмурился.

- Ну как, закончила меня расфуфыривать? - Джимми вытащил из кармана Младшего
Джо и погладил его.

Селена улыбнулась:



- Да.
- Тогда я пойду посмотрю, как там дела, и попробую что-нибудь выяснить о наших

пропавших друзьях. - Он снова положил Младшего Джо в карман.
- Будь осторожен! - Было бы лучше оставить его здесь, в безопасности. Но она

прекрасно знала, что он не потерпит никакого нажима.
Над дверью звякнул колокольчик, и в аптеку вошли Джой Мари и Густав.
- Доброе утро! - Джой Мари быстро поцеловала Селену в щеку и заметила Джимми. -

Кто это такой?
Джимми нахмурился.
- Джимми, я хочу познакомить тебя с Джой Мари Дэлтон и Густавом Домиником. -

Селена подошла к мальчику.
- Привет, Джимми. - У Джой Мари на глаза навернулись слезы. - Ты напомнил мне

моего сына.
- Я могу взять его с собой в док, - оглядел ее Джимми.
- Нет, он не может пойти с тобой. - Джой Мари вынула платок и вытерла глаза. - С ним

произошел несчастный случай. Он погиб.
- То же самое случилось с моим другом Джо.
- Мне очень жаль. - Джой Мари с состраданием посмотрела на Селену. - Могу я для вас

что-нибудь сделать?
Густав шагнул вперед, внимательно рассмотрел Джимми и перевел взгляд на Селену.
- Мы были бы рады ему помочь. У него есть родители?
Селена отрицательно покачала головой.
- Некоторое время Джимми побудет у меня.



II 
It seemed but moments later that a rock to my left shimmered and emitted a bell-like tone.

Without conscious intent my attention gathered itself at my ring, which Suhuy had referred to as a
spikard. I realized in that instant that I was preparing to use it to defend myself. Interesting, how
familiar I felt with it now, how adapted I seemed to have become to it in so short a time. I was on my
feet, facing the stone, left hand extended in its direction when Suhuy stepped through the shining
place, a taller, darker figure at his rear. A moment later and that figure followed him, emerging into
substantiality and shifting from an octopal ape form to that of my brother Mandor, humanized, wearing
black as when last I had seen him, though the garments were fresh and of a slightly different cut, his
white hair less tousled. He quickly scanned the area about us and gave me a smile.

"I see that all is well," he stated.
I chuckled as I nodded toward his arm in its sling.
"As well as might be expected," I replied. "What happened in Amber after I left?"
"No fresh disasters," he answered. "I stayed only long enough to see whether there was anything

I could do to be of assistance. This amounted to a little magical clearing of the vicinity and the
summoning of a few planks to lay over holes. Then I begged leave of Random to depart, he granted it,
and I came home."

"A disaster? At Amber?" Suhuy asked.
I nodded.
"There was a confrontation between the Unicorn and the Serpent in the halls of Amber Palace,

resulting in considerable damage."
"What could have occasioned the Serpent's venturing that far into the realm of Order?"
"It involved what Amber refers to as the Jewel of Judgment, which the Serpent considers its

missing eye."
"I must hear the entire tale."
I proceeded to tell him of the complicated encounter, leaving out my own later experiences in the

Corridor of Mirrors and Brand's apartments.
While I spoke, Mandor's gaze drifted to the spikard, to Suhuy, and back.
When he saw that I noted this he smiled.
"So Dworkin is himself once more ...?" Suhuy said.
"I didn't know him before," I replied. "But he seemed to know what he was about."
"... And the Queen of Kashfa sees with the Eye of the Serpent."
"I don't know that she sees with it," I said. "She's still recovering from the operation. But that's

an interesting thought. If she could see with it, what might she behold?"
"The clear, cold lines of eternity, I daresay. Beneath all Shadow. No mortal could bear it for too

long."
"She is of the blood of Amber," I said.
"Really? Oberon's?"
I nodded.
"Your late liege was a very active man," he observed. "Still, it would be quite a burden of

seeing, though I speak only from guesswork-and a certain knowledge of principles. I've no idea what
may come of this. Only Dworkin could say. Be he sane, there is a reason for it. I acknowledge his
mastery, though I've never been able to anticipate him."



"You know him, personally?" I asked.
"I knew him," he said, "long ago, before his troubles. And I do not know whether to rejoice or

despair in this. Recovered; he may be working for the greater good. Then again, his interests may be
totally partisan."

"Sorry I can't enlighten you," I said. "I find his actions cryptic, too."
"I'm baffled also," Mandor said, "by the disposition of the Eye. But it still sounds pretty much a

local matter, involving Amber's relations with Kashfa and Begma. I don't see that there is anything to
be gained at this point by speculation. It's better keeping most of our attention for more pressing local
matters."

I felt myself sigh.
"Such as the succession?" I suggested. Mandor quirked an eyebrow.
"Oh, Lord Suhuy has briefed you already?"
"No," I replied. "No, but I heard so much from my father of the succession in Amber, with all its

cabals, intrigues, and double crosses, that I almost feel an authority on the subject. I imagine it could
be that way here, too, among the Houses of Swayvill's descendants, there being many more
generations involved."

"You have the right idea," he said, "though I think the picture might be a bit more orderly here
than it was there."

"That's something, anyway," I said. "For me, I intend to pay my respects and get the hell out.
Send me a postcard telling me how it gets settled."

He laughed. He seldom laughs. I felt my wrist prickle where Frakir usually rides.
"He really doesn't know," he said, glancing at Suhuy.
"He's just arrived," Suhuy answered. "I hadn't the time to tell him anything."
I groped in my pocket, located a coin, withdrew it, and flipped it.
"Heads," I announced, on inspection. "You tell me, Mandor. What's going on?"
"You're not next in line for the throne," he said. It being my turn to laugh, I did.
"I already knew that," I said. "You told me not that long ago, over dinner, how long the line was

before me-if someone of my mixed blood could be considered at all."
"Two," he said. "Two stand before you."
"I don't understand," I said. "What happened to all the others?"
"Dead," he replied.
"Bad year for the flu?"
He gave me a nasty smile.
"There has been an unprecedented number of fatal duels and political assassinations recently."
"Which sort dominated the field?"
"The assassinations."
"Fascinating."
"... And so you three are under black watch protection of the Crown, and were given into the

care of your respective Houses' security."
"You're serious."
"Indeed."
"Was this sudden thinning of the ranks a matter of many people simultaneously seeking

advancement? Or was it a smaller number, removing roadblocks?"
"The Crown is uncertain."
"When you say ‘the Crown,' who, exactly, are you referring to, right now? Who's making



decisions in the interim?"
"Lord Bances of Amblerash," he replied, "a distant relative and longtime friend of our late

monarch."
"I sort of recall him. Could he have an eye on the throne himself, and be behind any of the-

removals?"
"The man's a priest of the Serpent. Their vows bar them from reigning anywhere."
"There are usually ways around vows."
"True, but the man seems genuinely uninterested in such a thing."
"That needn't preclude his having a favorite, and maybe helping him along a bit. Is anybody near

the throne particularly fond of his Order?"
"To my knowledge, no."
"Which doesn't mean someone mightn't have cut a deal."
"No, though Bances isn't the sort of man one would approach easily with a proposition."
"In other words, you believe he's above whatever's going on?"
"In the absence of evidence to the contrary."
"Who is next in line?"
"Tubble of Chanicut."
"Who's second?"
"Tmer of Jesby."
"Top of the line, your pool," I said to Suhuy.
He showed me his teeth again. They seemed to rotate. "Are we at vendetta with either Chanicut

or Jesby?" I asked.
"Not really."
"We're all just taking care then, huh?"
"Yes."
"How did it all come to this? I mean, there were a lot of people involved, as I recall. Was it a

night of the long knives, or what?"
"No, the deaths have been occurring steadily for some time. There wasn't a sudden bloodbath

when Swayvill took his turn for the worse-though a few did occur just recently."
"Well, there must have been some investigation. Do we have any of the perps in custody?"
"No, they either escaped or were killed."
"What of those who were killed? Their identities might indicate their political affiliations."
"Not really. Several were professionals. A couple of others were general malcontents, arguably

among the mentally ill."
"You're saying there are no clues as to who might be behind it all?"
"That's right."
"What about suspicions then?"
"Tubble himself is of course suspect, though it is not a good idea to say it aloud. He stood to

benefit the most, and now he's in a position to do so. Also, there is much in his career of political
connivance, double-dealing, assassination. But that was long ago. Everyone has a few skeletons in the
cellar. He has been a quiet and conservative man for many years."

"Tmer, then-he's close enough to generate suspicion. Is there anything to connect him with the
bloody business?"

"Not really. His affairs are hardly open. He's a very private man. But he was never associated
with such extremes in the past. I do not know him all that well, but he has always struck me as a



simpler, more direct person than Tubble. He seems the sort who'd simply attempt a coup if he wanted
the throne badly enough, rather than spend a lot of time intriguing."

"There could, of course, be a number of people involved, each acting in his own interest-"
"And now that the matter is imminent they'll have to surface soon?"
"It would seem so, wouldn't it?"
A smile. A shrug.
"No reason for a coronation to end it all," he said.
"A crown does not automatically make a person daggerproof."
"But the successor would come to power with a lot of bad baggage."
"It wouldn't be the first time in history. And if you stop to think about it, some very good

monarchs have come to power under such a cloud. By the way, has it occurred to you that the others
might be speculating along these lines about you?"

"Yes, and it makes me uncomfortable. My father wanted the throne of Amber for a long time, and
it really messed up his life. He was only happy when he said the hell with it. If I learned anything
from his story, that's it. I have no such ambition."

But for a moment, I wondered. What would it feel like to control a massive state? Every time I
complained about politics, here, in Amber, back in the States on the Shadow Earth, there was the
automatic corollary of considering the way I'd manage situations if I were in charge.

"I wonder?" Mandor repeated.
I glanced downward.
"Perhaps the others are looking into their own saying pools just now," I said, "hoping for clues."
"Doubtless," he responded. "What if Tubble and Tmer did meet untimely ends? What would you

do?"
"Don't even think about it," I said. "It won't happen.
"Suppose."
"I don't know."
"You really should make some sort of decision, just to have it out of the way. You're never at a

loss for words when you know your own mind."
"Thanks. I'll remember that."
"Tell me more of your story, since last we met."
And so I did, Pattern ghosts and all.
Somewhere near the end the wailing sound began again. Suhuy moved toward the rock.
"Excuse me," he said, and the rock parted and he passed within.
Immediately, I felt Mandor's gaze heavy upon me. "We probably only have a moment," he said.

"Not enough time, really, to go into everything I wanted to cover with you."
"Very private, huh?"
"Yes. So you must arrange to dine with me before the funeral. Say, a quarter-turning hence,

bluesky."
"All right. Your place, or the Ways of Sawall?"
"Come to me at Mandorways."
The rock phased again as I nodded, and a lithe demonic figure entered, shimmering bluely within

a veil of cloud. I was on my feet in an instant, then bowing to kiss the hand she extended.
"Mother," I said. "I hadn't anticipated the pleasure-this soon."
She smiled, and then it went away in a swirl. The scales faded, the contours of her face and form

flowed. The blue went away into a normal though pale flesh color. Her hips and shoulders widened



as she lost something of height, though still remained tall. Her brown eyes grew more attractive as the
heavy brow ridges receded. A few freckles became visible across her now-human, slightly upturned
nose. Her brown hair was longer than when last I had seen her in this form. And she was still smiling.
Her red tunic became her, simply belted; a rapier hung at her left hip.

"My dear Merlin," she said, taking my head between her hands and kissing me upon the lips. "I
am pleased to see you looking so well. It has been quite a while since last you visited."

"I've had a very active existence of late."
"To be sure," she said. "I've heard some report of your various misadventures."
"I'd imagine you would have. It's not everyone has a ty'iga following him about, periodically

seducing him in various forms, and making life, in general, very complicated with unwanted efforts at
protection."

"It shows that I care, dear."
"It also shows that you have no respect for my privacy nor trust in my judgment."
Mandor cleared his throat.
"Hello, Dara," he said then.
"I suppose it must seem that way to you," she stated. Then, "Hello, Mandor," she went on. "What

happened to your arm?"
"A misunderstanding involving some architecture," he replied. "You've been out of sight, though

hardly out of mind, for some time."
"Thank you, if that's a compliment," she said. "Yes, I go a bit reclusive every now and then,

when the weight of society becomes troublesome. Though you're hardly the one to talk, sir, vanishing
far long stretches as you do in the labyrinths of Mandorways-if that be indeed where you take
yourself."

He bowed.
"As you say, lady, we appear to be creatures of a kind."
Her eyes narrowed, though her voice was unchanged, as she said, "I wonder. Yes, I can

sometimes see us as kindred spirits, perhaps even more than in our simplest cycles of activity. We've
both been out and about a lot of late, though, haven't we?"

"But I've been careless," said Mandor, indicating his injured arm. "You, obviously, have not."
"I never argue with architecture," she said.
"Or other imponderables?" he asked.
"I try to work with what is in place," she told him.
"Generally, I do, too."
"And if you cannot?" she asked. He shrugged.
"Sometimes there are collisions."
"You've survived many in your time, haven't you?"
"I can't deny it, but then it has been a long while. You seem made of very survivable stuff

yourself."
"So far," she responded. "We really must compare notes on imponderables and collisions one

day. Wouldn't it be strange if we were similar in all respects?"
"I should be very much surprised," he answered.
I was fascinated and slightly frightened by the exchange, though I could go only by feeling and

had no notion of specifics. They were somehow similar, and I'd never heard generalities delivered
with quite that precision and emphasis outside of Amber, where they often make a game of talking that
way.



"Forgive me," Mandor said then, to the company in general, "but I must absent myself to
recuperation. Thank you for your hospitality, sir." He bowed to Suhuy. "And for the pleasure of
crossing-paths with you"-this to Dara.

"You've barely arrived," Suhuy said, "and you've taken no refreshment. You make me a poor
host."

"Rest assured, old friend, there is none could perform such a transformation," he stated. He
looked at me as he backed toward the opening way. "Till later," he said, and I nodded.

He passed into the way, and the rock solidified with his vanishment.
"One wonders at his deliveries," my mother said, "without apparent rehearsal."
"Grace," Suhuy commented. "He was born with an abundance."
"I wonder who will die today?" she said.
"I am not certain the implication is warranted," Suhuy replied.
She laughed.
"And if it is," she said, "they will certainly expire in good taste."
"Do you speak in condemnation or envy?" he asked.
"Neither," she said. "For I, too, am an admirer of grace-and a good jest."
"Mother," I said, "just what's going on?"
"Whatever do you mean, Merlin?" she replied.
"I left this place a long time ago. You sent a demon to find me and take care of me. Presumably,

it could detect someone of the blood of Amber. So there was some confusion between myself and
Luke. So it settled by taking care of both of us-until Luke began his periodic attempts to kill me. Then
it protected me from Luke and tried to determine which of us was the proper party. It even lived with
Luke for a time, and later pursued me. I should have guessed at something of this because it was so
eager to learn my mother's name. Apparently, Luke was just as closemouthed about his parentage."

She laughed.
"It makes a beautiful picture," she began. "Little Jasra and the Prince of Darkness-"
"Don't try to change the subject. Think how embarrassing that is for a grown man-his mother

sending demons to look after him."
"The singular. It was just one demon, dear."
"Who cares? The principle's the same. Where do you get off with this protective business? I

resent-"
"The ty'iga probably saved your life on more than one occasion, Merlin."
"Well, yes. But-"
"You'd rather be dead than protected? Just because it was coming from me?"
"That's not the point!"
"Then what is the point?"
"It seems you just assumed I couldn't take care of myself, and-"
"Well, you couldn't."
"But you had no way of knowing that. I resented your starting with the assumption that I needed

chaperoning in Shadow, that I was naive, gullible, careless-"
"I suppose it would hurt your flings if I said that you were going to a place as different from the

Courts as that Shadow is."
"Yes, I can take care of myself!"
"You weren't doing that great a job of it. But you are making a number of unwarranted

assumptions yourself. What makes you think that the reasons you gave are the only possible ones for



my taking such an action?"
"Okay. Tell me that you knew that Luke was going to try to kill me every April thirtieth. And if

the answer is yes, why didn't you just tell me?"
"I did not know that Luke was going to try to kill you every April thirtieth."
I turned away. I clenched my fists and relaxed them. "So you just did it for the hell of it?"
"Merlin, why do you find it so difficult to admit that other people might sometimes know things

you don't?"
"Start with their unwillingness to tell me these things."
She was silent a long moment. Then, "I'm afraid there is something to what you say," she replied.

"But there were strong reasons for not talking of such matters."
"Then start with the inability to tell me. Tell me now why you didn't trust me then."
"It wasn't a matter of trust."
"Is it okay to tell me now what it was?" Another, longer silence followed.
"No," she finally said "Not yet."
I turned toward her, keeping my features composed and my voice level.
"Then nothing has changed," I said, "nor ever shall. You still do not trust me."
"That is not true," she answered, glancing at Suhuy. "It is just that this is not the proper time or

the proper place to go into these matters."
"Might I fetch you a drink or something to eat, Dara?" Suhuy said immediately.
"Thank you no," she replied. "I cannot stay much longer."
"Mother, tell me, then, something about the ty'iga."
"What do you wish to know?"
"You conjured it from someplace beyond the Rim."
"That is cornect."
"Such beings are bodiless themselves, but capable of taking over a living host for their own

purposes."
"Yes."
"Supposing such a being took over the body of a person at or near the moment of death, making it

the sole animating spirit and controlling intelligence?"
"Interesting. Is this a hypothetical question?"
"No. It's really happened with the one you sent after me. It doesn't seem able to quit that body

now. Why not?"
"I am not really certain," she said.
"It is trapped now," Suhuy offered. "It can only come and go by reacting with a resident

intelligence."
"The body, with the ty' iga in control, recovered from the illness that killed its consciousness," I

said. "You mean it's stuck there now for life?"
"Yes. So far as I know."
"Then tell me this: Will it be released when that body dies, or will it die with it?"
"It could go either way," he replied. "But the longer it remains in the body, the more likely it is

that it will perish along with it."
I looked back at my mother.
"There you have the end of its story," I stated. She shrugged.
"I've done with this one and released it," she said, "and one can always conjure another should

the need arise."



"Don't do it," I told her.
"I shan't," she said. "There is no need to, now."
"But if you thought there were, you would?"
"A mother tends to value her son's safety, whether the son likes it or not."
I raised my left hand, extending the forefinger in an angry gesture, when I noticed that I was

wearing a bright bracelet-it seemed an almost-hologramatic representation of a woven cord. I
lowered my hand, bit back my first response, and said, "You know my feelings now."

"I knew them a long time ago," she said. "Let us dine at the Ways of Sawall, half a turning hence,
purplesky. Agreed?"

"Agreed," I said.
"Till then. Good turning, Suhuy."
"Good turning, Dara."
She took three paces and was gone, as etiquette prescribed, out the same way by which she had

entered.
I turned and strode to the pool's edge, stared into its depths, felt the muscles in my shoulders

slowly unknot. Jasra and Julia were down there now, back in the citadel of the Keep, doing something
arcane in the lab. And then the strands were flowing over them, some cruel truth beyond all order and
beauty, beginning to form themselves into a mask of fascinating, frightening proportion.

I felt a hand on my shoulder.
"Family," Suhuy said, "intrigues and maddens. You are feeling the tyranny of affection at the

moment, are you not?"
I nodded.
"Something Mark Twain said about being able to choose your friends but not your relatives," I

answered.
"I do not know what they are up to, though I have my suspicions," he said. "There is nothing to

do now but rest and wait. I would like to hear more of your story."
"Thanks, Uncle. Yeah," I said. "Why not?"
So I gave him all the rest of my tale. Partway through it, we adjourned to the kitchen for further

sustenance, then took another way to a floating balcony above a lime-colored ocean breaking upon
pink rocks and beaches under a twilit or otherwise indigo sky without stars. There, I finished my
telling.

"This is more than a little interesting," he said, at last.
"Oh? Do you see something in it all that I don't?" I asked.
"You've given me too much to consider for me to give you a hasty judgment," he said. "Let us

leave it at that for now."
"Very well."
I leaned on the rail, looked down at the waters.
"You need rest," he said after a time.
"I guess I do."
"Come, I'll show you to your room."
He extended a hand and I took hold of it. Together, we sank through the floor.
And so I slept, surrounded by tapestries and heavy drapes, in a doorless chamber in the Ways of

Suhuy. It might have been in a tower, as I could hear the winds passing beyond the walls. Sleeping, I
dreamt...

I was back in the castle Amber, walking the sparkling length of the Corridor of Mirrors. Tapers



flickered in tall holders. My footsteps made no sound. The mirrors came in all manner of shapes.
They covered the walls at either hand, big ones, little ones. I passed myself within their depths,
reflected, distorted, sometimes re-reflected...

I was halted before a tall, cracked mirror to my left, framed in tin. Even as I turned toward it I
knew that it would not be me whom I regarded this time.

Nor was I mistaken. Coral was looking at me from out of the mirror. She had on a peach-colored
blouse and was not wearing her eyepatch. The crack in the mirror divided her face down the middle.
Her left eye was the green I remembered, her right was the Jewel of Judgment. Both seemed to be
focused upon me.

"Merlin," she said. "Help me. This is too strange. Give me back my eye."
"I don't know how," I said. "I don't understand what was done."
"My eye," she went on, as if she had not heard. "The world is all swarming forces in the Eye of

Judgment, cold-so cold!-and not a friendly place. Help me!"
"I'll find a way," I said.
"My eye ..." she continued.
I hurried by.
From a rectangular mirror in a wooden frame carved at its base in the form of a phoenix, Luke

regarded me. "Hey, old buddy," he said, looking slightly forlorn, "I'd sure like to have my dad's
sword back. You haven't come across it again, have you?"

" ‘Fraid not," I muttered.
"It's a shame to get to hold your present for such a short period of time. Watch for it, will you?

I've a feeling it might come in handy."
"I'll do that," I said.
"After all, you're kind of responsible for what happened," he continued.
"Right," I agreed.
"... And I'd sure like to have it back."
"Yeah," I said, moving away.
A nasty chuckle emerged from a maroon-framed ellipse to my right.
Turning, I beheld the face of Victor Melman, the shadow Earth sorcerer I had confronted back

when my troubles were beginning.
"Son of perdition!" he hissed. " ‘Tis good to see you wander lost in Limbo. May my blood lie

burning on your hands."
"Your blood is on your own hands," I said. "I count you as a suicide."
"Not so!" he snapped back. "You slew me most unfairly."
"Bullshit," I answered. "I may be guilty of a lot of things, but your death is not one of them."
I began to walk away, and his hand emerged from the mirror and clutched at my shoulder.
"Murderer!" he cried.
I brushed his hand away.
"Bugger off!" I said, and I kept going.
Then, from a wide, green-framed mirror with a greenish haze to the glass, Random hailed me

from my left, shaking his head.
"Merlin! Merlin! What are you up to, anyway?" he asked. "I've known for some time that you

haven't been keeping me abreast of everything that's afoot."
"Well," I replied, regarding him in an orange T-shirt and Levi's; "that's true, sir. Some things I

just haven't had time to go into."



"Things that involve the safety of the realm-and you haven't had time?"
"Well, I guess there's something of a judgmental factor involved."
"If it involves our safety, I am the one to do the judging."
"Yes, sir. I realize that-"
"We have to have a talk, Merlin. Is it that your personal life is mixed with this in some way?"
"I guess that's true-"
"It doesn't matter. The kingdom is more important. We must talk."
"Yes, sir. We will as soon as-"
" ‘As soon as,' hell! Now! Stop screwing around at whatever you're up to and get your ass back

here! We have to talk!"
"I will, as soon as-"
"Don't give me that! It verges on the traitorous if you're withholding important information! I

need to see you now! Come home!"
"I will," I said, and I hurried away, his voice joining a continuing chorus of the others, repeating

their demands, their pleas, their accusations.
Out of the next one-circular, with a blue braided frame-Julia regarded me.
"And there you go," she said, almost wistfully. "You knew I loved you."
"I loved you, too," I admitted. "It took me a long time to realize it. I guess I messed up, though."
"You didn't love me enough," she said. "Not enough to trust me. And so you lost my trust."
I looked away.
"I'm sorry," I said.
"Not good enough," she responded. "Thus, we are become enemies."
"It doesn't have to be that way."
"Too late," she said. "Too late."
"I'm sorry," I repeated, and I hurried away.
Thus, I came to Jasra, in a red, diamond frame. Her bright-nailed hand reached out and caressed

my cheek. "Going somewhere, dear boy?" she asked.
"I hope so," I said.
She smiled crookedly and pursed her lips.
"I've decided you were a bad influence on my son," she said. "He lost his edge when he became

friends with you."
"Sony about that," I said.
"... Which may make him unfit to rule."
"Unfit or unwilling?" I asked.
"Whichever, it will be your fault."
"He's a big boy now, Jasra. He makes his own decisions."
"I fear you've taught him to make the wrong ones."
"He's his own man, lady. Don't blame me if he does things you don't like."
"And if Kashfa crumbles because you've softened him?"
"I decline the nomination," I said, taking a step forward. It was good that I was moving, for her

hand shot out, nails raking at my face, barely missing. She threw expletives after me as I walked
away. Fortunately, they were drowned amid the cries of the others.

"Merlin?"
Turning to my right again I beheld the face of Nayda within a silver mirror, its surface and

curled frame of a single piece.



"Nayda! What are you down on me for?"
"Nothing," the ty'iga lady replied. "I'm just passing through, and I need directions."
"You don't hate me? How refreshing!"
"Hate you? Don't be silly. I could never do that."
"Everyone else in this gallery seems irritated with me."
"It's only a dream, Merlin. You're real, I'm real, and I don't know about the others."
"I'm sorry my mother put you under that spell to protect me-all those years ago. Are you really

free of it now? If you're not, perhaps I can-"
"I'm free of it."
"I'm sorry you had so much trouble fulfilling its terms-not knowing whether it was Luke or me

you were supposed to be guarding. Who'd have known there'd be two Amberites in the same
neighborhood in Berkeley?"

"I'm not sorry."
"What do you mean?"
"I came for directions. I want to know how I can find Luke."
"Why, in Kashfa. He was just crowned king the other day. What do you need him for?"
"Hadn't you guessed?"
"No."
"I'm in love with him. Always was. Now that I'm free of the geas and have a body of my own, I

want him to know that I was Gail-and how I feel. Thanks, Merlin. Good-bye."
"Wait! "
"Yes?"
"I never said thanks for your protecting me all those years-even if it was only a compulsion for

you, even if it got to be a big bother for me. Thanks, and good luck."
She smiled and faded away. I reached out and touched the mirror.
"Luck," I thought I heard her say.
Strange. It was a dream. Still-I couldn't awaken, and: it felt real. I …
"You made it back to the Courts in time for all the scheming, I see"-this from a mirror three

paces ahead, black-bound and narrow.
I moved to it. My brother Jurt glared out at me.
"What do you want?" I asked.
His face was an angry parody of my own.
"I want you never to have been," he said. "Failing that, I'd like to see you dead."
"What's your third choice?" I asked.
"Your confinement to a private hell, I guess."
"Why?"
"You stand between me and everything I want."
"I'll be glad to step aside. Tell me how."
"There's no way you can or will, on your own."
"So you hate me?"
"Yes."
"I thought your bath in the Fountain destroyed your emotions."
"I didn't get the full treatment, and it only made them stronger."
"Any way we can forget the whole thing and start over again, be friends?"
"Never."



"Didn't think so."
"She always cared more about you than me, and now you're going to have the throne."
"Don't be ridiculous. I don't want it."
"Your desires have nothing to do with the matter."
"I won't have it:"
"Yes, you will-unless I kill you first."
"Don't be stupid. It's not worth this."
"One day soon, when you least expect it, you will turn and see me. It will be too late."
The mirror grew entirely black.
"Jurt!"
Nothing. Aggravating, having to put up with him in dream as well as waking.
I turned my head toward a fire-framed minor several paces ahead and to my left, knowing-

somehow-it was next on my route. I moved toward it.
She was smiling.
"And there you have it," she said.
"Aunty, what's going on?"
"It seems to be the sort of conflict generally referred to as ‘irreducible,' " Fiona replied.
"That's not the sort of answer I need."
"Too much is afoot to give you a better one."
"And you're a part of it?"
"A very small one. Not one who can do you much good just now."
"What am I to do?"
"Learn your options and choose the best one."
"Best for whom? Best for what?"
"Only you can say."
"Can you give me a hint?"
"Could you have walked Corwin's Pattern that day I took you to it?"
"Yes."
"I thought so. It was drawn under unusual circumstances. It can never be duplicated. Our Pattern

would never have permitted its construction had it not been damaged itself and too weak to prevent
its coming into being."

"So?"
"Our Pattern is trying to absorb it, incorporate it. If it succeeds, it will be as disastrous as it

would have been were the Pattern of Amber destroyed at the time of the war. The balance with Chaos
will be totally upset."

"Isn't Chaos strong enough to prevent this? I'd thought they were equally potent."
 
 

"They were until you repaired the Shadow Pattern and Amber's was able to absorb it. This
increased its strength beyond that of Chaos. Now it is able to reach for your father's against the power
of the Logrus."

"I don't understand what is to be done."
"Neither do I, yet. But I charge you to remember what I have said. When the time comes you must

make a decision. I've no idea what it will involve, but it will be very important."
"She's right," came a voice from behind my back. Turning, I saw my father within a shining black



frame, a silver rose set at its top.
"Corwin!" I heard Fiona say. "Where are you?"
"In a place where there is no light," he said.
"I thought you somehow in Amber, Father, with Deirdre," I said.
"The ghosts play at being ghosts," he answered. "I have not much time, for my strength is low. I

can tell you only this: Trust not the Pattern, nor the Logrus either, nor any of their spawn, till this
matter be settled."

He began to fade.
"How can I help you?" I asked.
The words "... in the Courts" came to me before he vanished.
I turned again.
"Fi, what did he mean by that?" I asked her.
She was frowning.
"I get the impression that the answer lies somewhere in the Courts," she replied slowly.
"Where? Where should I look?"
She shook her head and began to turn away.
"Who would know best?" she said.
Then she, too, was gone.
Voices were still calling to me, from behind, from ahead. There was weeping and laughter, and

my name being repeated. I rushed ahead.
"Whatever happens," Bill Roth said, "if you need a good lawyer, I'll handle it-even in Chaos."
And then there was Dworkin, squinting at me from out of a tiny mirror with a twisted frame.
"Nothing to be alarmed about," he remarked, "but all sorts of imponderables are hovering about

you."
"What am I to do?" I cried.
"You must become something greater than yourself."
"I don't understand."
"Escape the cage that is your life."
"What cage?"
He was gone.
I ran, and their words rang around me.
Near the end of the hall was a mirror like a piece of yellow silk stretched upon a frame. The

Cheshire Cat grinned at me from within.
"It's not worth it. The hell with them all," he said. "Come to the cabaret, old chum. We'll tip a

few brews and watch the man paint."
"No!" I cried. "No!"
And then there was only a grin. This time I faded, too. Merciful, black oblivion and the sound of

the wind, somewhere, passing.
 
 



III 
How long I slept, I do not know. I was awakened by Suhuy's repeating my name.
"Merlin, Merlin," he said. "The sky is white."
"And I've a busy day," I answered. "I know. I'd a busy night, too."
"It reached you, then."
"What?"
"A small spell I sent, to open your mind to some enlightenment. I hoped to lead you to answers

from within, rather than burden you with my guesswork and suspicions."
"I was back in the Corridor of Mirrors."
"I knew not what form it might take."
"Was it real?"
"As such things go, it should have been."
"Well, thanks-I guess. It reminds me that Gryll said something about your wanting to see me

before my mother did."
"I wanted to see how much you knew before you faced her. I wanted to protect your freedom of

choice."
"What are you saying?"
"I'm sure she wants to see you on the throne."
I sat up and rubbed my eyes.
"I suppose that's possible," I said
"I don't know how far she's willing to go to effect this. I wanted to give you a chance to know

your own mind before you're exposed to her plans. Would you care for a cup of tea?"
"Yes, thanks."
I accepted a mug he proffered and raised it to my lips. "What are you saying about her beyond a

guess at her wishes?" I asked.
He shook his head.
"I don't know how active her program might be," he said, "if that is what you mean. And whether

she was connected with it or another, the spell you came wearing has faded now."
"Your doing?"
He nodded.
I took another swallow.
"I never realized how close I'd gotten to the head of the line," I added. "Jurt is number four or

five in the succession, isn't he?"
He nodded.
"I've a feeling it's going to be a very busy day," I said.
"Finish your tea," he told me, "and follow me when you would."
He walked away through a dragon tapestry on the far wall.
As I raised the mug again, the bright bracelet on my left wrist came free and drifted before me,

losing its braided outline, becoming a circle of pure light. It hovered above the steaming brew, as if
enjoying its cinnamony aroma.

"Hi, Ghost," I said. "Why'd you weave yourself about my wrist that way?"
"To look like that piece of rope you usually wear," came the reply. "I thought you must be fond

of the effect."



"I mean, what were you up to the whole time?"
"Just listening, Dad. Seeing how I might be of help. These people are all your relatives, too?"
"The ones we've met so far, yes."
"Is it necessary to go back to Amber to speak ill of them?"
"No, it works here in the Courts, too." I took another sip of tea. "Any special ill you have in

mind? Or was that a general question?"
"I don't trust your mother or your brother Mandor, even if they are my grandmother and uncle. I

think they're setting you up for something."
"Mandor's always been good to me."
"... And your uncle Suhuy-he seems eminently stable, but he reminds me a lot of Dworkin. Might

he be sitting on all sorts of internal turmoils and ready to flip out anytime?"
"I hope not," I said. "He never has."
"Oh-oh, it's been building, and this is a time of stress."
"Where are you getting all this pop psychology, anyway?'
"I've been studying the great psychologists of the Shadow Earth. It's part of my ongoing attempt

to understand the human condition. I realized it was time I learned more about the irrational parts."
"What brought all this on?"
"The higher order edition of the Pattern I encountered in the Jewel, actually. There were aspects

of it I simply could not understand. This led to considerations of chaos theory, then to Menninger and
all the others for its manifestations in consciousness."

"Any conclusions?"
"I am wiser therefor."
"I mean, concerning the Pattern."
"Yes. Either it possesses an element of irrationality itself, like living things, or it is an

intelligence of such an order that some of its processes only seem irrational to lesser beings. Either
explanation amounts to the same thing from a practical standpoint."

"I never had the opportunity to apply some of the tests I'd designed, but can you say from self-
knowledge whether you fall into such a category yourself?"

"Me? Irrational? The notion never occurred to me. I can't see how it could be."
I finished my tea and swung my legs over the side of the bed.
"Too bad," I said. "I think some measure of it is what makes us truly human-that, and recognizing

it in ourselves, of course."
"Really?"
I rose and began dressing myself.
"Yes, and controlling it within oneself may have something to do with intelligence and

creativity."
"I'm going to have to study this very closely."
"Do that," I said, pulling on my boots, "and let me know your findings."
As I continued dressing, he asked, "When the sky turns blue you will breakfast with your brother

Mandor?"
"Yes," I said.
"And later you will take lunch with your mother?"
"That's right."
"Later still, you will attend the late monarch's funeral?"
"I will."



"Will you need me to protect you?"
 
 

"I'll be safe with my relatives, Ghost. Even if you don't trust them."
"The last funeral you attended got bombed."
"That's true. But it was Luke, and he's sworn off. I'll be okay. You want to sightsee, go ahead."
"All right," he said. "I do."
I rose and crossed the chamber, to stand before the dragon.
"Can you tell me the way to the Logrus?" Ghost asked.
"Are you joking?"
"No," he stated. "I've seen the Pattern, but I've never seen the place of the Logrus. Where do they

keep it?"
"I thought I gave you better memory functions than that. In your last encounter with the thing, you

pissed it off in the max."
"I suppose I did. Do you think it would hold a grudge?"
"Offhand, yes. Upon consideration, yes. Stay away from it."
"You just advised me to study the chaos factor, the irrational."
"I didn't advise you to commit suicide. I put a lot of work into you."
"I value myself, too. And you know I have a survival imperative, the same as organic beings."
"It's your judgment I wonder about."
"You know a lot about my abilities."
"It's true you're good at getting the hell out of places."
"And you owe me a decent education."
"Let me think about it."
"That's just stalling. I suppose I can find it myself."
"Fine. Go ahead."
"It's that hard to locate?"
"You gave up on omniscience, remember?"
"Dad, I think I need to see it."
"I haven't the time to take you there."
"Just show me the way. I'm good at concealing myself."
"I'll give you that. All right. Suhuy is Keeper of the Logrus. It lies in a cavern-somewhere. The

only way I know to it begins in this place."
"Where?"
"There are something like nine turnings involved. I'll lay a seeing upon you, to lead you."
"I don't know whether your spells would work on something like me-"
I reached out through the ring-pardon me, spikard-superimposed a series of black asterisks upon

a map of the ways he must follow, hung it in the space of my Logrus vision before him, and I said, "I
designed you, and I designed this spell."

"Uh, yes," Ghost replied. "I feel as if I suddenly possess data that I can't access."
"It will be presented to you at the appropriate times. Form yourself into the likeness of a ring

upon my left index finger. We will quit this room in a moment and pass through others. When we are
near the proper way I will indicate it by pointing. Proceed in that direction and you will pass through
something along your route which will conduct you into another place. Somewhere in that vicinity you
will find a black star indicating the next direction you must take-to another place and another star and



so on. Eventually, you will emerge in a cavern that houses the Logrus. Conceal yourself as completely
as you can and make your observations. When you wish to retreat, reverse the process."

He shrank himself and flew to my finger.
"Look me up later and let me know your experiences."
"I was planning to," came his tiny voice. "I would not wish to add to your probable present

paranoia."
"Keep it up," I said.
I crossed the room and entered the dragon.
I emerged in a small sitting room, one window looking out over mountains; the other, a desert.

There was no one about, and I stepped out into a long hallway. Yes, just as I recalled.
I moved along it, passing a number of other rooms, till I came to a door on my left, which I

opened to discover a collection of mops, brooms, buckets, brushes, a heap of cleaning cloths, a basin.
Yes, as I remembered. I pointed to the shelves on my right.

"Find the black star," I said.
"You're serious?" came the small voice.
"Go and see."
A streak of light proceeded from my index finger, grew distorted as it neared the shelves, folded

itself into a line so thin it was no longer present.
"Good luck," I breathed, and then I turned away.
I closed the door, wondering whether I had done the right thing, consoling myself with the

thought that he would have gone looking and doubtless located the Logrus eventually, anyway.
Whatever was to be on this front, would be.

And I was curious as to what he might learn.
I turned and took myself back up the hallway to the little sitting room. It might be my last

opportunity at being alone for a time, and I was determined to take advantage of it. I seated myself on
a pile of cushions and withdrew my Trumps. A quick run through the deck turned up the one I had
hastily sketched of Coral on that recent hectic day back in Amber. I studied her features till the card
grew cold.

The image became three-dimensional, and then she slipped away and I saw myself, walking the
streets of Amber on a bright afternoon, holding her hand as I led her around a knot of merchants. Then
we were descending the face of Kolvir, sea bright before us, gulls passing. Then back in the cafe,
table flying against the wall....

I covered the card with my hand. She was asleep, dreaming. Odd, to enter another's dreams that
way. Odder, to find myself there-unless, of course, the touch of my mind had prompted unconscious
reminiscence... One of life's smaller puzzles. No need to awaken the poor lady, just to ask her how
she was feeling. I supposed I could call Luke and ask him how she was doing. I began searching for
his card, then hesitated. He must be pretty busy, his first few days on the job as monarch. And I
already knew she was resting. As I toyed with Luke's card, though, finally pushing it aside, the one
beneath it was revealed.

Gray and silver and black... His face was an older, somewhat harder version of my own.
Corwin, my father, looked back at me. How many times had I sweated over that card, trying to reach
him, till my mind tied itself into aching knots, with no result? The others had told me that it could
mean he was dead, or that he was blocking the contact. And then a funny feeling came over me. I
recalled his own story, in particular when he'd spoken of the times they had tried to reach Brand
through his Trump, being at first unable to because he had been imprisoned in such a distant shadow.



Then I remembered his own attempts to reach through to the Courts, and the difficulty imposed by the
great distance. Supposing that, rather than being dead or blocking me, he was greatly removed from
the places I had been when I had made the efforts?

But then, who was it had come to my aid that night in Shadow, bearing me to that peculiar place
between shadows and the bizarre adventures that befell me there?' And though I was totally uncertain
as to the nature of his appearance to me in the Corridor of Mirrors, I had later encountered indications
of his presence in Amber Castle itself. If he'd been in any of those places, it would seem he hadn't
really been too far off. And that would mean he'd simply been blocking me, and another attempt to
reach him would probably prove equally fruitless. Still, what if there were some other explanation
for all these occurrences and ...

The card seemed to grow cold beneath my touch. Was it just my imagination, or was the strength
of my regard beginning to activate it? I moved forward in my mind, focusing. It seemed to grow even
colder as I did so.

"Dad?" I said. "Corwin?"
Colder still, and a tingling feeling in my fingertips that touched it.
It seemed the beginning of a Trump contact. It could be that he was much nearer to the Courts

than to Amber, within a more reachable range now...
"Corwin," I repeated. "It's me, Merlin. Hello."
His image shifted, seemed to move. And then the card went totally black.
Yet, it remained cold, and a sensation like a silent version of contact was present, like a

telephone connection during a long pause.
"Dad? Are you there?"
The blackness of the card took on the aspect of depth. And deep within it, something seemed to

be stirring.
"Merlin?" The word was faint, yet I was certain it was his voice, speaking my name. "Merlin?"
The movement within the depth was real. Something was rushing toward me.
It erupted from the card into my face, with a beating of black wings, cawing, crow or raven,

black, black. "Forbidden!" it cried. "Forbidden! Go back! Withdraw!"
It flapped about my head as the cards spilled from my hand.
"Stay away!" it screeched, circling the room. "Forbidden place!"
It passed out the doorway and I pursued it. It seemed to have vanished, though, in the moments it

was lost to my sight.
"Bird!" I cried. "Come back!"
But there was no reply, no further sounds of beating wings. I peered into the other rooms and

there was no sign of the creature in any of them.
"Bird ...?"
"Merlin! What's the matter?"-this from high overhead.
I looked up to behold Suhuy, descending a crystal stair behind a quivering veil of light, a sky full

of stars at his back.
"Just looking for a bird," I replied.
"Oh," he said, reaching the landing and stepping through the veil which then shook itself out of

existence, taking the stair along with it. "Any particular bird?"
"A big black one," I said. "Of the talking sort." He shook his head.
"I can send for one," he said.
"This was a special bird," I said.



"Sorry you lost it."
We walked out into the hallway and I turned left and headed back to the itting room.
"Trumps all over the place," my uncle remarked.
"I was attempting to use one and it went black and the bird flew out of it, shouting, ‘Forbidden'! I

dropped them at that point."
"Sounds as if your correspondent is a practical joker," he said, "or under a spell."
We knelt and he helped me to gather them.
"The latter seems more likely," I said. "It was my father's card, I've been trying to locate him for

a long while now, and this was the closest I've come. I actually heard his voice, within the blackout,
before the bird interrupted and cut us off."

"Sounds as if he is confined to a dark place, perhaps magically guarded as well."
"Of course! " I said, squaring up the edges of my deck and recasing it.
One cannot shift the stuff of Shadow in a place of absolute darkness.
It is as effective as blindness in stopping one of our blood from escaping confinement. It added

an element of rationality to my recent experience. Someone wanting Corwin out of commission would
have to keep him in a very dark place.

"Did you ever meet my father?" I asked.
"No," Suhuy replied. "I understand that he did visit the Courts briefly, at the end of the war. But I

never had the pleasure."
"Did you hear anything of his doings here?"
"I believe he attended a meeting with Swayvill and his counselors, along with Random and the

other Amberites, preliminary to the peace treaty. After that, I understand he went his own ways, and I
never heard where they might have led him."

"I'd heard as much in Amber," I said. "I wonder... He'd killed a noble-a Lord Borel-near the end
of the final battle. Any chance Borel's relatives might have gone after him?"

He clicked his fangs twice, then pursed his lips.
"The House of Hendrake . , ." he mused. "I think not. Your grandmother was Hendrake..."
"I know," I said. "But I didn't have much to do with them. Some disagreement with Helgram... ,"
"Hendrake Ways is very much of the military sort," he went on. "Glory of battle. Martial honor,

you know. I can't see them as holding a peacetime grudge for a wartime happening."
Recalling my father's story, I said, "Even if they considered the killing less than honorable?"
"I don't know," he said to that. "It's hard to guess attitudes on specific questions."
"Who is head of the House of Hendrake now?"
"The Duchess Belissa Minobee."
"The duke, her husband-Larsus... What happened to him?"
"He died at Patternfall. I believe Prince Julian of Amber slew him."
"And Borel was their son?"
"Yes."
"Ouch. Two of them. I didn't realize."
"Borel had two brothers, a half brother and a half sister, many uncles, aunts, cousins. Yes, it's a

big House. And the women of Hendrake are as doughty as the men."
"Yes, of course. There are songs, such as ‘Never Wed a Hendrake Lass.' Any way of finding out

whether Corwin had any doings with Hendrake while he was here?"
"One could ask about a bit, though it's been a long while. Memories fade, trails grow cold. Not

easy."



He shook his head.
"How long till bluesky?" I asked him.
"Fairly soon," he said.
"I'd better be heading for Mandorways then. I promised my brother I'd breakfast with him."
"I'll see you later," he said. "At the funeral, if not before."
"Yes," I said. "I guess I'd better clean up and change clothes."
I headed back through the way to my room, where I summoned a basin of water, soap,

toothbrush, razor; also, gray trousers, black boots and belt, purple shirt and gloves, charcoal cloak,
fresh blade and scabbard. When I had made myself presentable, I took a way through a forested glade
to the receiving room. From there, I exited onto a thruway. A quarter mile of mountain trail later,
ending abruptly at a chasm, I summoned a filmy and crossed upon it. Then I bore right to
Mandorways, traveling a blue beach beneath a double sun for perhaps a hundred yards. I turned right,
passing through a remembered archway of stone, moving briefly past a bubbling lava field and
through a black obsidian wall, which took me to a pleasant cavern, over a small bridge, through a
corner of a graveyard, a few steps along the Rim and into the receiving area of his Ways.

The entire wall to my left was composed of slow flame; that to my right, a non-returnable way,
save for light, giving sight of some sea-bottom trench where bright things moved about and ate one
another. Mandor was seated human-formed before a bookcase directly ahead, wearing black and
white, feet propped on a black ottoman, a copy of Robert Hass's Praise, which I had given him, in his
hand.

He smiled as he looked up.
" ‘Death's hounds feared me,' " he said. "Nice line, that. How are you this cycle?"
"Rested, finally," I said. "Yourself?"
He placed the book upon a small, legless table that floated near just then, and rose to his feet.

The fact that he had obviously been reading it because I was coming in no way detracted from the
compliment. He had always been that way.

"Quite well, thank you," he replied. "Come, let me feed you."
He took my arm and steered me toward the wall of fire. It fell away as we drew near and our

footsteps sounded in a place of momentary darkness, succeeded almost immediately by a small lane,
sunlight filtered through arching branches overhead, violets blooming at either hand. The lane took us
to a flagged patio, a green and white gazebo at its farther end. We mounted a few stairs to a well-set
table within, frosted pitchers of juice and baskets of warm rolls near at hand. He gestured and I
seated myself. At his gesture a carafe of coffee appeared beside my setting.

"I see you recall my morning predeliction," I said, "from the Shadow Earth. Thank you."
He smiled faintly as he nodded, seating himself across from me. Birdsongs I could not identify

sounded from the trees. A gentle breeze caused leaves to rustle.
"What are you up to these days?" I asked him as I poured a cup of coffee and broke a roll.
"Observing the scene, mainly," he replied.
"Political scene?"
"As always. Though my recent experience in Amber has led me to regard it as part of an even

larger picture."
I nodded.
"And your investigations with Fiona?"
"Those, too," he answered. "These are shaping up into very unusual times."
"I've noticed."



"It seems almost as if the Pattern-Logrus conflict were making itself manifest in mundane affairs,
as well as on the cosmic scale."

"I feel that way, too. But then I'm prejudiced. I got caught up in the cosmic part early, and
without a scorecard. I've been run all over the place and manipulated every which way recently-to the
point where all of my affairs seemed part of their bigger picture. I don't like it a bit, and if I had some
way to make them back off I'd use it."

"Hm," he said. "And what if your whole life were a study in manipulation?"
"I wouldn't feel good about it," I said. "I guess I'd feel just the way I do now, only perhaps more

intensely."
He gestured and an amazing omelet appeared before me, followed, moments later, by a side dish

of fried potatoes, mixed with what appeared to be green chilies and onions.
"All of this is hypothetical," I said as I began eating, "isn't it?"
There followed a long pause as he took his first mouthful, then, "I think not," he said.
"I think the Powers have been moving madly for a long while now," he went on, "and we're

finally nearing endgame."
"What makes you privy to these matters?"
"It began with a careful consideration of events," he said. "Then followed the formulation and

testing of hypotheses."
"Spare me a lecture on the use of the scientific method in theology and human politics," I said.
"You asked."
"True. Go ahead."
"Do you not feel it somewhat odd that Swayvill expired just when he did, when so many things

are coming to fruition simultaneously, after having hung on for so long?"
"He had to go sometime," I said, "and all the recent stresses probably proved too much."
"Timing," Mandor said. "Strategic placement. Timing."
"For what?"
"To place you on the throne of Chaos, of course," he replied.



IV 
Sometimes you hear an unlikely thing and that's all it is. Other times, you hear something

improbable and it strikes an echo. There is an immediate feeling of having known it, or known
something very like it, all along, and just not having bothered to pick it up and examine it. By rights, I
should have choked at Mandor's pronouncement, then snorted something such as "Preposterous!" Yet,
I'd a peculiar feeling about this business-whether his conclusion was right or wrong-as if there were
something more than conjecture involved, as if there just might be some overall plan moving me
toward the circle of power in the Courts.

I took a long, slow drink of coffee. Then, "Really?" I said.
I felt myself smiling as he sought my eyes, studied my face.
"Are you consciously party to the effort?"
I raised my coffee cup again. I had been about to say, "No, of course not. This is the first I've

heard of the notion." Then I recalled my father's telling me how he had duped Aunt Flora into giving
him vital information his amnesia had washed away. It was not the cleverness with which he had
done it that had impressed me so much as the fact that his mistrust of relatives transcended
consciousness, existed as a pure existential reflex. Not having been through all the family rivalries
Corwin had, I lacked responses of such intensity. And Mandor and I had always gotten along
particularly well, even though he was a few centuries older and had very different tastes in some
areas. But, suddenly, discussing such a high-stakes matter as we were, that small voice Corwin
referred to as his worse-if-wiser self suggested, "Why not? You could use the practice, kid," and as I
lowered the cup again I decided to try it out, just to see how it felt, for a few minutes.

"I don't know whether we both have the same thing in mind," I said. "Why don't you tell me about
the middle game-or perhaps even the opening-for what you see rushing to conclusion now."

"Both the Pattern and the Logrus are sentient," he said. "We've both seen evidence of that.
Whether they are manifestations of the Unicorn and the Serpent or the other way around makes no real
difference. Either way, we are talking about a pair of greater-than-human intelligences with vast
powers at their disposal. Whichever came first is also one of those useless theological points. We
need only concern ourselves with the present situation, as it affects us."

I nodded.
"A fair assessment," I agreed.
"The forces they represent have been opposed but fairly evenly matched for ages," he went on,

"and thus a kind of balance has been maintained. They have constantly sought small victories over
each other, each attempting to add to its own domain at the expense of the other. It appears to be a
zero-sum game. Both Oberon and Swayvill were their agents for a long while, with Dworkin and
Suhuy as their intermediaries with the powers themselves."

"So?" I said as he took a sip of juice.
"I believe that Dworkin had touched the Pattern too closely," he continued, "and so became

subject to manipulation. He was sufficiently sophisticated, however, that he realized this and resisted.
This resulted in his madness, with a reciprocal damaging effect on the Pattem itself because of their
close connection. This, in turn, caused the Pattern to leave him alone, rather than risk further trauma.
The damage was done, though, and the Logrus gained a small edge. This allowed it to act in the realm
of order when Prince Brand began his experiments to increase his personal abilities. I believe he laid
himself open to control and became an unwitting agent of the Logrus."



"That's a lot of supposition," I said.
"Consider," he responded, "that his aims seemingly became those of a madman. They make much

more sense when seen as the goal of something wanting to destroy all order, to restore the universe to
chaos."

"Continue," I said.
"At some point, the Pattern discovered-or perhaps possessed all along-the ability to create

‘ghosts,' short-lived simulacra of those who had negotiated it. Fascinating concept, that. I was very
interested to learn of it. It provided a major mechanism, supporting my thesis of the Pattern's and
possibly the Logrus's, direct action in the promotion of physical events. Might they have figured in the
setting up of your father as the Pattern's champion against Brand? I wonder."

"I don't follow," I said. "Setting him up, you say?"
"I've a feeling he was really the Pattern's choice as the next King of Amber, easy to promote, too,

as it seemed to coincide with his own wishes. I've wondered about his sudden recovery in that
Shadow Earth clinic, and particularly about the circumstances surrounding the accident that put him
there, when even with differing time streams it seemed possible that Brand might have had to be in
two places at the same time-imprisoned and looking down the sights of a rifle. Of course, Brand is no
longer available to clarify the matter."

"More supposition," I said, finishing my omelet. "But not uninteresting. Please continue."
"Your father had second thoughts about the throne, however. Still, he was Amber's champion.

Amber did win the war. The Pattern was repaired. The balance was restored. Random was the
second choice as monarch-a good maintainer of the status quo-and that choice was made by the
Unicorn, not by the Amberites following any of their versions of the Rules of Succession."

"I never looked at it all that way," I said.
"And your father-inadvertently, I believe-provided a bonus. Afraid that the Pattern had not been

repaired, he drew another. Only, it had been repaired. Thus, there were two artifacts of order, rather
than one. Though, as a separate entity; it probably did not add to the Pattern's strength, it added to
order, as such, diminishing the effects of the Logrus. So your father set the balance right, then
proceeded to tip it again-in the other direction."

"This is your conclusion from the investigations you and Fiona made of the new Pattern?"
He nodded slowly, took a sip of juice.
"Hence, more Shadow storms than usual, as a mundane effect," he said, "bringing us up to

present times."
"Yes, present times," I said, pouring more coffee. "We've noted they've grown interesting."
"Indeed. Your story of the girl Coral, asking the Pattern to send her to an appropriate place, is a

case in point. What did it immediately do? It sent her to a Shadow Pattern and turned out the lights.
Then it sent you to rescue her, repairing that edition of itself in the process. Once it was repaired it
was no longer a Shadow Pattern, but another version of itself that it was then able to absorb. It
probably absorbed that entire shadow as well, adding considerably to its own energies. Its edge over
the Logrus increased even more. The Logrus would need a big gain to restore the balance after that.
So it risked an incursion into the Pattern's domain, in a desperate effort to obtain the Eye of Chaos.
That ended in a stalemate, though, because of the intervention of that bizarre entity you call
Ghostwheel. So the balance remains tipped in the Pattern's favor, an unhealthy state of affairs."

"For the Logrus."
"For everybody, I'd say. The Powers will be at odds, the shadows in turmoil and disorder in

both realms till things have been righted."



"So something should be done to benefit the Logrus."
"You already know that."
"I suppose I do."
"It communicated with you directly, didn't it?"
I recalled my night in the chapel in the place between shadows, where I had been faced with a

choice between the Serpent and the Unicorn, the Logrus and the Pattern. Resenting the bullying in such
a forced format, I had refused to choose either.

"Yes, it did," I answered.
"It wanted you for its champion, didn't it?"
"I suppose it did," I said.
"And ... ?"
"... And here we are," I replied.
"Did it indicate anything that might support my thesis?"
I thought about that trek through the Undershadow, mixing menace with ghosts-Pattern, Logrus, or

both. "I suppose it did," I repeated.
But, ultimately, it had been the Pattern I had served at the end of that journey, albeit unwittingly.
"You are prepared to execute its design for the good of the Courts?"
"I'm prepared to seek resolution of this matter. For everybody's peace of mind."
He smiled.
"Is that a qualification or an agreement?"
"It's a statement of intent," I said.
"If the Logrus has chosen you, it has its reasons."
"I daresay."
"It almost goes without saying that having you on the throne would strengthen the House of

Sawall immensely."
"The thought had occurred to me, now you mention it."
"For one with your background, of course, it would become necessary to determine where your

ultimate loyalty lies-with Amber or with the Courts."
"Do you foresee another war?"
"No, of course not. But anything you do to strengthen the Logrus will arouse the Pattern and

provoke some response from Amber. Hardly to the point of war, but possibly to that of retaliation."
"Could you be more specific as to what you have in mind?"
"I'm only dealing in generalities at the moment, to give you opportunity to assess your reactions."
I nodded.
"Since we're talking generalities I'll just repeat my statement: I'm prepared to seek a resolution-"
"All right," he said. "We understand each other to this extent. In the event you make it to the

throne, you want the same thing we do-"
" ‘We'?" I interrupted.
"The House of Sawall, of course. -But you don't want anyone dictating specifics to you."
"That says it nicely," I replied.
"But of course we're speaking hypothetically, there being a couple of others about with stronger

claims."
"So why argue contingencies?"
"If the House were able to see you crowned, however, do you acknowledge you would owe

consideration for this?"



"Brother," I said, "you are the House, for all major purposes. If you're asking for a commitment
before taking out Tmer and Tubble, forget it, I'm not all that eager to sit on a throne."

"Your wishes are not paramount in this," he said. "There is no reason for squeamishness when
you consider that we've long been at odds with Jesby, and Chanicut's always been a troublemaker."

"Squeamishness has nothing to do with it," I said. "I never said I wanted the throne. And, frankly,
I think either Tmer or Tubble would probably do a better job."

"They are not designates of the Logrus."
"And if I am, I should make it without any help."
"Brother, there is a big gap between its world of principles and ours of flesh, stone, and steel."
"And supposing I have my own agenda and it does not include your plan?"
"What is it, then?"
"We're speaking hypothetically, remember?"
"Merlin, you're being obstinate. You've a duty in this, to the House as well as to the Courts and

the Logrus."
"I can assess my own duties, Mandor, and I have-so far."
"If you've a plan to set things right, and it's a good one, we'll help you to effectuate it. What have

you in mind?"
"I do not require help at this point," I said, "but I'll remember that."
"What do you require right now?"
"Information," I said.
"Ask me. I have a lot."
"All right. What can you tell me about my mother's maternal side, the House of Hendrake?"
He pursed his lips.
"They're into soldiering, professionally," he said. "You know they're always off fighting in

Shadow wars. They love it. Belissa Minobee's been in charge since General Larsus's death. Hm." He
paused. Then, "Do you ask because of their rather odd fixation involving Amber?"

"Amber?" I said. "What do you mean?"
"I recall a social visit to the Ways of Hendrake one time," he said, "when I wandered into a

small, chapel-like room. In a niche in one wall there hung a portrait of General Benedict, in full battle
regalia. There was an altar-like shelf below it bearing several weapons, and upon which a number of
candles were burning. Your mother's picture was there, too."

"Really?" I said. "I wonder whether Benedict knows? Dara once told my father she was
descended from Benedict. Later, he figured this an out-and-out lie. ... Do you think people like that
would hold a grudge against my father?"

"For what?"
"Corwin slew Borel of Hendrake at the time of the Patternfall War."
"They tend to take such things philosophically."
"Still, I gather it was a somewhat less than kosher engagement from the way he described it-

though I don't believe there were any witnesses."
"So let sleeping wyverns lie."
"I've no intention of rousing them. But what I was wondering was that if they had somehow heard

details they might have been out to clear some debt of honor on his behalf. Do you think they could
have been behind his disappearance?"

"I just don't know," he replied, "how that would fit in with their code. I suppose you could ask
them."



"Just come out and say, ‘Hey, are you responsible for whatever happened to my dad?' "
"There are more subtle ways of learning a person's attitudes," he responded. "As I recall, you

had a few lessons in them in your youth."
"But I don't even know these people. I mean, I might have met one of the sisters at a party, now I

think of it-and I recall having seen Larsus and his wife in the distance a few times-but that's it."
"Hendrake will have a representative at the funeral," he said. "If I were to introduce you,

perhaps you could apply a little glamour to obtain an informal audience."
"You know, that may be the way to go," I told him.
"Probably the only way. Yes, do that, please."
"Very well."
He cleared the table with a gesture, filled it with another. This time, paper-thin crepes with a

variety of fillings and toppings appeared before us; and fresh rolls, variously spiced. We ate for a
time in silence, appreciating the balminess and the birds, the breezes.

"I wish I could have seen something of Amber," he said at length, "under less restricted
circumstances."

"I'm sure that can be arranged," I replied. "I'd like to show you around. I know a great restaurant
in Death Alley."

"That wouldn't be Bloody Eddies, would it?"
"It would, though the name gets changed periodically."
"I've heard of it, and long been curious."
"We'll do that one day."
"Excellent."
He clapped his hands and bowls of fruit appeared. I‘ freshened my coffee and swirled a Kadota

fig in a bowl of whipped cream.
"I'll be dining with my mother later," I remarked.
"Yes. I overheard."
"Have you seen much of her recently? How's sher been?"
"As she said, rather reclusive," he replied.
"Do you think she's up to something?"
"Probably," he said. "I can't recall a time when she hasn't been."
"Any idea what?"
"Why should I guess when she'll probably tell you outright?"
"You really think she will?"
"You have an advantage over everyone else, in being her son."
"Also a drawback, for the same reason."
"Still, she's more likely to tell you things than she would anyone else."
"Except, perhaps, Jurt."
"Why do you say that?"
"She always liked him better."
"Funny, I've heard him say the same thing about you."
"You see him often?"
"Often? No."
"When was the last time?"
"About two cycles ago."
"Where is he?"



"Here, in the Courts."
"At Sawall?" I had visions of him joining us for lunch. I wouldn't put something like that past

Dara either.
"One of its byways, I think. He's rather reticent concerning his comings and goings-and stayings."
There being something like eight byway residences to Sawall that I knew of, it would be difficult

to run him down through byways that could lead well into Shadow. Not that I'd any desire to, at the
moment.

"What brings him home?" I asked.
"The same thing as yourself, the funeral," he said, "and all that goes with it."
All that goes with it, indeed! If there were a genuine plot to put me on the throne, I could never

forget that-willing or unwilling, successful or unsuccessful-Jurt would be a step or two behind me all
the way.

"I may have to kill him," I said. "I don't want to. But he's not giving me a whole lot of choice.
Sooner or later, he's going to force us into a position where it has to be one or the other."

"Why do you tell me this?"
"So you'll know how I feel about it, and so that you might use whatever influence you may still

have to persuade him to find a different hobby."
He shook his head.
"He moved beyond my influence a long time ago," he said. "Dara's about the only one he'll listen

to-though I suspect he's still afraid of Suhuy. You might speak to her concerning this matter, soon."
"It's the one thing neither of us can discuss with her-the other."
"Why not?"
"It's just the way it is. She always misunderstands."
"I'm certain she's not going to want her sons killing each other."
"Of course not, but I don't know how to put the matter to her."
"I suggest you make an effort to find a way. In the meantime, I would contrive not to be alone

with Jurt should your paths cross. And if it were me, in the presence of witnesses, I would make
certain that the first blow was not mine."

"Well taken, Mandor," I said.
We sat for a time in silence. Then, "You will think about my proposal," he said.
"As I understand it," I replied.
He frowned.
"If you have any questions..."
"No. I'll be thinking."
He rose. I got to my feet, also. With a gesture, he cleared the table.
Then he turned away and I followed him out of the gazebo and across its yard to the trail.
We emerged after a stroll in his external study cum receiving room. He squeezed my shoulder as

we headed for the exit.
"I'll see you at the funeral then," he remarked.
"Yes," I said. "Thanks for the breakfast."
"By the way, how well do you like that lady, Coral?" he asked.
"Oh, pretty well," I said. "She's quite-nice.
Why?"
He shrugged.
"Just curious. I was concerned about her, having been present at the



time of her misadventure, and I wondered how much she meant to you."
"Enough that it bothers me a lot," I said.
"I see. Well, give her my good wishes if you should talk to her."
"Thanks, I will."
"We'll talk again later."
"Yes."
I strode into the way, making no haste. I still had considerable time before I was due by the

Ways of Sawall.
I paused when I came to a gibbet-shaped tree. A moment's reflection and I turned left, following

an ascending trail among dark rocks. Near its top, I walked directly into a mossy boulder, emerging
from a sandbank into a light rain. I ran across the field before me, till I came to the fairy circle
beneath the ancient tree. I stepped to its middle, made up a couplet with my name for the rhyme, and
sank into the ground. When I was halted and the moment's darkness went away, I found myself beside
a damp stone wall, looking downhill across a prospect of headstones and monuments. The sky was
fully overcast and a cool breeze wandered by. It felt to be one of the ends of a day, but whether
morning or twilight lay near, I could not tell. The place looked exactly as I remembered it-cracked
mausoleums hung with ivy, falling stone fences, wandering paths beneath high, dark trees. I moved
down familiar trails.

As a child, this had been a favored playground of mine, for a time. I met here almost daily, for
dozens of cycles, with a little shadow girl named Rhanda. Kicking through boneheaps, brushing by
damp shrubbery, I came at length to the damaged mausoleum where we had played house. Pushing
aside the sagging gate, I entered.

Nothing had changed, and I found myself chuckling. The cracked cups and saucers, tarnished
utensils, were still stacked in the corner, heavy with dust, stained with seepage. I brushed off the
catafalque we'd used as a table, seated myself upon it. One day Rhanda had simply stopped corning,
and after a time I had, too. I'd often wondered what sari of woman she had become. I'd left her a note
in our hiding place, beneath a loose floor stone, I recalled. I wondered whether she'd ever found it.

I raised the stone. My filthy envelope still lay there, unsealed. I took it out, shook it off, slid out
my folded sheet.

I unfolded it, read my faded childish scrawl: What happened Rhanda? 1 waited and you didn't
come. Beneath it, in a far neater hand, was written: I can't come anymore because my folks say you
are a demon or a vampire. I'm sorry because you are the nicest demon or vampire I know. I'd never
thought of that possibility. Amazing, the ways one can be misunderstood.

I sat there for a time, remembering growing up. I'd taught Rhanda the bonedance game in here. I
snapped my fingers then, and our old ensorcelled heap of them across the way made a sound like
stirring leaves. My juvenile spell was still in place; the bones rolled forward, arranged themselves
into a pair of manikins, began their small, awkward dance. They circled each other, barely holding
their shapes, pieces flaking away, cobwebs trailing; loose ones-spares-began to bounce about them.
They made tiny clicking sounds as they touched. I moved them faster.

A shadow crossed the doorway, and I heard a chuckle. "I'll be damned! All you need's a tin roof.
So this is how they spend their time in Chaos."

"Luke!" I exclaimed as he stepped inside, my manikins collapsing as my attention left them, into
little gray, sticklike heaps. "What are you doing here?"

"Could say I was selling cemetery lots," he observed. "You interested in one?"
He had on a red shirt and brown khakis tucked into his brown suede boots. A tan cloak hung



about his shoulders. He was grinning.
"Why aren't you off ruling?"
His smile went away, to be replaced by a moment of puzzlement, returned almost instantly.
"Oh, felt I needed a break. What about you? There's a funeral soon, isn't there?"
I nodded.
"Later on," I said. "I'm just taking a break myself. How'd you get here, anyway?"
"Followed my nose," he said. "Needed some intelligent conversation."
"Be serious. Nobody knew I was coming here. I didn't even know it till the last minute. I-"
I groped about in my pockets.
"You didn't plant another of those blue stones on me, did you?"
"No, nothing that simple," he replied. "I seem to have some sort of message for you."
I got to my feet, approached him, studying his face.
"Are you okay, Luke?"
"Sure. As okay as I ever am, that is."
"It's no mean stunt, finding your way this near to the Courts. Especially if you've never been here

before. How'd you manage it?"
"Well, the Courts and I go back a long ways, old buddy. You might say it's in my blood."
He moved aside from the doorway and I stepped outside. Almost automatically, we began

walking.
"I don't understand what you're saying," I told him.
"Well, my dad spent some time here, back in his plotting days," he said. "It's where he met my

mother."
"I didn't know that."
"It never came up. We never talked family, remember?"
"Yeah," I said, "and no one I asked seemed to know where Jasra came from. Still, the Courts...

She's a long way from home."
"Actually, she was recruited from a nearby shadow," he explained, "like this one."
"Recruited?"
"Yes, she worked as a servant for a number of years-I think she was fairly young when she

started-at the Ways of Helgram."
"Helgram? That's my mother's House!"
"Right. She was a maid-companion to the lady Dara. That's where she learned the Arts."
"Jasra got her instruction in sorcery from my mother? And she met Brand at Helgram? That

would make it seem Helgram had something to do with Brand's plot, the Black Road, the war-"
"-and the Lady Dara going looking for your father? I guess so."
"Because she wanted to be a Pattern initiate as well as one of the Logrus?"
"Maybe," he said. "I wasn't present."
We moved down a gravelly trail, fumed at a huge cluster of dark shrubbery, passing through a

forest of stone and over a bridge that crossed a slow black stream that reflected high branches and
sky, monochrome. A few leaves rustled in a stray breeze.

"How come you never mentioned any of this later?" I asked.
"I intended to, but it never seemed urgent," he said, "whereas a lot of other things did."
"True," I said. "The pace did seem to keep picking up each time our trails crossed. But now- Are

you saying it's urgent now, that I suddenly need to know this?"
"Oh, not exactly." He halted. He reached out and leaned upon a headstone. His hand began to



grip it, growing white about the knuckles, across the back. The stone at his fingertips was ground to
powder, fell snowlike to the earth. "Not exactly," he repeated. "That part was my idea, just because I
wanted you to know. Maybe it'll do you some good, maybe it won't. Information is like that. You
never know." With a crunching, cracking sound, the top of the headstone suddenly gave way. Luke
hardly seemed to notice this, and his hand kept on squeezing. Small pieces fell from the larger one he
now held.

"So you came all this way to tell me that?"
"No," he answered, as we turned and began walking back the way we had come. "I was sent to

tell you something else, and it's been pretty hard holding off. But I figured if I talked about this first, it
couldn't let me go, would keep feeding me till I got around to the message. "

There came a huge crunch, and the stone he held turned to gravel, falling to mix with that on the
trail. "Let me see your hand."

He brushed it off and held it out. A tiny flame flickered near the base of his index finger. He ran
his thumb over it and it went out. I increased my pace, and he matched it.

"Luke, you know what you are?"
"Something in me seems to, but I don't, man. I just feel-I'm not right. I'd probably better tell you

what I feel I should pretty quick now."
"No. Hold off," I said, hurrying even more.
Something dark passed overhead, too quick for me to make out its shape, vanishing among the

trees. We were buffeted by a sudden gust of wind.
"You know what's going on, Merle?" he asked.
"I think so," I said, "and I want you to do exactly what I tell you, no matter how weird it might

seem. Okay?"
"Sure thing. If I can't trust a Lord of Chaos, who can I trust, eh?"
We hurried past the clump of shrubs. My mausoleum was just up ahead. "You know, there really

is something I feel obliged to tell you right now, though," he said.
"Hold it. Please."
"It is important, though."
I ran on ahead of him. He began running, too, to keep up.
"It's about your being here at the Courts, just now."
I extended my hands, used them to brake myself when I came up against the wall of the stone

building. I swung myself through the doorway and inside. Three big steps, and I was kneeling in the
corner, snatching up an old cup, using the corner of my cloak to wipe it out.

"Merle, what the hell are you doing?" Luke asked, entering behind me.
"Just a minute and I'll show you," I told him, drawing my dagger.
Placing the cup upon the stone where I had been seated earlier, I held my hand above it and used

the dagger to cut my wrist.
Instead of blood, flame came forth from the incision.
"No! Damn it!" I cried.
And I reached into the spikard, located the proper line, and found the flowing channel of a

cooling spell that I laid upon the wound. Immediately, the flames died and it was blood that flowed
from me. However, as it fell into the cup it began to smoke. Cursing, I extended the spell to control its
liquidity there, also.

"Yeah, it's weird, Merle. I'll give you that," Luke observed.
I laid the dagger aside and used my right hand to squeeze my arm above the wound. The blood



flowed faster. The spikard throbbed. I glanced at Luke. There was a look of strain upon his face. I
pumped my fist. The cup was more than half-full.

"You said you trust me," I stated.
"Afraid so," he answered.
Three-quarters...
"You've got to drink this, Luke," I said. "I mean it."
"Somehow, I suspected you were leading up to this," he said, "and, really, it doesn't sound like

such a bad idea. I've a feeling I need a lot of help just now."
He reached out and took the cup, raised it to his lips. I pressed the palm of my hand against the

wound. Outside, the winds were gusting regularly.
"When you've finished, put it back," I said. "You're going to need more."
I could hear the sounds of his swallowing.
"Better than a slug of Jameson," he said then. "Don't know why." He replaced the cup on the

stone.
"A little salty, though," he added.
I removed my hand from the incision, held the wrist above it again, pumped my fist.
"Hey, man. You're losing a lot of blood there. I feel okay now. Was just a little dizzy, that's all. I

don't need any more."
"Yes, you do," I said. "Believe me. I gave a lot more than this in a blood drive once and ran in a

meet the next day. It's okay."
The wind rose to a gale, moaning past us now.
"Mind telling me what's going on?" he asked.
"Luke, you're a Pattern ghost," I told him.
"What do you mean?"
"The Pattern can duplicate anybody who ever walked it. You've got all the signs. I know them."
"Hey, I feel real. I didn't even do the Pattern in Amber. I did it in Tir-na Nog'th."
"Apparently, it controls the two images as well, since they're true copies. Do you remember your

coronation in Kashfa?"
"Coronation? Hell no! You mean I made it to the throne?"
"Yep. Rinaldo the First."
"God damn! Bet Mom's happy."
"I'm sure."
"This is kind of awkward then, there being two of me. You seem familiar with the phenomenon.

How does the Pattern handle it?"
"You guys tend not to last very long. It seems the closer you are to the Pattern itself the stronger

you are, too. It must have taken a lot of juice to project you this far. Here, drink this."
"Sure."
He tossed off a half cupful and handed the cup back.
"So what's with the precious bodily fluids?" he asked.
"The blood of Amber seems to have a sustaining effect on Pattern ghosts."
"You mean I'm some kind of vampire?"
"I suppose you could put it that way, in a sort of technical sense."
"I'm not sure I like that-especially such a specialized one."
"It does seem to have certain drawbacks. But one thing at a time. Let's get you stabilized before

we start looking for angles."



"All right. You've got a captive audience."
There came a rattle, as of a rolled stone, from outside, followed by a small clanking noise.
Luke turned his head.
"I don't think that's just the wind," he stated.
"Take the last sip," I said, moving away from the cup and groping after my handkerchief. "It'll

have to hold you."
He tossed it off as I wrapped my wrist. He knotted it in place for me.
"Let's get out of here," I said. "The vibes are getting bad."
"Fine with me," he replied as a figure appeared at the doorway. It was backlighted, its features

lost in shadow.
"You're not going anywhere, Pattern ghost," came an almost-familiar voice.
I willed the spikard to about 150 watts illumination. It was Borel, showing his teeth in an

unfriendly fashion.
"You are about to become a very large candle, Patterner," he said to Luke.
"You're wrong, Borel," I said, raising the spikard.
Suddenly, the Sign of the Logrus swam between us.
"Borel? The master swordsman?" Luke inquired.
"The same," I answered.
"Oh, shit!" Luke said.

 
 



VI 
There were candles all about the chapel, many of them as tall as I am, and nearly as big around.

Some were silver, some were gray; a few were white, a few black. They stood at various heights, in
artful disposition, on banks, ledges, pattern points on the floor. They did not provide the main
illumination, however. This obtained from overhead, and I first assumed it to proceed from a skylight.
When I glanced upward to gauge the height of the vault, though, I saw that the light emanated from a
large blue-white globe confined behind a dark metal grate.

I took a step forward. The nearest candle flame flickered.
I faced a stone altar that filled a niche across the way. Black candles burned at either hand

before it, smaller silver ones upon it. For a moment, I simply regarded it.
"Lookss like you," Glait remarked.
"I thought your eyes didn't register two-dimensional representations."
"I've lived a long time in a musseum. Why hide your picture up a ssecret way?"
I moved forward, my gaze on the painting.
"It's not me," I said. "It's my father, Corwin of Amber."
A silver rose stood within a bud vase before the portrait. Whether it was a real rose or the

product of art or magic, I could not tell.
And Grayswandir lay there before it, drawn a few inches from the scabbard. I'd a feeling this

was the real thing, that the version worn by the Pattern ghost of my father was itself a reconstruction.
I reached forward, raised it, drew it.
There was a feeling of power as I held it, swung it, struck an en garde, lunged, advanced. The

spikard came alive, center of a web of forces.
I looked down, suddenly self-conscious.
" . And this is my father's blade," I said, returning to the altar, where I sheathed it. Reluctantly, I

left it there.
As I backed away, Glait asked, "Thiss iss important?"
"Very," I said as the way caught hold of me and sent me back to the treetop.
"What now, Masster Merlin?"
"I must get on to lunch with my mother."
"In that case, you'd besst drop me here."
"I could return you to the vase."
"No. I haven't lurked in a tree for a time. Thiss will be fine."
I extended my arm. She unwound herself and flowed away across gleaming branches.
"Good luck, Merlin. Vissit me."
And I was down the tree, snagging my trousers only once, and off up the corridor at a quick

pace.
Two turns later I came to a way to the main hall and decided I'd better take it. I popped through

beside the massive fireplace-high flames braiding themselves within it-and turned slowly to survey
the huge chamber, trying to seem as if I had been there a long while, waiting.

I seemed the only person present. Which, on reflection, struck me as a bit odd, with the fire
roaring that way. I adjusted my shirtfront, brushed myself off, ran my comb through my hair. I was
inspecting my fingernails when I became aware of a flash of movement at the head of the great
staircase to my left.



She was a blizzard within a ten-foot tower. Lightnings danced at its center, crackling; particles
of ice clicked and rattled upon the stair; the banister grew frosted where she passed. My mother. She
seemed to see me at about the same time I saw her, for she halted. Then she made the turn onto the
stair and began her descent.

As she descended, she shifted smoothly, her appearance changing almost from step to step. As
soon as I realized what was occurring I relaxed my own efforts and reversed their small effects. I had
commenced changing the moment I had seen her, and presumably she had done the same on viewing
me. I hadn't thought she'd go to that extent to humor me, a second time, here on her own turf.

The shift was completed just as she reached the bottommost stair, becoming a lovely woman in
black trousers and red shirt with flared sleeves. She looked at me again and smiled, moved toward
me, embraced me.

It would have been gauche to say that I'd intended shifting but had forgotten. Or any other remark
on the matter.

She pushed me out to arm's distance, lowered her gaze and raised it, shook her head.
"Do you sleep in your clothes before or after violent exercise?" she asked me.
"That's unkind," I said. "I stopped to sightsee on the way over and ran into a few problems." ‘
"That is why you are late?"
"No. I'm late because I stopped in our gallery and took longer than I'd intended. And I'm not very

late." She took hold of my arm and turned me.
"I will forgive you," she said, steering me toward the rose and green and gold-flecked pillar of

ways, set in the mirrored alcove across the room to the right.
I didn't feel that called for a response, so I didn't make one. I watched with interest as we

entered the alcove, to see whether she would conduct me in a clock- wise direction or its opposite
about the pillar.

The opposite, it turned out. Interesting.
We were reflected and re-reflected from the three sides. So was the room we had quitted. And

with each circuit we made of the pillar it became a different room.
I watched it change, kaleidoscopically, until she halted me before the crystal grotto beside the

underground sea. "It's been a long time since I thought of this place,"
I said, stepping forth upon the pure white sand into the crystal-cast light, variously reminiscent of

bonfires, solar reflections, candelabra, and LED displays, functions of size and distancing perhaps,
laying occasional pieces of rainbow upon the shore, the walls, the black water.

She took my hand and led me toward a raised and railed platform some small distance off to the
right. A table stood full set upon it. A collection of covered trays occupied a larger serving table
inland of it. We mounted a small stair, and I seated her and moved to check out the goodies next door.

"Do sit down, Merlin," she said. "I'll serve you."
"That's all right," I answered, raising a lid. "I'm already here. I'll do the first round."
She was on her feet.
"Buffet style then," she said.
"Sure."
We filled our plates and moved to the table. Seconds after we had seated ourselves a brilliant

flash of light came to us across the water, illuminating the arching dome of the cavern vault like the
ribbed interior of some massive beast that was digesting us.

"You needn't look so apprehensive. You know they can't come in this far."
"Waiting for a thunderclap puts my appetite on hold," I said.



She laughed just as a distant roll of thunder reached us.
"And that makes everything all right?" she asked.
"Yes," I replied, raising my fork.
"Strange, the relatives life gives us," she said.
I looked at her, tried to read her expression, couldn't.
So, "Yes," I said.
She studied me for a moment, but I wasn't giving anything away either.
So, "When you were a child you went monosyllabic as a sign of petulance," she said.
"Yes," I said.
We began eating. There were more flashes out over the still, dark sea.
By light of the last one I thought I caught sight of a distant ship, black sails full-rigged and

bellied.
"You kept your engagement with Mandor earlier?"
"Yes."
"How is he?"
"Fine."
"Something bothering you, Merlin?"
"Many things."
"Tell Mother?"
"What if she's a part of it?"
"I would be disappointed if I were not. Still, how long will you hold the business of the ty'iga

against me? I did what I thought was right. I still think it was."
I nodded and continued chewing. After a time, "You made that clear last cycle," I said.
The waters gave a small sloshing sound. A spectrum drifted across our table, her face.
"Is there something else?" she asked.
"Why don't you tell me?" I said.
I felt her gaze. I met it.
"I don't know what you mean," she answered.
"Are you aware that the Logrus is sentient? And the Pattern?" I said.
"Did Mandor tell you that?" she asked.
"Yes. But I already knew it before he did."
"How?"
"We've been in touch."
"You and the Pattern? You and the Logrus?"
"Both."
"To what end?"
"Manipulation, I'd say. They're engaged in a power struggle. They were asking me to choose

sides."
"Which did you choose?"
"Neither. Why?"
"You should have told me."
"Why?"
"For counsel. Possibly for assistance."
"Against the Powers of the universe? How well connected are you, Mother?"
She smiled.



"It is possible that one such as myself may possess special knowledge of their workings."
"One such as yourself... ?"
"A sorceress of my skills."
"Just how good are you, Mother?"
"I don't think they come much better, Merlin."
"Family is always the last to know, I guess. So why didn't you train me yourself, instead of

sending me off to Suhuy?"
"I'm not a good teacher. I dislike training people."
"You trained Jasra."
She tilted her head to the right and narrowed her eyes.
"Did Mandor tell you that, also?" she asked.
"No.
"Who, then?"
"What difference does it make?"
"Considerable," she replied. "Because I don't believe you knew it the last time we met."
I recalled suddenly that she had said something about Jasra back at Suhuy's, something implying

her familiarity with her, something to which I would ordinarily have risen save that I was driving a
load of animus in a different direction at the time and heading downhill in a thunderstorm with the
brakes making funny noises. I was about to ask her why it mattered when I learned it, when I realized
that she was really asking from whom I'd learned it, because she was concerned with whom I might
have been speaking on such matters since last we'd met. Mentioning Luke's Pattern ghost did not seem
politic, so, "Okay, Mandor let it slip," I said, "and then asked me to forget it."

"In other words," she said, "he expected it to get back to me. Why did he do it just that way? I
wonder. The man is damnably subtle."

"Maybe he did just let it slip."
"Mandor lets nothing slip. Never make him an enemy, son."
"Are we talking about the same person?"
She snapped her fingers.
"Of course," she said. "It was only as a child that you knew him. You went away after that. You

have seen him but a few times since. Yes, he is subtle, insidious, dangerous."
"We've always gotten along well."
"Of course. He never antagonizes without a good reason."
I shrugged and went on eating.
After a time she said, "I daresay he has made similar comments about me."
"I am unable to recall any," I answered.
"Has he been giving you lessons in circumspection, too?"
"No, though I've felt a need to teach myself, of late."
"Surely, you obtained a few in Amber."
"If I did, they were so subtle I didn't notice."
"Well, well. Can it be I need despair of you no more?"
"I doubt it."
"So, what might the Pattern or the Logrus want of you?"
"I already told you-a choice of sides."
"It is that difficult to decide which you prefer?"
"It is that difficult to decide which I dislike less."



"Because they are, as you say, manipulative of people in their struggle for power?"
"Just so."
She laughed. Then, "While it shows the gods as no better than the rest of us," she said, "at least,

it shows them as no worse. See here the sources of human morality. It is still better than none at all. If
these grounds be insufficient for the choosing of sides, then let other considerations rule. You are,
after all, a son of Chaos."

"And Amber," I said.
"You grew up in the Courts."
"And I have dwelled in Amber. My relatives are as numerous there as they are here."
"It is really that close, then?"
"If it were not, it might have simplified matters."
"In that case," she said, "you must turn it around."
"What do you mean?"
"Ask not which appeals the most to you, but which can do the most for you,"
I sipped a fine green tea as the storm rolled nearer. Something splashed within the waters of our

inlet.
"All right," I said, "I'm asking."
She leaned forward and smiled and her eyes darkened. She has always had perfect control of her

face and form, shifting them to suit her moods. She is obviously the same person, but at times she may
choose to appear as little more than a girl, at other times becoming a mature and handsome woman.
Generally, she seems somewhere in between. But now, a certain timeless quality came into her
features-not age so much as the essence of Time-and I realized suddenly that I had never known her
true age. I watched as something like a veil of ancient power came across it.

"The Logrus," she said, "will lead you to greatness."
I continued to stare.
"What sort of greatness?" I asked.
"What sort do you desire?"
"I don't know that I ever wanted greatness, on its own. It seems rather
like wanting to be an engineer, rather than wanting to design something-or wanting to be a

writer, rather than wanting to write. It should be a by-product, not a thing in itself. Otherwise, it's just
an ego trip."

"But if you earn it-if you deserve it-shouldn't you have it?"
"I suppose. But so far I've done nothing"-my eyes fell to a bright circle of light beneath the dark

waters, moving as if running before a storm-"except perhaps for an odd piece of equipment, which
might fall into that category."

"You are young, of course," she said, "and the times for which you were meant to be uniquely
qualified have come sooner than I'd anticipated."

If I were to use magic to summon a cup of coffe, would she resent that? Yes, I believed. She
would. So I decided on a glass of wine. As I poured it and took a sip, I said, "I'm afraid I don't
understand what you're talking about."

She nodded.
"It is hardly something you could learn from introspection," she said slowly, "and no one would

be so rash as to mention the possibility to you."
"What are you talking about, Mother?"
"The throne. To reign in the Courts of Chaos."



"Mandor had sort of suggested I think about it," I said.
"All right. No one, excepting Mandor, would be so rash as to mention it."
"I gather mothers get a certain kick out of seeing their sons do well, but unfortunately you've

named a job for which I lack not only skill, aptitude, and training but also any desire."
She steepled her fingers and regarded me from just above them.
"You are better qualified than you think, and your desires have nothing to do with the matter."
"As an interested party, I must beg to differ with you."
"Even if it were the only way to protect friends and relatives both here and in Amber?"
I took another sip of wine.
"Protect them? Against what?"
"The Pattern is about to try redefining the middle regions of Shadow in its own image. It is

probably strong enough to do it now."
"You were talking of Amber and the Courts, not of Shadow."
"The Logrus will have to resist this incursion. Since it would probably lose in a direct

confrontation with its opposite, it will be forced to employ agents strategically, in a strike against
Amber. The most effective agents would, of course, be champions of the Courts-"

"This is mad!" I said. "There must be a better way!"
"Possibly," she replied. "Accept the throne and you'll be giving the orders."
"I don't know enough."
"You will be briefed, of course."
"What about the proper order of succession?"
"That's not your problem."
"I rather think I'd have an interest in how it's achieved-say, whether I'd owe you or Mandor for

the majority of deaths."
"In that we're both Sawall, the question becomes academic."
"You mean you're cooperating on this?"
"We have our differences," she said, "and I draw the line at any discussion of methods."
I sighed and took another drink. The storm had grown worse over the dark waters. If that strange

light effect beneath their surface were indeed Ghostwheel, I wondered what he was up to. The
lightings were becoming a steady backdrop, the thunder a continuing soundtrack.

"What did you mean," I said, "when you spoke of the times for which I was meant to be uniquely
qualified?"

"The present and the immediate future," she said, "with the conflict that will come."
"No," I responded. "I was referring to the business about my being ‘meant to be uniquely

qualified.' How so?"
It must have been the lightning, for I had never seen her blush before.
"You combine two great bloodlines," she said. "Technically, your father was King of Amber

briefly-between the reign of Oberon and that of Eric"
"Since Oberon was still alive at the time and had not abdicated, neither reign should be

considered valid," I responded. "Random is Oberon's proper successor."
"A case can be made for an implied abdication," she said.
"You prefer that reading, don't you?"
"Of course."
I watched the storm. I swallowed some wine.
"That is why you wished to bear Corwin's child?" I asked.



"The Logrus assured me that such a child would be uniquely qualified to reign here."
"But Dad never really meant that much to you, did he?"
She looked away, out to where the circle of light was now racing toward us, lightnings falling

behind it. "You have no right to ask that question," she said.
"I know that. But it's true, isn't it?"
"You are mistaken. He meant a great deal to me."
"But not in any conventional sense."
"I am not a conventional person."
"I was the result of a breeding experiment. The Logrus selected the mate who would give you-

what?"
The circle of light swam nearer. The storm followed it, coming closer in to the shore than I'd

ever seen one reach here before.
"An ideal Lord of Chaos," she said, "fit to rule."
"Somehow I feel there's more to it than that," I said.
Dodging lightning bolts, the bright circle came up out of the water and flashed across the sand

toward us. If she responded to my last remark, I couldn't hear it. The ensuing thunders were deafening.
The light came onto the decking, paused near to my foot.
"Dad, can you protect me?" Ghost asked in a lull between thunderclaps.
"Rise to my left wrist," I bade.
Dara stared as he found his place, taking on the appearance of Frakir.
In the meantime, the final flash of lightning did not depart, but stood for a time like a sizzling

stalk at the water's edge. Then it collapsed into a ball that hovered in the middle air for several
moments before drifting in our direction. As it came on, its structure began to change.

When it drifted to a position beside our table it had become a bright, pulsing Sign of the Logrus.
"Princess Dara, Prince Merlin," came that awful voice I had last heard on the day of the

confrontation at Amber Castle, "I did not wish to disturb your repast, but that thing you harbor makes
it necessary." A jagged branch of the image was flipped in the direction of my left wrist.

"It's blocking my ability to shift away," Ghost said.
"Give it to me!"
"Why?" I asked.
"That thing has traversed the Logrus," came the words, differing at seeming random in pitch,

volume, accent.
It occurred to me that I might defy it now if I were really as valuable to the Logrus as Dara had

indicated. So, "It's theoretically open to all comers," I responded.
"I am my own law, Merlin, and your Ghostwheel has crossed me before. I'll have it now."
"No," I said, moving my awareness into the spikard, seeking and locating a means of instant

transport to an area where the Pattern ruled. "I'll not surrender my creation so readily."
The brightness of the Sign increased.
At this, Dara was on her feet, moving to interpose herself between it and myself.
"Stay," she said. "We've more important matters tc deal with than vengeance upon a toy. I have

dispatched my cousins Hendrake for the bride of Chaos. If you wish this plan to succeed, I suggest
you assist them."

"I recall your plan for Prince Brand, setting the lady Jasra to snare him. It could not fail, you told
me."

"It brought you closer than you ever came, old Serpent, to the power you desire."



"That is true," it acknowledged.
"And the bearer of the Eye is a simpler being than Jasra."
The Sign slid past her, a tiny sun turning itself into a succession of ideograms.
"Merlin, you will take the throne and serve me when the time comes?"
"I will do what is necessary to redress the balance of power," I replied.
"That is not what I asked! Will you take the throne under the terms I set?"
"If that is what is needed to set things right," I answered.
"This pleases me," it said. "Keep your toy."
Dara moved aside, and it passed near to her before fading.
"Ask him of Luke and Corwin and the new Pattern," it said, and then it was gone.
She turned toward me and stared.
"Pour me a glass of wine," she said.
I did this. She raised it and took a swallow.
"So tell me of Luke and Corwin and the new Pattern," she said.
"Tell me of Jasra and Brand," I countered.
"No. You will go first in this," she said.
"Very well," I said. "It neglected to mention that they were Pattern ghosts. Luke's appeared to me

on the way over here, sent by the Pattern to persuade me to depart this realm. The Logrus sent Lord
Borel's to dispose of Luke."

"Luke being Rinaldo, the son of Jasra and Brand, husband of Coral and King of Kashfa?"
"Very good. Now tell me of all that business at the end. You set Jasra to snare Brand, to guide

him down the path he took?"
"He would have taken it anyhow. He came to the Courts seeking power to further his ends. She

merely made things a little easier for him."
"That's not how it sounded to me. But does that mean my father's curse was not really a factor?"
"No, it helped-in a metaphysical way-making it easier to extend the Black Road to Amber. Why

is it you are still here, when King Rinaldo bade you depart? Is it loyalty to the Courts?"
"I had a date with you for lunch, and it's been a while. Hated to miss it."
She smiled, very slightly, and took a small sip of wine.
"You change the subject well," she stated. "Let us return to it now.
The ghost of Borel dispatched that of Rinaldo, I take it?"
"Not exactly."
"What do you mean?"
"My father's ghost showed up about then and dealt with Borel, permitting us to depart."
"Again? Corwin bested Borel again?" I nodded.
"Neither remembered their first encounter, of course. Their memories only go back to the time of

their recording, and-"
"I understand the principle. Then what happened?"
"We fled," I answered, "and I subsequently came here."
"What did the Logrus mean in referring to the Pattern?"
"My father's ghost was apparently generated them; rather than by the old one."
She sat upright, eyes suddenly wide.
"How do you know this?" she demanded.
"He told me," I answered.
She stared past me then at the now-silent sea. "So the third power is actually taking a part in



things," she mused. "This is fascinating, as well as disconcerting. Damn the man for having drawn it!"
"You really hate him, don't you?" I said.
Her eyes focused again upon my own.
"Let that subject be!" she ordered. "Save for this," she amended a moment later. "Did he give

you any indication as to the new Pattern's allegiance-or its plans? The fact that .it sent him to protect
Luke might be seen as a seconding of the old Pattern's action. On the other hand-either because it was
created by your father, or because it has its own uses for you-I can see it simply as an effort at your
protection. What did he say?"

"That he wanted to get me away from where I was."
She nodded.
"Which he obviously did," she said. "Did he say anything else? Did anything else happen that

might be important?"
"He asked after you."
"Really? And that was all?"
"He had no special message, if that's what you mean."
"I see."
She looked away, was silent for a time. Then, "Those ghosts don't last very long, do they?" she

said.
"No," I replied.
"It's infuriating," she said at last, "to think that, despite everything, he is still able to play a hand

in this."
"He's alive, isn't he, Mother?" I said. "And you know where he is."
"I'm not his keeper, Merlin."
"I think you are."
"It is impertinent to contradict me this way."
"Yet I must," I responded. "I saw him off on his way to the Courts. Certainly, he wanted to be

here with the others for the peace settlement. Even more, though, he must have wanted to see you.
There were so many unanswered questions in his mind-where you came from, why you came to him,
why you parted as you did-"

"Enough!" she cried. "Let it be!"
I ignored her.
"And I know he was here in the Courts. He was seen here. He must have looked you up. What

happened then? What sort of answers did you give him?"
She rose to her feet, glaring at me now.
"That will be all, Merlin," she said. "It seems impossible to conduct a civilized conversation

with you."
"Is he your prisoner, Mother? Do you have him locked away somewhere, someplace where he

can't bother you, can't interfere with your plans?"
She stepped quickly away from the table, almost stumbling.
"Wretched child!" she said. "You're just like him! Why did you have to resemble him so?"
"You're afraid of him, aren't you?" I said, suddenly realizing this could well be the case. "You're

afraid to kill a Prince of Amber, even with the Logrus on your side. You've got him locked away
somewhere, and you're afraid he'll come loose and blow your latest plans. You've been scared for a
long time now because of what you've had to do to keep him out of action."

"Preposterous!" she said, backing away as I rounded the table. There was a look of genuine fear



on her face now. "You're just guessing!" she went on. "He's dead, Merlin! Give up! Leave me alone!
Never mention his name in my presence again! Yes, I hate him! He would have destroyed us all! He
still would, if he could!"

"He is not dead," I stated.
"How can you say that?"
I bit down on the desire to tell her I'd spoken with him, held it back.
"Only the guilty protest so strongly," I said. "He's alive. Where is he?"
She raised her hands, palms inward, and crossed them upon her breast, elbows low. The fear

was gone, the anger was gone. When she spoke again, something like mockery seemed her main
humor: "Then seek him, Merlin. By all means, seek him."

"Where?" I demanded.
"Look for him in the Pit of Chaos."
A flame appeared near her left foot and began orbiting her body in a counterclockwise direction,

spiraling upward, leaving a line of fire to blaze redly behind it. By the time it reached the crown of
her head she was entirely concealed. It went out with a faint whooshing sound then, taking her along
with it.

I moved forward and knelt, feeling the area on which she'd stood. It was a little warm, that's all.
Nice spell. Nobody'd ever taught me that one. Thinking back on it then, I realized that Mom had
always had a flair when it came to entrances and exits.

"Ghost?"
He danced away from my wrist to hover in the air before me.
"Yes?"
"Are you still barred from transporting yourself through Shadow?"
"No," he replied. "That was lifted when the Sign of the Logrus departed. I can travel-in or out of

Shadow. I can provide transportation for you. Would you like me to?"
"Yes. Take me into the gallery upstairs."
"Gallery? I plunged directly from the place of the Logrus into the dark sea, Dad. I'm not quite

sure as to the lay of the land here."
"Never mind," I said. "I'll manage it myself."
I activated the spikard. Energies spiraled from six of its tines, encaging Ghost and myself,

swirling us upward to the place of my desire in the Maze of Art. I tried for a flash of fire as we went,
but had no way of knowing whether I'd achieved it. Makes you wonder how the really good ones get
their practice.
 
 



VII 
I delivered us into that eerie hall that had always been old Sawall's chief delight in the maze. It

was a sculpture garden, with no outside light sources and small base lighting only about the huge
pieces, making it several times darker than my favorite lounge. The floor was uneven-concave,
convex, stepped, ridged-with concavity being the dominant curve. It was difficult to guess at its
dimensions, for it seemed of different size and contour depending upon where one stood. Gramble,
Lord Sawall, had caused it to be constructed without any plane surfaces-and I believe the job
involved some unique shadowmastery.

I stood beside what appeared to be a complicated rigging in the absence of its ship-that, or an
elaborate musical instrument fit to be strummed by Titans-and the light turned the lines to silver,
running like life from darkness to darkness within some half seen frame. Other pieces jutted from
walls and hung like stalactites. As I strolled, what had seemed walls became floor to me. The pieces
that had seemed floored now jutted or depended.

The room changed shape as I went, and a breeze blew through it, causing sighs, hums, buzzes,
chimes. Gramble, my stepfather, had taken a certain delight in this hall, whereas for me it had long
represented an exercise in intrepidity to venture beyond its threshold. As I grew older, however, I,
too, came to enjoy it, partly for the occasional frisson it provided my adolescence. Now, though-now
I just wanted to wander it a few moments, for old times' sake, as I sorted through my thoughts. There
were so damned many of them. Things that had tantalized me for much of my adult life seemed near to
explanation now. I was not happy with all of the possibilities that tumbled through my mind. Still, no
matter which ones came out on top, it would beat ignorance.

"Dad?"
"Yes?"
"What is this place, anyway?" Ghost asked.
"It's a part of the big art collection here at the Ways of Sawall," I explained. "People come from

all over the Courts and nearby Shadow to see it. It was a passion with my stepfather. I spent a lot of
time wandering these halls when I was a kid. There are many hidden ways in this place."

"And this particular room? There's something wrong with it."
"Yes and no," I said. "I guess it depends on what you mean by ‘wrong.'"
"My perceptions are strangely affected just now."
"That is because the space itself is folded in here, like some odd origami figure. The hall is

much larger than it seems. You can wander through many times and witness a different array of
displays on each occasion. There may even be some internal movement involved. I was never sure.
Only Sawall knew for certain."

"I was right. Something's wrong with it."
"I rather like it this way."
I seated myself on a silver stump beside a sprawled silver tree.
"I want to see how it folds," he said at last.
"Go ahead."
As he drifted off, I thought of my recent interview with my mother. I was reminded of everything

Mandor had said or implied, of the conflict between the Pattern and the Logrus, of my father as the
champion of the Pattern and intended king in Amber. Had she known this, known it as fact rather than
speculation? I imagined she could have, for she seemed to enjoy a special relationship with the



Logrus, and it would surely have been aware of its adversary's more prominent decisions. She'd
admitted that she did not love the man. It seemed as if she had sought him for whatever genetic
material had so impressed the Pattern. Had she really been trying to breed a champion for the Logrus?

I chuckled as I considered the result. She had seen me trained well in arms, but I was nowhere
near Dad's league. I'd preferred sorcery, but sorcerers were a dime a dozen in the Courts. Finally,
she'd shipped me off to college on that Shadow Earth the Amberites favor. But a degree in Computer
Science from Berkeley didn't much qualify me to uphold the banner of Chaos against the forces of
Order either. I must have been a disappointment to her.

I thought back to my childhood, to some of the strange adventures for which this place had
served as a point of departure. Gryll and I would come here, Glait slithering at our feet, coiled about
a limb or riding somewhere amid my garments. I would give that odd ululant cry I had learned in a
dream, and sometimes Kergma would join us, come skittering down the folds of darkness, out some
frayed area of twisted space. I was never sure exactly what Kergma was, or even of what gender, for
Kergma was a shapeshifter and flew, crawled, hopped, or ran in a succession of interesting forms.

On an impulse, I voiced that ancient call. Nothing, of course, happened, and I saw it moments
later for what it was: a cry after a vanished childhood, when I had at least felt wanted. Now, now I
was nothing-neither Amberite nor Chaosite, and certainly a disappointment to my relatives on both
sides. I was a failed experiment. I'd never been wanted for myself, but as something that might come
to pass. Suddenly my eyes were moist, and I held back a sob. And I'll never know what sort of mood I
might have worked myself into because I was distracted then.

There came a flare of red light from a point high on the wall to my left. It was in the form of a
small circle about the feet of a human figure.

"Merlin!" called a voice from that direction, and the flames leapt higher. By their light, I saw
that familiar face, reminding me a bit of my own, and I was pleased with the meaning it had just given
to my life, even if that meaning was death.

I raised my left hand above my head and willed a flash of blue light from the spikard.
"Over here, Jurt!" I called, rising to my feet. I began forming the ball of light that was to be his

distraction while I readied the strike that would electrocute him. On reflection, it had seemed the
surest way of taking him out. I'd lost count of the number of attempts he'd made on my life, and I'd
resolved to take the initiative the next time he came calling. Frying his nervous system seemed the
surest way to ice him, despite what the Fountain had done for him. "Over here, Jurt!"

"Merlin! I want to talk!"
"I don't. I've tried it too often, and I've nothing left to say. Come on over and let's get this done-

weapons, hands, magic. I don't care."
He raised both hands, palms outward.
"Truce!" he cried. "It wouldn't be right to do it here in Sawall."
"Don't give me that scruples shit, brother! " I cried, but even as I said it I realized there might be

something to it. I could remember how much the old man's approval had meant to him, and I realized
that he'd hate to do anything to antagonize Dara here on the premises. "What do you want, anyway?"

"To talk. I mean it," he said. "What do I have to do?"
"Meet me over there," I said, casting my ball of light to shine above a familiar object that looked

like a giant house of cards made of glass and aluminum, bouncing light from hundreds of planes.
"All right," came the reply.
I began walking in that direction. I saw him approaching from his, and I angled my course so that

our paths would not intersect. Also, I increased my pace so as to arrive ahead of him.



"No tricks," he called out. "And if we do decide we can only take it to the end, let's go outside."
"Okay."
I entered the structure at a point around the corner from his approach.
Immediately, I encountered six images of myself.
"Why here?" came his voice from somewhere near at hand.
"I don't suppose you ever saw a movie called Lady from Shanghai?"
"No."
"It occurred to me that we could wander around in here and talk, and the place would do a lot to

keep us from hurting each other."
I turned a corner. There were more of me in different places. A few moments later, I heard a

sharp intake of breath from somewhere near at hand. It was followed almost immediately by a
chuckle.

"I begin to understand," I heard him say.
Three steps and another turn. I halted. There were two of him and two of me. He was not looking

at me, though. I reached out slowly toward one of the images. He turned, he saw me. His mouth
opened as he stepped back and vanished.

"What did you want to talk about?" I asked, halting.
"It's hard to know where to begin."
"That's life."
"You upset Dara quite a bit..."
"That was quick. I only left her ten, fifteen minutes ago. You're staying here at Sawall?"
"Yes. And I knew she was having lunch with you. I just saw her briefly a little while ago."
"Well, she didn't make me feel too good either."
I turned another corner and passed through a doorway in time to see him smile faintly.
"She's that way sometimes. I know," he said. "She tells me the Logrus came by for dessert."
"Yes."
"She said it seems to have chosen you for the throne."
I hoped he saw my shrug.
"It seemed that way. I don't want it, though."
"But you said you'd do it."
"Only if there's no other way to restore a certain balance of forces. It's a last resort sort of thing.

It won't come to that, I'm sure."
"But it chose you."
Another shrug.
"Tmer and Tubble precede me."
"That doesn't matter. I'd wanted it, you know."
"I know. Seems a pretty dumb career choice."
Suddenly, he surrounded me.
"It does now," he admitted. "It was getting that way some time, though, before you got

designated. I thought I had the edge each time we met, and each time a came a little closer to killing
me."

"It did keep getting messier."
"That last time-in the church-in Kashfa, I was certain I could finally take you out. Instead, you

damn near did me in."
"Say that Dara or Mandor removed Tmer and Tubble. You knew you'd have to take care of me



yourself, but what about Despil?"
"He'd step aside for me."
"You asked him?"
"No. But I'm sure."
I moved on.
"You always assumed too much, Jurt."
"Maybe you're right," he said, appearing and vanishing again. "Either way, it doesn't matter."
"Why not?"
"I quit. I'm out of the running. The hell with it."
"How come?"
"Even if the Logrus hadn't made its intentions clear, I was beginning to feel nervous. It was not

just that I was afraid you'd kill me either. I got to thinking about myself, and the succession. What if I
made it to the throne? I'm not so sure as I once was that I'm competent to hold it." I turned again,
caught a glimpse of him licking his lips, brows knotted.

"I could mess up the realm severely," he went on, "unless I had good advice. And you know that,
ultimately, it would come from Mandor or Dara. I'd wind up a puppet, wouldn't I?"

"Probably. But you've gotten me very curious. When did you start thinking this way? Might it
coincide with your treatment in the Fountain? What if my interruption made yours closer to the correct
course there?"

"It's possible there's something to that," he said.
"I'm glad now I didn't go the full route. I suspect it might have driven me mad, as it did Brand.

But it may not have been that at all. Or-I don't know."
There was silence as I sidled along a passageway, my puzzled images keeping pace in the

mirrors at either hand.
"She didn't want me to kill you," he finally blurted from somewhere off to my right.
"Julia?"
"Yes."
"How is she?"
"Recovering. Pretty rapidly, actually."
"Is she here at Sawall?"
"Yes."
"Look, I'd like to see her. But if she doesn't want to, I understand. I didn't know it was her when I

stabbed Mask, and I'm sorry."
"She never really wanted to hurt you. Her quarrel was with Jasra. With you, it was an elaborate

game. She wanted to prove she was as good as-maybe better than-you. She wanted to show you what
you'd thrown away."

"Sorry," I muttered.
"Tell me one thing, please," he said. "Did you love her? Did you ever really love her?"
I didn't answer him immediately. After all, I'd asked myself that question many times, and I'd had

to wait for the answer, too.
"Yes," I finally said. "I didn't realize it till it was too late, though. Bad timing on my part."
A little later I asked, "What about you?"
"I'm not going to make the same mistake you did," he replied. "She's what got me to thinking

about all these things..."
"I understand. If she won't see me, tell her that I said I'm sorry-about everything."



There was no reply. I stood still for a time, hoping he'd catch up with me, but he didn't.
Then, "Okay," I called out. "Our duel's ended, so far as I'm concerned."
I began moving again. After a time, I came to an exit and I stepped through it.
He was standing outside, looking up at a massive porcelain face.
"Good," he said.
I drew near.
"There's more," he said, still not looking at me.
"Oh?"
"I think they're stacking the deck," he stated.
"Who? How? What for?"
"Mom and the Logrus," he told me. "To put you on the throne. Who's the bride of the Jewel?"
"I guess that would be Coral. It seems I did hear Dara use that term at some point. Why?"
"I overheard her giving orders last cycle, to some of her Hendrake kin. She's sending a special

team to kidnap this woman and bring her here. I got the impression she's intended as your queen."
"That's ridiculous," I said. "She's married to my friend Luke. She's Queen of Kashfa-"
He shrugged.
"Just telling you what I heard," he said. "It had to do with this balancing of forces thing."
Indeed. I hadn't thought of that possibility, but it made perfect sense. With Coral, the Courts

would automatically obtain the Jewel of Judgment, or the Eye of the Serpent as it was known
hereabout, and that balance would certainly be affected. A loss for Amber, a gain for the Courts. It
could be sufficient to achieve what I wanted, the harmony that might postpone catastrophe
indefinitely.

Too bad I couldn't let it occur. The poor girl had been jerked around too much, because she
happened to be in Amber at the wrong time, because she happened to take a liking to me. I can recall
once feeling philosophical in the abstract and deciding, yes, it would be okay to sacrifice one
innocent for the good of the many. That was back in college, and had something to do with principles.
But Coral was my friend, my cousin, and technically my lover-though under a set of circumstances
that should hardly count; and a quick check of my feelings, so as not to be caught up short again,
indicated that I could fall in love with her. All of which meant that philosophy had lost yet another
round in the real world.

"How long ago did she send these people off, Jurt?"
"I don't know when they left-or even if they've left yet," he replied. "And with the time

differential, they could be gone and back already for that matter."
"True," I said, and, "Shit!"
He turned and looked at me.
"It's important in all sorts of other ways, too, I suppose?" he said.
"It is to her, and she is to me," I answered.
His expression changed to one of puzzlement.
"In that case," he said, "why don't you just let them bring her to you? If you have to take the

throne, it will sweeten things. If you don't, you'll have her with you, anyhow."
"Feelings are hard enough to keep secret, even around non-sorcerers," I said. "She could be used

as a hostage against my behavior."
"Oh. I hate to say this pleases me. What I mean is ... I'm pleased you care about someone else."
I lowered my head. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but I didn't.
Jurt made a little humming noise, as he sometimes had when pondering things as a kid. Then,



"We've got to get her before they do, and move her to someplace safe," he said. "Or take her away
from them if they've already got her."

" ‘We'?"
He smiled, a rare event.
"You know what I've become. I'm tough."
"I hope so," I said. "But you know what'll happen.; if there are any witnesses to say it was a

couple of the Sawall brothers behind this? Most likely a vendetta with Hendrake."
"Even if Dara talked them into it?"
"It'll look like she set them up."
"Okay," he said. "No witnesses."
I could have said that averting vendetta would save a lot of other lives, but that would have

sounded hypocritical even if I didn't mean it that way. Instead, "That power you gained in the
Fountain," I said, "gives you something I've heard referred to as a ‘living Trump' effect. Seems to me
you were able to transport Julia as well as yourself with it."

He nodded.
"Can it get us from here to Kashfa in a hurry?" The distant sound of an enormous gong filled the

air. "I can do anything the cards can do," he said, "and I can take someone along with me. The only
problem is that the Trumps themselves don't have that range. I'd have to take us there in a series of
jumps."

The gong sounded again.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"The noise?" he said. "That's notice that the funeral is about to begin. It can be heard throughout

the Courts."
"Bad timing."
"Maybe, maybe not. It's giving me an idea."
"Tell me about it."
"It's our alibi if we have to take out some Hendrakes."
"How so?"
"The time differential. We go to the funeral and get seen. We slip out, run our errand, come back,

and attend the rest of the service."
"You think the flow will allow that?"
"I think there's a good chance, yes. I've done a lot of jumping around. I'm starting to get a real

feel for flows."
"Then we'll give it a try. The more confusion the better."
Again, the gong.
Red, the color of the fire of life that fills us, is the color of mourning garments in the Courts. I

used the spikard rather than the Sign of the Logrus to summon suitable clothing for myself. I'd a desire
to avoid any commerce, even the most mundane, with that Power, for now.

Jurt then trumped us to his quarters, where he had suitable garments of his own from the last
funeral he'd attended. I'd a small desire to see my old room, too. Sometime, perhaps, when I wasn't
rushed...

We washed up, combed, trimmed, dressed quickly. I took on a changed form then, as did Jurt,
and we went through the ritual again at this level, before garbing ourselves for the occasion. Shirt,
breeches, jacket, cloak, anklets, bracelets, scarf, and bandanna-we looked incendiary. Weapons had
to be left behind. We planned to return for them on the way out.



"Ready?" Jurt asked me.
"Yes."
He caught hold of my arm and we were transported, arriving at the inward edge of the Plaza at

the End of the World, where a blue sky darkened above a conflagration of mourners milling along the
route the procession would take. We passed among them, in hope of being seen by as many as
possible. I was greeted by a few old acquaintances. Unfortunately, most wanted to stop and talk, not
having seen me for some time. Jurt had similar problems. Most also wondered why we were here,
rather than back at the Thelbane, the massive, glassy needle of Chaos far to our rear. Periodically, the
air would vibrate as the gong continued its slow sounding. I felt it in the ground, also, as we were
very near to its home. We made our way slowly across the Plaza, toward the massive pile of black
stone at the very edge of the Pit, its gate an archway of frozen flame, as was its downward stair, each
tread and riser time-barred fire, each railing the same. The rough amphitheater below us was also
fire-furnished, self-illumed, facing the black block at the end of everything, no wall behind it, but the
open emptiness of the Pit and its singularity whence all things came.

No one was entering it yet, and we stood near the gates of fire and looked back along the route
the procession would follow. We nodded to friendly demonic faces, quivered to the note of the gong,
watched the sky darken a little further. Suddenly, my head was filled with a powerful presence.

"Merlin!"
I immediately had an image of Mandor in a changed form, looking down his red-clothed arm,

hand invisible, presumably regarding me through my Trump, wearing the closest thing I'd seen in a
long while to an irritated expression.

"Yes?" I said.
His gaze moved past me. His expression suddenly changed, eyebrows rising, lips parting.
"That's Jurt you're with?" he asked.
"That's right."
"I'd thought you not on the best of terms," he said slowly, "as of our last conversation."
"We agreed to put aside our differences for the funeral."
"While it seems very civilized, I'm not certain how wise it is," he said.
I smiled.
"I know what I'm doing," I told him.
"Really?" he said. "Then why are you at the cathedral rather than here at Thelbane?"
"Nobody told me I was supposed to be at Thelbane."
"Odd," he responded. "Your mother was supposed to have informed both you and Jurt that you

were to be part of the procession."
I shook my head and turned away.
"Jurt, did you know we were to be in the procession?" I asked.
"No," he said. "On the one hand, it makes sense. On the other, there's the black watch, which

might recommend we maintain a low profile. Who's telling you this?"
"Mandor. He says Dara was supposed to let us know."
"She didn't tell me."
"You catch that?" I said to Mandor.
"Yes. It doesn't matter now. Come on through, both of you."
He extended his other hand.
"He wants us now," I said to Jurt. "Damn!" Jurt mouthed, and came forward.
I reached out and clasped Mandor's hand just as Jurt came up and caught hold of my shoulder.



We both moved forward then into the slick and gleaming interior of Thelbane's main hall at ground
level, a study in black, gray, mossy green, deep red, chandeliers like stalactites, fire sculptures about
the walls, scaly hides hung behind them, drifting globes of water in the middle air, creatures
swimming within them. The place was filled with no-tiles, relatives, courtiers, stirring like a field of
flame about the catafalque at the hall's center. The gong sounded again just as Mandor said something
to us.

He waited till the vibrations subsided, then spoke again: "I said Dara hasn't arrived yet. Go pay
your respects, and let Bances assign you places in the procession."

Glancing toward the catafalque, I caught sight of both Tmer and Tubble in the vicinity. Tmer was
talking to Bances, Tubble to someone who had his back turned this way. A horrible thought suddenly
struck me.

"What," I asked, "is the security situation for the procession?"
Mandor smiled.
"There are quite a few guardsmen mixed in with the group here," he said, "and more spotted

along the way. Someone will be watching you every second."
I glanced at Jurt to see whether he'd heard, that. He nodded.
"Thanks."
Keeping my litany of obscenities subvocal, I moved toward the casket, Jurt at my back. The only

way I could think to produce a double would be to talk the Pattern into sending in a ghost of myself to
take my place. But the Logrus would detect the ringer's projected energies in no time. And if I just
left, not only would my absence be noticed, but I'd probably be tracked-possibly by the Logrus itself
once Dara called a conference. Then it would be learned that I'd gone off to thwart the Logrus's
attempt to rebalance order, and the headwaters of Shit Creek are a cruel and treacherous expanse. I
would not make the mistake of fancying myself indispensable.

"How are we going to do this, Merlin?" Jurt said softly as we found our way to the end of the
slow-moving line.

The gong sounded again, causing the chandeliers to vibrate.
"I don't see how we can," I answered. "I think the best I can hope for is to try getting a message

through as I walk along."
"It can't be done by Trump from here," he answered. "Well, maybe under perfect conditions," he

amended, "but not with all these distractions."
I tried to think of some spell, some sending, some agent to serve me in this. Ghost would have

been ideal. Of course; he'd drifted off to explore the spatial asymmetries of the Sculpture Hall. That
could keep him occupied for a long while.

"I could get there pretty quickly," Jurt volunteered, "and with the time differential I might make it
back before anyone noticed."

"And you know exactly two people in Kashfa you might tell," I said. "Luke and Coral. They both
met you in church, when we were trying to kill each other-and you stole Luke's father's sword.
Offhand, I'd say he'd try to kill you on sight and she'd scream for help."

The line advanced somewhat.
"So I don't ask for help," he said.
"Un-uh," I told him. "I know you're tough, but Hendrakes are pros. Also, you'd be faced with a

very uncooperative rescuee in Coral."
"You're a sorcerer," Jurt said. "If we find out who the guards are, couldn't you lay a spell on

them so that they think they see us for this whole affair? Then we disappear and no one's the wiser."



"I've a hunch either Mom or our big brother has laid protective spells on the guards. At such an
ideal time for an assassination, I would. I wouldn't want anyone able to mess with my people's heads
if I were running security here."

We shuffled a little farther along. By leaning to one side and stretching my neck I was able to get
a few glimpses of the wasted demonic form of old Swayvill, resplendently garbed, serpent of red-
gold laid upon his breast, there in the flame-formed coffin, Oberon's ancient nemesis, going to join
him at last.

As I moved nearer, it occurred to me that there was more than one a roach to the problem.
Perhaps I'd dwelled too long among the magically naive. I'd gotten out of the habit of thinking of
magic against magic, of multiple mixed spells. So what if the guards were protected from any fiddling
with their perceptions? Let it be. Find a way to work around it.

The gong sounded again. When the echoes died, Jurt leaned near.
"There's more to it than everything I said," he whispered.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Another reason I came to you back at Sawall was because I was scared," he replied.
"Of what?"
"At least one of them-Mandor or Dara-wants more than a balance, wants a total victory for the

Logrus, for Chaos. I really believe that. It's not just that I don't want to be patty to it. I don't want it to
happen. Now that I can visit Shadow I don't want to see it destroyed. I don't want a victory for either
side. Total control by the Pattern would probably be just as bad."

"How can you be sure one of them really wants this?"
"They tried it before with Brand, didn't they? He was out to destroy all order."
"No," I said. "He planned to destroy the old order, then replace it with his own. He was a

revolutionary, not an anarchist. He was going to create a new Pattern within the Chaos he brought
forth-his own, but still the real thing."

"He was duped. He couldn't have managed a thing like that."
"No way of knowing till he tried, and he didn't get the chance."
"Either way, I'm afraid someone's going to pull the plug on reality. If this kidnapping takes place,

it'll be a big step in that direction. If you can't manage something to cover our absence, I think we
should just go anyway and take our chances."

"Not yet," I said. "Hang on. I'm working something out. How's this sound? I don't locate the
guards and hallucinate them. Instead, I do a transformation. I cause a couple of other people to look
like us. You trump us out as soon as I do. That won't be a hallucination for anyone. Everyone will see
them as us; we can go about our business-and check back if we have to."

"You do it and I'll get us out of here."
"Okay, I'll do it to the two guys in front of us. As soon as I've finished I'll gesture like this," I

said, lowering my left hand from shoulder-height to waist-level, "and we both stoop as if one of us
had dropped something. Then you take us away."

"I'll be ready."
The spikard made it easier than working out a transform spell. It was like a spell processor. I

fed it the two end products, and it ran thousands of variations in a trice and handed me the finished
products-a pair of spells it would have taken me a long while to work out along classical lines. I
raised my hand as I hung them and accessed one of the many power sources the thing commanded off
in Shadow. I fed juice into the constructs, watched the change commence, dropped my hand, and
leaned forward.



There followed a moment's vertigo, and when I straightened we were back in Jurt's apartment. I
laughed and he slapped my shoulder.

Immediately then, we were changing back into our human forms and garments. As soon as that
was done, he caught hold of my arm again and trumped us to Fire Gate. A moment later, and he'd
jumped us again, this time to a mountaintop overlooking a blue valley beneath a green sky. Then
again, to the middle of a high bridge above a deep gorge, the sky putting away stars or taking them on.

"Okay, now," he said, and we stood atop a gray stone wall damp with dew, possibly even the
remains of a v storm. Clouds were taking fire in the east. There was a light breeze out of the south.

This was the wall that surrounded the innermost zone of Jidrash, Luke's capital in Kashfa. There
were four huge buildings below us-including the palace and the Temple of the Unicorn directly across
the Plaza from it-as well as a number of smaller buildings. Diagonally across the way from where we
stood was the wing of the palace from which Gryll had fetched me (how long ago?) from my
rendezvous with the queen. I could even make out the broken shutter of our window amid an expanse
of ivy.

"Over there," I said, gesturing. "That's where I last saw her."
An eyeblink later we stood within the chamber, its only inhabitants.
The place had been straightened, the bed made up. I withdrew my Trumps and shuffled out

Coral's. Staring then till it grew cold, I felt her presence and reached for it.
She was there yet she wasn't. It was the disjointed sense of presence one encounters in dream or

stupor. I passed my hand over the card and ended our tenuous contact.
"What happened?" Jurt asked.
"I think she's drugged," I replied.
"Then it would seem they've already got her," he said. "Any way you can trace her in that state?"
"She could also be in the next building, on medication," I said. "She wasn't well when I left."
"What now?"
"Either way, we've got to talk to Luke," I said, searching for his card.
I reached him in an instant on uncovering it. "Merlin! Where the hell are you?" he asked.
"If you're in the palace, I'm next door," I said.
He rose to his feet from what I now realized to be the edge of a bedstead, and he picked up a

long-sleeved green shirt and drew it on, covering his collection of scars. I thought that I glimpsed
someone in the bed behind him. He muttered something in that direction, but I could not overhear it.

"We've got to talk," he said, running his hand through his rusty hair.
"Bring me through."
"Okay," I said. "But first, you'd better know that my brother Jurt is here."
"Has he got my dad's sword?"
"Uh-No."
"Guess I won't kill him right now," he said, tucking his shirt into his waistband.
Abruptly, he extended his hand. I clasped it. He stepped forward and joined us.

 
 



VIII 
Luke grinned at me, scowled at Jurt.
"Where've you been, anyway?" he asked.
"The Courts of Chaos," I replied. "I was summoned from here at the death of Swayvill. The

funeral's in progress right now. We sneaked away when I learned that Coral was in danger."
"I know that-now," Luke said. "She's gone. Kidnapped, I think."
"When did it happen?"
"Night before last, I'd judge. What do you know of it?"
I glanced at Jurt. "Time differential," he said.
"She represented a chance to pick up a few points," I explained, "in the ongoing game between

the Pattern and the Logrus. So agents of Chaos were sent for her. They wanted her intact, though. She
should be okay."

"What do they want her for?"
"Seems they feel she's specially suited to be queen in Thelbane, what with the Jewel of Judgment

as a piece of her anatomy and all."
"Who's going to be the new king?"
My face felt warm of a sudden.
"Well, the people who came for her had me in mind for the job," I replied.
"Hey, congratulations!" he said. "Now I don't have to be the only one having all this fun."
"What do you mean?"
"This king business ain't worth shit, man. I wish I'd never gotten sucked into the deal in the first

place. Everybody's got a piece of your time, and when they don't someone still has to know where you
are."

"Hell, you were just crowned. Give it a chance to shake down."
" ‘Just'? It's been over a month!"
"Time differential," Jurt repeated.
"Come on. I'll buy you a cup of coffee," Luke said.
"You've got coffee here?"
"I require it, man. This way." He led us out the door, turned left, headed down a stair.
"I had a funny thought," he said, "while you were talking back there-about you reigning, and

Coral a desirable queen. I could get the marriage annulled pretty damn quick, since I'm in charge here.
Now, you want her for your queen and I want that Golden Circle Treaty with Amber. I think I see a
way to make everybody happy."

"It's a lot more complicated than that, Luke. I don't want the job, and it would be very bad for us
if my kinsmen back in the Courts got custody of Coral. I've learned a lot of things recently."

"Such as?" Luke said, opening a postern that let upon a walkway to the rear of the palace.
I glanced back at Jurt.
"He's scared, too," I said. "That's why we're a little more cordial these days."
Jurt nodded.
"It's possible Brand could have been partly victim of a plan originated in the Courts," he said,

"part of an idea that's still alive there."
"We'd better go for the whole breakfast," Luke said. "Let's swing around back and take it in the

kitchen." We followed him down a garden path.



And so we ate and talked as the day brightened about us. Luke insisted I try Coral's Trump again,
which I did with the same result. Then he cursed, nodded, and said,' "Your timing's actually pretty
good. The guys who grabbed her were reported to have taken off along a black trail into the west."

"It figures," I said.
"I've reason to believe they didn't make it back to the Courts with her."
"Oh?"
"I understand these black thoroughfares you guys use are dangerous to outsiders," he observed.

"But I can show you what's left of this one-it's a black pathway now, actually. I'd like to follow it, but
I don't know that I can, get away for long. Also, is there a way to protect me from the trail itself?"

"Just being in our company would keep you from harm as we traveled it," Jurt said.
I stood. The cook and two dishwashers glanced in our direction.
"There is somebody you have to meet, Luke," I told him. "Right now."
"Why not?" he said, rising. "Where is he?"
"Let's take a walk," I said.
"Sure."
We got to our feet, headed back to the servants' door. "So, whether she was a willing

accomplice or a magical time bomb, Mom might have conned Dad into his efforts to take over in
Amber-and, ultimately, to change the world," Luke said.

"Well, I gather he didn't exactly come to her with clean hands," I said.
"True, but I wonder how elaborate his plans really were, to begin with," Luke mused. "This is

the most cheerful thing I've heard all month."
We exited into the little covered walkway that ran along the side of the palace. Luke halted and

looked around.
"Where is he?" he asked.
"Not here," I said. "I just needed a point of departure with no witnesses to say I'd kidnapped the

king."
"Where are we going, Merlin?" Jurt asked, as I swirled a spiral from the center of the spikard,

drawing upon sixteen different power sources.
"Good idea. Kidnap away," Luke was saying as he was caught up along with Jurt.
I used it as I had when I'd transported myself from Amber to Kashfa, forming the target from

memory rather than discovered vision. Only this time there were three of us and a long, long way to
go.

"Have I got a deal for you," I said.
It was like stepping into a kaleidoscope, and passing through about 120 degrees of cubist

fragmentation and reassembly, before emerging on the other side beneath a towering tree, its top lost
in the fog, in the vicinity of a red and white ‘57 Chevy, its radio playing Renbourn's "Nine Maidens."

Luke's ghost emerged from the front seat and stared at the original.
Luke stared back.
"Hi," I said. "Meet each other. You hardly need an introduction, though. You have so much in

common." Jurt stared at the Pattern.
"That's my dad's edition," I said.
"I could have guessed that," Jurt told me. "But what are we doing here?"
"An idea I had. But I thought Corwin would be here, and I might discuss it with him."
"He came back, and he left again," said the resident Luke, overhearing me.
"Did he leave a forwarding address, or say when he might return?"



"Nope."
"Damn! Look, something that got said just a little while ago gave me the idea that you Lukes

might want to change places for a time-if this Pattern could be persuaded to approve some leave."
Luke, whom I decided to continue calling Luke when his ghost was around, brightened suddenly.

I resolved to think of his double as Rinaldo, to keep things sorted.
"It's an experience no man should do without," he said.
"Then why are you so anxious to get away from it?" Rinaldo replied.
"To help Merle find Coral," Luke said. "She's been kidnapped."
"Really? By whom?"
"Agents of Chaos."
"Hm." Rinaldo began to pace. "Okay, you know more about it than I do," he finally said. "If

Corwin gets back soon and the Pattern excuses me, I'll help you any way I can."
"The trail will be getting colder while we wait," Luke observed.
"You don't understand," Rinaldo said. "I've got a job to do here, and I can't just take off-even if

it's to go and be a king somewhere. What I do is more important."
Luke glanced at me.
"He's right," I said. "He's a guardian of the Pattern. On the other hand, nobody's about to hurt

Coral. Why don't Jurt and I pop on back to the Courts for a few minutes, to check on the progress of
the funeral? Corwin might show up while we're about it. I'm sure you two will find something to talk
about."

"Go ahead," Luke told me.
"Yeah," said Rinaldo. "I'd like to know what we've been doing."
I looked at Jurt, who nodded. I went and stood beside him.
"Your turn to drive," I said.
"Back soon," I remarked as we faded into the first jump.
... And so again to the Ways of Sawall, and back into our ruddy garb over demon-form. I also

changed our facial appearance to the nondescript before Jurt returned us to the funeral party, not
wanting a matching set marching along.

The Thelbane proved deserted. A quick check outside, however, showed us the procession,
perhaps a quarter way across the Plaza, halted and in a state of confusion.

"Uh-oh," Jurt remarked. "What should I do?"
"Take us down there," I told him.
Moments later, we were at the outer edge of the crowd. Swayvill's blazing casket had been

lowered to the ground, a guard posted about it. My attention was immediately attracted to a knot of
figures perhaps twenty feet off to the right of it. There was some shouting going on, something lay
upon the ground, and two demonic forms were being held tightly by several others. My stomach
tightened as I saw that the two were the pair I had ensorcelled to resemble Jurt and myself. Both were
protesting something.

As I pushed my way forward, I withdrew my spells, causing the two to revert to their own
appearance. There were more shouts as this occurred, including an "I told you!" from the nearest. The
response to this was a "Yes, they are!" from someone I suddenly realized to be Mandor. He stood
between them and the thing on the ground.

"It was a trick!" Mandor said. "A distraction! Release them!"
I decided the moment was propitious for dropping the spells that masked Jurt and myself.

Glorious confusion! Moments later, Mandor saw me and signaled for me to approach. Jurt, I saw, off



to my right, had stopped to talk to someone he knew.
"Merlin!" he said as soon as I was near. "What do you know of this?"
"Nothing," I said. "I was way to the rear, with Jurt. I don't even know what happened."
"Someone gave two of the security guards your appearance and Jurt's. This was obviously

intended to create confusion when the assassin struck. They rushed forward insisting they were
guards. Obviously, they weren't. Clever-especially with you and Jurt on their black watch list."

"I see," I agreed, wondering whether I had helped an assassin to escape. "Who got hit?"
"Tmer, with a very professional dagger stroke," he explained, left eyelid twitching. A faint

wink? Meaning? "And he was gone in an instant."
Four mourners, having made a stretcher of cloaks, raised the fallen body. After they'd moved

only a few paces with it, I saw another knot of people beyond them.
Seeing my puzzled expression, Mandor glanced back.
"More security," he said. "They're surrounding Tubble. I think I'll order him out of here for now.

You and Jurt, too. You can come to the temple later. I'll see that security's even heavier there."
"Okay," I said. "Is Dara here?" He glanced about.
"I haven't seen her. Don't now, either. You'd better go."
I nodded. As I turned away, I saw a half-familiar face off to my right.
She was tall and dark-eyed, shifting from a swirl of multicolored jewels to a swaying flowerlike

form, and she had been staring at me. I had been trying to recall her name earlier, and had failed.
Seeing her brought it back, though. I approached her.

"I have to leave for a time," I said. "But I wanted to say hello, Gilva."
"You do remember. I was wondering."
"Of course."
"How are you, Merlin?"
I sighed. She smiled her way into furry, half-human solidity.
"Me, too," she said. "I'll be so glad when this is all settled."
"Yes. Listen, I want to see you for several reasons. When would be a good time?"
"Why, anytime after the funeral, I guess. What about?"
"No time now. Mandor's giving me angry looks. See you later."
"Yes. Later, Merlin."
I hurried back to Jurt and caught him by the elbow. "We're ordered to leave," I said. "Security

reasons."
"All right." He turned to the man he'd been talking with. "Thanks. I'll see you later," he told him.
The world slipped away. A new one dawned: Jurt's apartment, our clothes strewn about it.
"Good timing for us. Bad for Tmer," he remarked.
"True."
"How's it feel to be number two?" he asked as we changed again-both clothing and form.
"It advances your case, too," I said.
"I've a feeling he died on your account, brother, not mine."
"I hope not," I said.
He laughed.
"It's between Tubble and you."
"If it were, I'd be dead already," I said. "If you're right, it's really between Sawall and

Chanicut."
"Wouldn't it be funny, Merlin, if I were sticking with you because it's the safest place to be just



now?" he asked. "I'm sure our guards and assassins are better than Chanicut's. Supposing I'm just
waiting, saving my final effort till Tubble's out of the way? Then, trusting me and all, you turn your
back-Coronation!"

I looked at him. He was smiling, but he also seemed to be studying me.
I was about to say, "You can have it, without the trouble," in a joking way. But I wondered just

then: Even in jest, if it were a choice between the two of us ... It occurred to me that if we were the
only options, this was a circumstance under which I'd agree to take the throne. I'd resolved to give
him the benefit of the doubt, to meet him more than halfway. But I couldn't help it. For all his
conciliatory talk and apparent cooperation, a lifelong habit is a hard thing to break. I couldn't bring
myself to trust him anymore than I had to.

"Tell it to the Logrus," I said.
A look of fear-the widening of the eyes, the shifting of the gaze downward, a small forward

tightening of the shoulders-then, "You really do have an understanding with it, don't you?" he asked.
"There seems to be an understanding, but it only works one way," I said.
"What do you mean?"
"I'm not about to help either side wreck our world."
"Sounds like you're prepared to double-cross the Logrus."
I raised a finger to my lips.
"It must be your Amber blood," he said then. "I've been told they're all a little crazy."
"Maybe so," I said.
"Sounds like something your father would do."
"What do you know of him?"
"You know, everybody has a favorite Amber story."
"Nobody around here ever told any to me."
"Of course not-considering."
"Me being a half breed and all?" I said.
He shrugged. Then, "Well, yes."
I pulled on my boots.
"Whatever you're doing with that new Pattern," he said, "it probably won't make the old one too

happy."
"Doubtless you're right," I agreed.
"So you won't be able to run to it for protection if the Logrus is after you."
"I guess not."
"... And if they're both after you, the new one won't be able to stand against them."
"You think they'd really get together on anything?"
"Hard to say. You're playing a wild game. I hope you know what you're doing."
"Me, too," I said, rising. "My turn."
I unwound the spikard at a level I'd never attempted before, and I got us there in a single jump.
Luke and Rinaldo were still talking. I could tell them apart by their garments. Corwin was

nowhere in sight. Both waved as we made our appearance.
"How's everything in the Courts?" Luke asked.
"Chaotic," Jurt replied. "How long have we been away?"
"Six hours, I'd guess," Rinaldo replied.
"No sign of Corwin?" I asked.
"No," Luke said. "But in the meantime, we've worked out a deal with each other-and Rinaldo's



been in touch with the Pattern here. It will release him and continue his maintenance as soon as
Corwin returns."

"Regarding that ..." Jurt said.
"Yes?" Rinaldo asked. ‘"
"I'll stay here and cover for Rinaldo while you go find the lady with the glass eye."
"Why?" Rinaldo asked.
"Because you'll do a better job together and I'll feel a lot safer here than I would most other

places."
"I'd have to see whether that's acceptable," Rinaldo said.
"Do it," said Jurt.
He moved off toward the Pattern. I searched the fog in all directions, hoping to see my father

returning. Jurt studied the car, its radio now playing a Bruce Dunlap number from "Los Animales."
"If your father comes back and relieves me," Jurt said, "I'll return to the funeral and make

excuses for you if you're not there. If you get back and I'm not there, you do the same. All right?"
"Yes," I said, wisps of mist rising like smoke between us. "And whichever of us is free first and

has something worth saying ..."
"Yes," he agreed. "I'll come looking if you don't get to me."
"Didn't happen to pick up my sword while you were back in the Courts, did you?" Luke asked.
"Didn't have time," Jurt replied.
"Next time you're back, I wish you'd make time."
"I will, I will," Jurt said.
Rinaldo moved away from the Pattern, returned to us. "You're hired," he said to Jurt. "Come

with me. There's a spring I want to show you, and a store of food, some weapons."
Luke turned and watched them move off to our left.
"I'm sorry," he said softly, "but I still don't trust him."
"Don't be sorry. I don't either. I've known him too long. But we have better reasons for trusting

each other now than we've had for a long time."
"I'm wondering whether it was wise to let him know where this Pattern is, and now to leave him

alone with it."
"I'm pretty sure the Pattern knows what it's doing, and that it can take care of itself."
He raised a pair of crossed fingers.
"I'd've argued against it," he said, "save that I need my double."
When they returned, a deejay's baritone suddenly rolled forth, saying,
"It all goes to show, timing is everything. Road conditions are fine. It is a good day for travel."

Immediately, there followed a drum solo I'd have sworn was something I once heard Random play.
"You're on duty as of now," Rinaldo said to Jurt. To us, he nodded.
"Anytime."
I caught us up with the spikard and spun us back to Kashfa, bringing us into Jidrash near twilight,

to the same wall-top vantage I had enjoyed earlier with my brother.
"And so at last," Rinaldo said, looking out over the town.
"Yes," Luke replied. "It's all yours-for a time." Then, "Merle, how's about jumping us to my

apartment?"
I turned to the west where clouds had gone orange, glanced upward to where several hung

purple.
"Before we do that, Luke," I said, "I'd like to use what daylight's left for a look at that black



trail."
He nodded.
"Good idea. Okay, take us over there."
His gesture indicated a hilly area to the southwest. I caught us up and spikarded us to it, creating

a verb for which I felt a need in the same act.
Such is the power of Chaos.
Arriving on a small hilltop, we followed Luke down its far side.
"Over this way," he said.
Long shadows lay all about us, but there is a difference between their dimness and the blackness

of a travel-thread from the Courts.
"It was right here," Luke finally said when we came to a place between a pair of boulders.
I moved forward into the area but I felt nothing special.
"You sure this is the place?" I asked.
"Yes."
I advanced another ten paces, twenty.
"If this is really where it was, it's gone now," I told him. "Of course ... I wonder how long we've

been ‘ away?"
Luke snapped his fingers.
"Timing," he observed. "Take us back to my apartments."
We kissed the day good-bye as I sent forth a lead and opened our way through the wall of dark.

We stepped through into the room I had occupied earlier with Coral.
"Close enough?" I asked. "I'm not sure where your rooms are."
"Come on," he said, taking us out, to the left and down the stair.
"Time to consult the resident expert. Merle, do something about this guy's appearance. Too much

of a good thing might cause comment."
It was easy, and the first time I'd made anyone look like the big portrait of Oberon back home.
Luke knocked on a door before entering. Somewhere beyond it, a familiar voice spoke his name.
"I have some friends with me," he said.
"Bring them in," came her reply.
He opened the door and did so.
"Both of you know Nayda," Luke announced. "Nayda, this is my double. Let's call him Rinaldo

and me Luke while we're together. He's going to run things for me here while Merle and I are off
looking for your sister."

I changed Rinaldo back then, in response to her puzzled look.
She had on black trousers and an emerald blouse, her hair bound back by a matching green scarf.

She smiled as she greeted us, and when she regarded me she touched her lips lightly, almost casually,
with a fingertip. I nodded immediately.

"I trust you are recovered from any misadventures in Amber," I said. "You were, of course, there
at a bad time."

"Of course," she responded. "Fully recovered, thank you. Kind of you to ask. Thanks, too, for the
recent directions. It was you, I take it, who spirited Luke away these two days past?"

"It's really been that long?" I said.
"It has, sir."
"Sorry about that, my dear," Luke said, squeezing her hand and looking long into her eyes.
"That explains why the trail's faded," I said.



Rinaldo seized her hand and kissed it, while executing an elaborate bow.
"Amazing how much you've changed from the girl I knew," he stated.
"Oh?"
"I share Luke's memories as well as his appearance," he explained.
"‘I could tell there was something not quite human about you," she remarked. "I see you as a man

whose very blood is fire."
"And how might you see that?" he inquired.
"She has her means," Luke said, "though I thought it only a psychic bond with her sister.

Apparently it goes somewhat further."
She nodded.
"Speaking of which, I hope you can use it to help us track her," he continued. "With the trail gone

and a drug or a spell barring a Trump call, we'll be needing assistance."
"Yes," she answered, "though she is in no danger at the moment."
"Good," he said. "In that case, I'll order us all food and set to briefing this good-looking fellow

on what's going on in Kashfa these days."
"Luke," I said. "It sounds like an ideal time for me to head back to the Courts for the rest of the

funeral."
"How long would you be gone, Merle?"
"I don't know," I replied.
"Back by morning, I trust?"
"Me, too. What if I'm not, though?"
"I've a feeling I should go looking without you."
"Try reaching me first, though."
"Sure. See you later."
I drew my cloak of space about me, shrugging Kashfa away. When I opened it again I was back

in Jurt's quarters at Sawall.
.I stretched, I yawned. I did a quick turn about the room, making certain I was alone. I unfastened

my cloak and tossed it upon the bed. I paced as I unbuttoned my shirt.
Halt. What was it? Also, where?
I retraced a few paces. I had never spent a great deal of time in my younger brother's rooms, but

I would have recalled what I was feeling.
There was a chair and table in the corner formed by the wall and an armoire of dark, almost

black wood. Kneeling on the chair and reaching over the table, I could feel it-the presence of a way,
not quite strong enough for transport, though. Ergo...

I moved off to my right, opened the armoire. It had to be inside, of course. I wondered how
recently he had installed it. I also felt slightly funny about poking about in his quarters this way. Still,
he owed me for a lot of misery and inconvenience. A few confidences and a little cooperation hardly
cleaned the slate. I hadn't learned to trust him yet, and it was possible he was setting me up for
something. Good manners, I decided, would have to be sacrificed to prudence.

I pushed garments aside, making a way clear to the back of the thing. I could feel it strongly. A
final shove at the garments, a quick shuffle to the rear, and I was at the focus. I let it take me away.

Once there was a forward yielding, the pressure of the garments at my back gave me a small
push. That, plus the fact that someone (Jurt, himself?) had done a sloppy shadowmastering job
resulting in mismatched floor levels, sent me sprawling as I achieved destination.

At least, I didn't land in a pit full of sharpened stakes or acid. Or the lair of some half-starved



beast. No, it was a green-tiled floor, and I caught myself as I fell. And from the flickering light all
about me I guessed there was a mess of candles burning.

Even before I looked up I was sure they'd all be green.
Nor was I incorrect. About that or anything else. The setup was similar to that of my father, with

a groined vault containing a light source superior to the candles. Only there was no painting above
this altar. This one featured a stained-glass window, lots of green in it, and a little red.

Its principal was Brand.
I rose and crossed to it. Lying upon it, drawn a few inches from its sheath, was Werewindle.
I reached out and took hold of it, my first impulse being to bear it away with me for eventual

restoration to Luke. Then I hesitated. It wasn't something I could wear to a funeral. If I took it now I'd
have to hide it somewhere, and it was already well-hidden right here. I let my hand rest upon it,
though, as I thought. It contained a similar feeling of power to that which Grayswandir bore, only
somehow brighter, less tragedy-touched and brooding. Ironic. It seemed an ideal blade for a hero.

I looked about. There was a book on a reading stand off to my left, a pentagram upon the floor
behind me, worked in different shades of green, a smell-as of a recent wood fire-hung in the air. Idly,
I wondered what I might find if I were to knock a hole in the wall. Was this chapel located upon a
mountaintop? Beneath a lake? Underground? Was it drifting somewhere in the heavens?

What did it represent? It looked to be religious in nature. And Benedict, Corwin, and Brand
were the three I knew about. Were they admired, respected-venerated-by certain of my countrymen
and relatives? Or were these hidden chapels somehow more sinister?

I removed my hand from Werewindle, stepped to the vicinity of the pentagram.
My Logrus vision revealed nothing untoward, but an intense scan with the spikard detected the

residue of a long-removed magical operation. The traces were too faint to tell me anything of its
nature, however. While it seemed possible I might probe further after this and come up with a clearer
picture, I also realized I hadn't the time such an operation would require.

Reluctantly, I retreated to the vicinity of the way. Could these places have been used to try to
influence the individuals involved?

I shook my head. This was something I would have to save for another day. I located the way
and gave myself to it.

I stumbled on my return, also.
Catching hold of the frame with one hand, I seized a garment with another, kept myself upright,

straightened, and stepped out. Then I shifted the clothing back into place and shut the doors.
I stripped quickly, altering my form as I was about it, and I donned my mourning garb once

again. I felt some activity in the vicinity of the spikard, and for the first time I caught it drawing upon
one of the many sources it commanded to alter its shape, accommodating the changing size of my
finger. It had obviously done this several times before, though this was the first time I had noted the
process. This was interesting, in that it showed the device capable of acting independent of my will.

I didn't really know what the thing was, what its origin might have been. I kept it because it
represented a considerable source of power, an acceptable substitute for the use of the Logrus, which
I now feared. But as I watched it change shape to remain snug upon my changing finger, I wondered.
What if it were somehow boobytrapped to turn upon me at exactly the wrong moment?

I turned it a couple of times upon my finger. I moved into it with my mind, knowing this to be an
exercise in futility. It would take ages for me to run down each line to its source, to check out hidden
spells along the way. It was like taking a trip through a Swiss watch-custom-made. I was impressed
both with the beauty of its design, and with the enormous amount of work that had gone into its



creation. It could easily possess hidden imperatives that would only respond to special sets of
circumstances. Yet It had done nothing untoward, yet. And the alternative was the Logrus. It struck me
as a genuine instance of the preferability of the devil one didn't know.

Growling, I adjusted my apparel, focused my attention on the Temple of the Serpent, and bade
the spikard deliver me near its entrance. It performed as smoothly and gently as if I had never doubted
it, as if I had not discovered in it yet another cause for paranoia.

And for a time, I simply stood outside the doors of frozen flame, there at the great Cathedral of
the Serpent at the outer edge of the Plaza at the End of the World, situated exactly at the Rim, opened
to the Pit itself- where, on a good day, one can view the creation of the universe, or its ending-and I
watched the stars swarm through space that folded and unfolded like the petals of flowers; and as if
my life were about to change, my thoughts returned to California and school, of sailing the Sunburst
with Luke and Gail and Julia, of sitting with my father near the end of the war, of riding with Vinta
Bayle through the wine country to the east of Amber, of a long, brisk afternoon spent showing Coral
about the town, of the strange encounters of that day; and I turned. and raised my scaly hand, stared
past it at the spire of Thelbane, and "they cease not fighting, east and west, on the marches of my
breast," I thought. How long, how long ... ?-irony, as usual, a three-to-one favorite whenever
sentimentality makes its move.

Turning again, I went in to see the last of the King of Chaos.



IX 
Down, down into the pile, into the great slag heap, window onto the ends of time and space,

where nothing is to be seen at the end, I went, between walls forever afire, never burnt down,
walking in one of my bodies toward the sound of a voice reading from the Book of the Serpent Hung
upon the Tree of Matter, and at length came into the grotto that backed upon blackness, widening
semicircles of red-clad mourners facing the reader and the grand catafalque beside which he stood,
Swayvill clearly in view within it, half-covered with red flowers dropped by mourners, red tapers
flickering against the Pit, but a few paces behind them; across the rear of the chamber then, listening
to Bances of Amblerash, High Priest of the Serpent, his words sounding as if spoken beside me, for
the acoustics of Chaos are good; finding a seat in an otherwise empty arc, where anyone looking back
would be certain to notice me; seeking familiar faces, finding Dara, Tubble, and Mandor seated in
frontal positions that indicated they were to assist Bances in sliding the casket past the edge into
forever when the time came; and in my divided heart I recalled the last funeral I had attended before
this.

Caine's, back in Amber, beside the sea, and I thought again of Bloom and the way the mind
wanders on these occasions.

I sought about me. Jurt was nowhere in sight. Gilva of Hendrake was only a couple of rows
below me. I shifted my gaze to the deep blackness beyond the Rim. It was almost as if I were looking
down, rather than out-if such terms had any real meaning in that place. Occasionally, I would
perceive darting points of light or rolling masses. It served me as a kind of Rorschach for a time, and
I half-dozed before the prospect of dark butterflies, clouds, pairs of faces I sat upright with a small
start, wondering what had broken my reverie.

The silence, it was. Bances had stopped reading.
I was about to lean forward and whisper something to Gilva when Bances began the

Consignment. I was startled to discover that I recalled all of the appropriate responses.
As the chanting swelled and focused, I saw Mandor get to his feet, and Dara, and Tubble. They

moved forward, joining Bances about the casket-Dara and Mandor at its foot, Tubble and Bances at
its head. Service assistants rose from their section and began snuffing candles, until only the large
one, at the Rim, behind Bances, still flickered. At this point we all stood.

The ever-eerie light of flame mosaics, worked into the walls at either hand, granted additional
illumination to the extent that I could detect the movement below when the chanting ceased.

The four figures stooped slightly, presumably taking hold of the casket's handles. They
straightened then and moved toward the Rim. An assistant advanced and stood beside the candle just
as they passed it, ready to snuff the final flame as Swayvill's remains were consigned to Chaos.

A half dozen paces remained... Three. Two... Bances and Tubble knelt at the verge, positioning
the casket within a groove in the stone floor, Bances intoning a final bit of ritual the while, Dara and
Mandor remaining standing.

The prayer finished, I heard a curse. Mandor seemed jerked forward.
Dara stumbled away to the side. I heard a clank as the casket hit the floor. The assistant's hand

had already been moving, and the candle went out at that moment. There followed a skidding sound as
the casket moved forward, more curses, a shadowy figure retreating from the Rim...

Then came a wail. A bulky outline fell and was gone. The wail diminished, diminished,
diminished...



I raised my left fist, caused the spikard to create a globe of white light as a bubble pipe does a
bubble. It was about three feet in diameter when I released it to drift overhead. Suddenly, the place
was filled with babbling. Others of sorcerous background having exercised their favorite illumination
spells at about the same time I had, the temple was now over-illuminated from dozens of point-
sources.

Squinting, I saw Bances, Mandor, and Dara in converse near the Rim.
Tubble and the remains of Swayvill were no longer with us.
My fellow mourners were already moving. I did, too, realizing that my time here was now

extremely limited. I stepped down over the empty row, moved to the right, touched Gilva's still
humanized shoulder. "Merlin!" she said, turning quickly. "Tubble-went over-didn't he?"

"Sure looked that way," I said.
"What will happen now?"
"I've got to leave," I said, "fast!"
"Why?"
"Somebody's going to start thinking about the succession in a few moments, and I'm going to be

smothered with protection," I told her. "I can't have that, not just now."
"Why not?"
"No time to go into that. But I'd wanted to talk to you. May I borrow you now?"
There were milling bodies all about us.
"Of course-sir," she said, apparently having just thought about the succession.
"Cut that out," I said, spikard spiraling the energies that caught us and took us away.
I brought us to the forest of metal trees, and Gilva kept hold of my arm and looked about her.
"Lord, what is this place?" she asked.
"I'd rather not say," I replied, "for reasons that will become apparent in a moment. I only had one

question for you the last time I spoke with you. But now I have two, and this place figures in one of
them, in a way, besides being fairly deserted most of the time."

"Ask," she said, moving to face me. "I'll try to help. If it's important, though, I may not be the best
person-"

"Yes, it's important. But I haven't time to make an appointment with Belissa. It concerns my
father, Corwin."

"Yes?"
"It was he who slew Borel of Hendrake in the war at Patternfall."
"So I understand," she said.
"After the war, he joined the royal party that came here to the Courts to work out the Treaty."
"Yes," she said. "I know that."
"He disappeared shortly thereafter, and no one seemed to know where he'd gotten off to. For a

time, I thought he might be dead. Later, however, I received indications that he was not, but rather
was imprisoned somewhere. Can you tell me anything about this?"

She turned away suddenly.
"I am offended," she said, "by what I believe you imply."
"I'm sorry," I said, "but I had to ask."
"Ours is an honorable House," she said. "We accept the fortunes of war. When the fighting is

ended, we put it all behind us."
"I apologize," I said. "We're even related, you know, on my mother's side."
"Yes, I know," she said, turning away. "Will that be all, Prince Merlin?"



"Yes," I answered. "Where shall I send you?"
She was silent for a moment, then, "You said there were two questions," she stated.
"Forget it. I changed my mind about the second one."
She turned back.
"Why? Why should I forget it? Because I maintain my family's honor?"
"No, because I believe you."
"And?"
"I'll trouble someone else for an opinion."
"Do you mean it's dangerous, and you've decided against asking me?"
"I don't understand it, so it could be dangerous."
"Do you want to offend me again?"
"Heaven forbid!"
"Ask me your question."
"I'll have to show you."
"Do it."
"Even if it means climbing a tree?"
"Whatever it means."
"Follow me."
So I led her to the tree and climbed it, an enormously simple feat in my present form. She was

right behind me.
"There's a way up here," I said. "I'm about to let it take me. Give me a few seconds to move

aside."
I moved a little farther upward and was transported. Stepping aside, I surveyed the chapel

quickly. Nothing seemed changed.
Then Gilva was at my side. I heard a sharp intake of breath.
"Oh, my! " she said.
"I know what I'm looking at," I said, "but I don't know what I'm seeing, if you follow me."
"It is a shrine," she said, "dedicated to the spirit of a member of the royal house of Amber."
"Yes, it's my father Corwin," I agreed. "That's what I'm looking at. But what am I seeing? Why

should there be such a thing here in the Courts, anyway?"
She moved forward slowly, studying Dad's altar.
"I might as well tell you," I added, "that this is not the only such shrine I've seen since my

return."
She reached out and touched the hilt of Grayswandir. Searching beneath the altar, she found a

supply of candles. Removing a silver one and screwing it into the socket of one of a number of
holders, she lit it from one of the others and placed it near Grayswandir. She muttered something
while she was about it, but I did not make out the words.

When she turned back to me again she was smiling. "We both grew up here," I said. "How is it
that you seem to know all about this when I don't?"

"The answer is fairly simple, Lord," she told me. "You departed right after the war, to seek an
education in other lands. This is a sign of something that came to pass in your absence."

She reached out, took hold of my arm, led me to a bench.
"Nobody thought we would actually lose that war," she said, "though it had long been argued that

Amber would be a formidable adversary." We seated ourselves. "Afterward, there was considerable
unrest," she continued, "over the policies that had led to it and the treaty that followed it. No single



house or grouping could hope for a deposition against the royal coalition, though. You know the
conservatism of the Rim Lords. It would take much, much more to unite a majority against the Crown.
Instead, their discontent took another form. There grew up a brisk trade in Amber memorabilia from
the war. People became fascinated by our conquerors. Biographical studies of Amber's royal family
sold very well. Something like a cult began to take shape. Private chapels such as this began to
appear, dedicated to a particular Amberite whose virtues appealed to someone."

She paused, studying my face.
"It smacked too much of a religion," she went on then, "and for time out of mind the Way of the

Serpent had been the only significant religion in the Courts. So Swayvill outlawed the Amber cult as
heretical, for obvious political reasons. That proved a mistake. Had he done nothing it might have
passed quickly. I don't really know, of course. But outlawing it drove it underground, made people
take it more seriously as a rebellious thing. I've no idea how many cult chapels there are among the
Houses, but that's obviously what this is."

"Fascinating sociological phenomenon," I said, "and your cult figure is Benedict."
She laughed.
"That wouldn't have been hard to guess," she said.
"Actually, I had the chapel described to me by my brother Mandor. He claimed to have

wandered into it at a party at Hendrake, not knowing what it was."
She chuckled.
"He must have been testing you," she said. "The practice has been common knowledge for a long

while: And I happen to know he's a cultist himself."
"Really? How do you know this?"
"He made no secret of it in the old days, before the general proscription."
"And who might his personal patron be?" I said.
"The Princess Fiona," she replied.
Curiouser and curiouser...
"You've actually seen his chapel to her?" I asked.
"Yes. Before the ban it was not uncommon to have your friends over for a service whenever you

were feeling particularly disgruntled with royal policy."
"And after the ban?"
"Everyone claimed publicly that their shrines had been destroyed. Many were simply relocated,

I think, up hidden ways."
"And the business of having friends over for services?"
"I'd guess it would depend on how good a friend you're talking about. I don't really know how

organized the Amber cult is." She gestured widely. "A place like this is illegal, though. Good thing I
don't know where we are."

"I guess so," I said. "What about the relationship between the cult figure and the real thing? I'd
say that Mandor really does have a thing about Fiona. He's met her, you know, and I've been present
and seen it. Someone else I know stole something belonging to his-patron?-and keeps it in his shrine.
And that"- I rose, crossed the altar, and picked up Corwin's sword-‘ ‘is the real thing. I'd seen
Grayswandir close-up, touched it, held it. This is it. But what I'm getting at is that my father is
missing, and the last time I saw him he was wearing that blade. Would it be in keeping with the tenets
of this cult to keep your patron prisoner?"

"I never heard of such a thing," she said. "But I don't see why not. It is really the spirit of the
person that is being venerated. There is no reason the person could not be imprisoned."



"Or dead?"
"Or dead," she agreed.
"Then fascinating as all this is," I said, turning away from the altar, "it doesn't really help me to

find my father."
I moved back to her, across what must have been a representation of Amber, stylized as the

pattern on a Caucasian rug, there in the dark and light tile, the Chaotic one far off to my right.
"You would have to ask the person responsible for his blade's being there," she said, rising.
"I already asked the person I believed responsible. The response was not satisfactory."
I took her arm to steer her back toward the way to the tree, and she was suddenly standing very

close.
"I would like to serve our next king any way I might," she said. "Though I may not normally

speak for our House, I am certain Hendrake would agree to help you bring pressure upon the person
responsible."

"Thanks," I said as we embraced. Her scales were cool. Her fangs would have shredded my
human ear, but it was only a nibble in demon-form. "I will talk to you again if I need help along those
lines."

"Talk to me again, anyway."
It was good to hold and be held for a time, and that is what we did, till I saw a shadow move in

the vicinity of the way.
"Masster Merlin."
"Glait!"
"Yess. I ssaw you come thiss way. Manform, demonform, grown or ssmall, I know you."
"Merlin, what is it?" Gilva asked.
"An old friend," I told her. "Glait, meet Gilva. And vice versa."
"Pleassed. I came to warn you that ssomeone approachess."
"Who?"
"Princess Dara."
"Oh, dear!" Gilva remarked.
"You suspect where we are," I said to her. "Keep it to yourself."
"I value my head, Lord. What do we do now?"
"Glait, to me," I said, kneeling and extending an arm. She flowed up it and made herself

comfortable. I rose and caught hold of Gilva with the other. I sent my will into the spikard.
Then I hesitated
I didn't know where the hell we were-really, physically, in terms of geography. A way can

deliver you next door, or somewhere thousands of miles distant from its point of origin, or
somewhere off in Shadow. It would take a while to have the spikard figure where we were and then
work out the way back, if we were going to bypass the way. Too long, I was certain.

I could simply use it to render us invisible. But I feared my mother's sorcerous sensitivity would
be sufficient to detect our presence at levels beyond the visual.

I faced the nearest wall and extended my senses past it on a line of the spikard's force. We were
not underwater or drifting on a sea of lava or quicksand. We seemed to be in a wooded spot.

So I walked toward the wall and passed us through it when we got there.
Several paces later, in the midst of a shaded glade, I looked back and beheld a grassy hillside,

with no singing coming from beneath it. We stood under a blue sky, orange sun nearing its top. There
were bird and insect sounds about us.



"Marrow!" Glait exclaimed, unwound herself from my arm and vanished into the gasses.
"Don't stay away long!" I hissed, trying to keep my voice low; and I led Gilva away from the

hill.
"Merlin," she said, "I'm frightened at what I've learned."
"I won't tell anyone if you won't," I said. "If you'd like, I can even remove these memories before

I send you back to the funeral."
"No, let me keep them. I can even wish there were more."
"I'll figure our location and get you back before you're missed."
"I'll wait with you while your friend hunts."
I half expected her to continue, "... in case I never see you again," what with the near

skateboarding of Tmer and Tubble off this ever-mortal helix. But no, she was a demure and well-bred
battle-maid-with over thirty notches on the haft of her broadsword, I later learned-and she was above
stating the distasteful obvious in the presence of her possible future liege.

When Glait returned after an appropriate time, I said, "Thanks, Gilva. I'm going to send you back
to the funeral now. If anyone saw us together and wants to know where I am, tell them I said I was
going into hiding."

"If you do need a place to hide ..."
"Talk to you sometime later perhaps," I said, and I sent her back to the temple at the edge of

everything.
"Good vermin," Glait remarked, as I commenced my shift human-ward. (It's always easier that

way for me than the demon-shift.)
"I'd like to send you back to Sawall's sculpture garden," I said.
"Why there, Masster Merlin?"
"To wait for a time, to see whether you behold a sentient circle of light. And if you do, to

address it as Ghostwheel and tell it to come to me."
"Where shall I tell it to sseek you?"
"That I do not know, but it is good at that sort of thing."
"Then ssend me. And if you are not eaten by ssomething bigger, come tell me your sstory one

night."
"I shall."
It was the work of but a moment to hang the serpent back in her tree.
I've never been sure when she's joking, reptilian humor being more than a little strange.
I summoned fresh garments and garbed myself in gray and purple. Fetched me blades long and

short then, also. I wondered what my mother might have been up to in her chapel, but decided against
trying to spy on her. I raised the spikard and regarded it for a moment, then lowered it. It seemed
possibly counterproductive to transport myself to Kashfa when I was uncertain how much time had
passed and whether Luke was actually still there. I took out my Trumps, which I had had along in my
mourning garb, uncased them.

I located Luke's, focused upon it. Before too long it went cold and I felt Luke's presence.
"Yes?" he said. "That you, Merle?" at about the same time as his image swam and altered,

causing me to see him mounted and riding through a part-blasted, part-normal countryside.
"Yeah," I answered. "I gather you're no longer in Kashfa."
"Right," he said. "Where're you?"
"Somewhere in Shadow. How's about yourself?"
"Damned if I know for sure," he responded. "We've been following this black path for days-and



I can only say ‘somewhere in Shadow,' too."
"0h, you located it?"
"Nayda did. I didn't see anything, but she just led me on. Eventually, the trail got clear to me.

Hell of a tracker, that gal."
"She's with you now?"
"That's right. She says we're gaining on them, too."
"Better bring me through then."
"Come ahead."
He extended a hand. I reached forward, clasped it, took a step, released his hand, began walking

beside him, a pack horse to the rear.
"Hi, Nayda!" I called, to where she rode at his other side. A grim figure was mounted upon a

black horse ahead and to her right.
She smiled.
"Merlin," she said. "Hello."
"How about Merle?" I said.
"If you wish."
The figure on the dark horse turned and regarded me.
I halted a death strike that ran from reflex to the spikard so fast that it scared me. The air

between us was smudged and filled with a screeching note, as of a car grabbing pavement to avert
collision.

He was a big, blond-haired son of a bitch, and he had on a yellow shirt and black trousers, black
boots, lots of cutlery. The medallion of the Lion rending the Unicorn bounced upon his broad chest.
Every time I'd seen or heard of the man, he'd been about something nasty, damn near killing Luke on
one occasion. He was a mercenary, a Robin Hood figure out of Eregnor, and a sworn enemy of
Amber-illegitimate son of her late liege Oberon. I believed there was a price on his head within the
Golden Circle. On the other hand, he and Luke had been buddies for years, and Luke swore he wasn't
all that bad. He was my uncle Dalt, and I'd a feeling that if he moved too quickly the flexing of his
muscles would shred his shirt.

"... And you remember my military adviser, Dalt," Luke said.
"I remember," I stated.
Dalt stared at the black lines in the air that faded, smoke-like, between us. He actually smiled

then, a little.
"Merlin," he said, "son of Amber, Prince of Chaos, the man who dug my grave."
"What's this?" Luke asked.
"A little conversational gambit," I replied. "You've a good memory, Dalt-for faces."
He chuckled.
"Hard to forget something like a grave opening itself," he said. "But I've no quarrel with you,

Merlin."
"Nor I you-now," I said.
He grunted then and I grunted back and considered us introduced. I turned back toward Luke.
"Is the path itself giving you any trouble?" I asked.
"No," he replied. "It's nothing at all like those stories I'd heard about the Black Road. It looks a

little bleak at times, but nothing's really threatened us." He glanced downward and chuckled. "Of
course it's only a few yards wide," he added, "and this is the broadest it's been, so far."

"Still," I said, opening my senses and studying its emanations with my Logrus sight, "I'd think



something might have threatened."
"I guess we've been lucky," he said.
Again, Nayda laughed, and I felt foolish. The presence of a ty'iga would count as surely as my

own in offsetting the dire effects of a Chaos roadway in the realm of Order.
"Guess you had a little luck coming," I said.
"You're going to need a horse, Merle," he said then.
"I suppose you're right," I agreed.
I was afraid to use Logrus magic and call attention to my location. Still, I had already learned

that the spikard could be used in a similar fashion, and I entered it with my will, extended, extended,
made contact, summoned...

"It'll be along any minute," I said. "Did you say something about our gaining on them?"
"That's what Nayda tells me," he explained. "She has an amazing rapport with her sister-not to

mention a high sensitivity to this pathway itself.
"Knows a lot about demons, too," he added.
"Oh, are we likely to encounter any?" I asked her.
"It was demon-formed warriors from the Courts who abducted Coral," she said. "They seem

headed toward a tower up ahead."
"How far ahead?" I asked.
"Hard to say, since we're cutting through Shadow," she answered.
The trail, which consisted of blackened grasses and which produced the same effect on any tree

or shrub that so much as overhung it, wound its way through a hilly area now; and as I stepped onto
and off of it I noted that it seemed brighter and warmer each time I departed. It had reached this point
now after having been virtually undetectable in the vicinity of Kashfa-an index of how far we were
into the realm of the Logrus.

A little past the next bending of the trail, I heard a whinny from off to the right.
"Excuse me," I said. "Delivery time," and I departed the trail and entered a grove of oval-leafed

trees.
Snorting and stamping sounds reached me from ahead, and I followed them down shaded ways.

"Wait up!" Luke called. "We shouldn't separate."
But the wood was fairly dense, not at all easy going for someone on horseback, so I hollered

back, "Don't worry!" and plunged ahead.
... And that, of course, was why he was there.
Fully saddled and bridled, his reins tangled in the dense foliage, he was cursing in horse-talk,

shaking his head from side to side, pawing at the earth. I halted stared.
I may have given the impression that I would rather pull on a pair of Adidas and jog through

Shadow than plunge through on the back of a beast driven half-mad by the changes going on about it.
Or ride a bicycle. Or hop through on a pogo stick.

Nor would this impression be incorrect. It is not that I don't know how to drive the things. It is
just that I'd never been particularly fond of them. Admitted, I never had the use of one of those wonder
horses, such as Julian's Morgenstern, Dad's Star, or Benedict's Glemdenning, which stood to mortal
horses in terms of life span, strength, and endurance as did Amberites to the inhabitants of most
shadows.

I looked all about, but could detect no injured rider...
"Merlin!" I heard Luke call, but my attention was nearer at hand. I advanced slowly, not wanting

to upset him further. "Are you all right?"



I had simply put in an order for a horse. Any old hay burner would have served, for purposes of
keeping up with my companions.

I found myself looking at an absolutely lovely animal-black and orange-striped like a tiger. In
this, he resembled Glemdenning with his red and black striping. In that I didn't know where
Benedict's mount came from either, I was glad to let it be the place of magic.

I advanced slowly.
"Merle! Anything wrong?"
I didn't want to shout back a reply and frighten the poor beast. I placed my hand gently upon his

neck.
"It's okay," I said. "I like you. I'll undo it and we'll be friends, all right?"
I took my time untangling the reins, using my other hand to massage his neck and shoulders.

When he was free he did not pull away, but seemed to study me.
"Come on," I said, taking up the reins, "this way."
I led him back the way I had come, talking the while. I realized by the rime we emerged that I

actually liked him. I met Luke about then, a blade in his hand.
"My God!" he said. "No wonder it took you so long! You stopped to paint it!"
"You like, huh?"
"You ever want to get rid of that one, I'll make you a good offer."
"I don't think I'll be getting rid of him," I said.
"What's his name?"
"Tiger," I said without premeditation, and then I mounted.
We headed back to the trail, where even Dalt eyed my mount with something like pleasure.

Nayda reached out and stroked the black and orange mane.
"Now we may be able to make it in time," she said, "if we hurry."
I mounted, and I guided Tiger over onto the trail. I anticipated all manner of reactions to the trail,

as I recalled from my father's story the possibly intimidating effects of the thing upon animals. It didn't
seem to bother him, though, and I released the breath I hadn't realized I was holding.

"In time for what?" I asked as we found a formation-Luke in the lead, Dalt behind him and to the
right, Nayda to the left of the trail, rear, me to her right and somewhat back.

"I cannot tell for certain," she said, "because she is still sedated. However, I do know that she is
no longer being moved; and I have the impression that her abductors have taken refuge in the tower,
where the trail is much wider."

"Hm," I said. "You wouldn't have happened to notice the rate of change in width per unit of
distance traveled on this trail, would you?"

"I was in liberal arts," she said, smiling. "Remember."
She turned suddenly then, glancing in Luke's direction. He was still an entire horse's length

ahead, eyes front-though he had looked back moments before.
"Damn you!" she said softly. "Being with you both this way gets me to thinking about school.

Then I start talking that way-"
"In English," I said.
"Did I say that in English?"
"Yes."
"Shit! Help me if you catch me at it, will you?"
"Of course," I said. "It seems to show you'd enjoyed it somewhat, despite its being a job Dara'd

laid on you. And you're probably the only ty'iga with a degree from Berkeley."



"Yes, I enjoyed it-confused as I was over which of you was which. Those were the happiest
days in my life, with you and Luke, back in school. For years I tried to learn your mothers' names so
I'd know who I was supposed to be protecting. You were both so cagey, though."

"It's in the genes, I guess," I observed. "I enjoyed your company as Vinta Bayle-appreciated your
protection as others, too."

"I suffered," she said, "when Luke began his yearly attempts on your life. If he were the son of
Dara I was supposed to protect, it shouldn't have mattered. But it did. I was already very fond of both
of you. All I could tell was that you were both of the blood of Amber. I didn't want either of you
harmed. The hardest thing was when you went away, and I was sure Luke had lured you into the
mountains of New Mexico to kill you. By then, I suspected very strongly that you were the one, but I
was not certain. I was in love with Luke, I had taken over the body of Dan Martinez, and I was
carrying a pistol. I followed you everywhere I could, knowing that if he tried to harm you the geas I
was under would force me to shoot the man I loved."

"You shot first, though. We were just standing talking, by the side of the road. He shot back in
self-defense."

"I know. But everything seemed to indicate that you were in peril. He'd taken you to a perfect
spot for an execution, at an ideal time-"

"No," I said. "Your shot went wide, and you left yourself open for what followed."
"I don't understand what you're saying."
"You solved the problem of possibly having to shoot Luke by setting up a situation where he shot

you."
"I couldn't do that, under a geas."
"Maybe not consciously," I said. "So something stronger than the geas found a way."
"You really believe that?"
"Yes, and it's all right for you to admit it now. You're released from the geas. My mother told

me. You told me-I think."
She nodded. "I don't know exactly when it came undone, or how," she said. "But it's gone-though

I'd still try to protect you if something threatened. It's good that you and Luke are really friends, and-"
"So why the secret?" I interrupted. "Why not just tell him you were Gail? Surprise the hell out of

him-pleasantly."
"You don't understand," she said. "He broke up with me, remember? Now I've another chance.

It's like it was, all over again. He-likes me a lot. I'm afraid to say, ‘I'm really the girl you once broke
up with.' It might get him to thinking of all the reasons why, and make him decide he was right the first
time."

"That's silly," I said. "I don't know what reasons he gave. He never told me about it. Just said
there'd been an argument. But I'm sure they were specious. I know he liked you. I'm sure he really
broke up with you because he was a son of Amber about to come home on some very nasty business,
and there was no room for what he thought was a normal shadow girl in the picture. You'd played
your part too well."

"Is that why you broke up with Julia?" she asked.
"No," I said.
"Sorry."
I noticed the black trail had widened about a foot since we'd begun talking. I was in the market

for a mathematical problem just then.



X 
And so we rode-six paces along a city street, amid the blare of horns, our black way edged by

skid marks; a quarter mile along a black sand beach, beside a soft green sea, stirring palms to our left;
across a tarnished snowfield; beneath a bridge of stone, our way a dead and blackened streambed;
then to prairie; back to wooded way-and Tiger never flinched, even when Dalt put a booted foot
through a windshield and broke off an antenna.

The way continued to widen, to perhaps twice its width when I had first come upon it. Stark
trees were more common within it now, standing like photographic negatives of their bright mates but
a few feet off the trail. While the leaves and branches of these latter were regularly stirred, we felt no
wind at all. The sounds of our voices, of our mounts' hooves-came somehow muted now, also. Our
entire course had a constant, wavery twilight atmosphere to it, no matter that a few paces away-which
brief excursion we essayed many times-it might be high noon or midnight. Dead-looking birds were
perched within the blackened trees, though they seemed on occasion to move, and the raspy, croaking
sounds that sometimes came to us may well have been theirs.

At one time, a fire raged to our right; at another, we seemed to be passing near the foot of a
glacier on the left. Our trail continued to widen-nothing like the great Black Road Corwin had
described to me from the days of the war, but big enough now for us all to ride abreast.

"Luke," I said, after a time.
"Yeah?" he answered, from my left. Nayda rode to my right now, and Dalt to her right. "What's

up?"
"I don't want to be king."
"Me neither," he said. "How hard they pushing you?"
"I'm afraid they're going to grab me and crown me if I go back. Everybody in my way died

suddenly. They really plan to stick me on the throne, to marry me to Coral-"
"Uh-huh," he said, "and I've two questions about it. First, will it work?"
"The Logrus seems to think it will, at least for a time-which is all politics is about, anyhow."
"Second," he said, "if you feel about the place the way I feel about Kashfa, you're not going to let

it go to hell if you can help it-even if it means some personal misery. You don't want to take the
throne, though, so you must have worked out some alternative remedy. What is it?"

I nodded as the trail turned sharply to the left and headed uphill.
Something small and dark scuttled across our path.
"I've a notion-not even a full idea," I said, "which I want to discuss with my father."
"Tall order," he said. "You know for sure that he's even alive?"
"I talked to him not all that long ago-very briefly. He's a prisoner, somewhere. All I know for

sure is that it's somewhere in the vicinity of the Courts-because I can reach him by Trump from there,
but nowhere else."

"Tell me about this communication," he said.
And so I did, black bird and all.
"Sounds like busting him out's going to be tricky," he said. "And you think your mom's behind

it?"
"Yep."
"I thought I was the only one with these maternal problems. But it figures, seeing as yours trained

mine."



"How come we turned out so normal?" I said.
He just stared at me for several seconds. Then he started to laugh.
"Well, I feel normal," I said.
"Of course," he said quickly then, "and that's what counts. Tell me, if it came to an out-and-out

crossing of powers, do you think you could beat Dara?"
"Hard to say," I told him. "I'm stronger now than I ever was before, because of the spikard. But

I'm beginning to believe she's very good."
"What the hell's a spikard?" So I told him that story, too.
"That's why you were so flashy back in the church when you were fighting with Jurt?" he said.
"That's right."
"Let's see it."
I tried to pull it off, but it wouldn't pass the knuckle.
So I simply extended my hand. Luke reached for it. His fingers halted a couple of inches above

it.
"It's holding me off, Merle. Protective little devil."
"Hell," I said, "I'm not a shapeshifter for nothing." I took hold of it then, slimmed my finger

suddenly, and slid it off. "Here."
He held it in the palm of his left hand as we bounced along, regarding it through narrowed eyes.

Suddenly, I felt dizzy. Withdrawal symptoms from the thing? I forced myself upright, reversed my
breathing, refused to let it show.

"Heavy," Luke said at last. "I can feel the power there. Other things, too. It won't let me in,
though."

I reached for it and he drew his hand away.
"I can feel it in the air all around us," he said. "Merle, this thing lays a spell on anybody who

wears it.
I shrugged.
"Yes," I said. "A benign one, though. It's done nothing to harm me, and it's helped me a number

of times."
"But can you trust anything that came to you in such an odd way-almost by trickery, caused you to

abandon Frakir when she tried to warn you about it, and for all you know has been influencing your
behavior ever since you put it on?"

"I admit to a kind of disorientation at first," I said, "but I think that was just in the way of
accommodation to the levels of voltage it draws. I've been back to normal for some time now."

"How can you tell for sure? Maybe it's brainwashed you."
"Do I seem brainwashed to you?"
"No. I was just trying to say that I wouldn't completely trust anything with such questionable

credentials."
"Well taken," I agreed, holding forth my hand. "But so far the benefits have outweighed any

hypothetical dangers. Consider me warned, and I'll take my chances."
He handed it back.
"If I think it's making you act weird I'm going to hit you over the head and pull it off, though."
"Fair enough," I said, slipping it back on. Immediately, I felt a rush of energy throughout my

system as the lines of control were reestablished.
"If you're not sure you can force the information out of your mother," he said, "how do you

propose finding Corwin and freeing him?"



"Several things suggest themselves," I said. "The simplest way may be a foot in the door
technique. That is, I'd open all of the channels on the spikard and go for another Trump contact. As
soon as there's any sort of opening I'd just push ahead with full force, jamming any spells that try to
stop me and burning them out."

"Sounds as if it could be dangerous."
"I can't think of any way to go about this that wouldn't be."
"Then why haven't you tried it?"
"It only occurred to me recently, and I haven't had the time since then."
"However you go about it, you're going to need some help," he said. "So count me in."
"Thanks, Luke. I-"
"Now, about the king business," he said. "What happens if you simply refuse to take the throne?

Who's next in line?"
"It's a bit tangled when you come to Sawall," I said. "By rights, Mandor should be first in line of

succession from our House. He'd removed himself from the line years ago, though."
"Why?"
"I believe he claimed he was unfit to rule."
"No offense, Merle. But he seems like the only one of you who is fit for the job."
"Oh, without a doubt," I responded. "Most of the Houses have someone like him, though. There's

usually a nominal head and a de facto one, someone for show and someone for scheming. Mandor
likes the climate behind the scenes."

"Sounds as if your House has two," he said.
"I'm not really clear on it," I said. "I don't know Dara's status right now in her father's House-

Helgram-or her mother's-Hendrake. But it might be worth a power struggle within Sawall if that's
where the next king is coming from. Still, the more I learn of Mandor the more intimidating such a
struggle would seem. I'd guess they're cooperating."

"I take it you're next in line, and then Jurt?"
"Actually, our brother Despil is next after me. Jurt said that Despil would probably step aside

for him, but I think that was wishful thinking. I'm not at all sure he would. Anyhow, Jurt says now that
he isn't interested."

"Ha! I think he's just taking a different approach. You whipped him too many times, and he's
trying to get in good with you. Hope that spikard can protect your back."

"I don't know," I said. "I'd like to believe him. He spent a lot of time making sure that it wouldn't
be easy, though."

"Supposing you all decline. Who's next?"
"I'm not certain," I said, "but I think it would go to Hendrake then."
"Damn," Luke said. "It's as twisted a place as Amber, isn't it?"
"Neither one's twisted, exactly. Just a little complicated, till you've learned the ropes."
"What say I just listen, and you fill me in on everything that you haven't so far?"
"Good idea."
So I talked for a long while, breaking to summon food and water. We halted twice during that

time, causing me to realize just how tired I had become. And briefing Luke reminded me yet again that
I should be telling all of this to Random. But if I got in touch and tried it I was certain he would order
me back to Amber. And I couldn't disobey a direct order from the king, even if I was almost his
opposite number.

"We're getting nearer," Nayda announced somewhat later, and I noted that our roadway had



widened even more, almost to the point she'd described. I drew a jolt of energy into my system,
digested it, and kept going.

Shortly thereafter, she remarked, "Much nearer."
"Like just around the corner?" Luke asked.
"Could be," she answered. "I can't be more precise, the condition she's in."
But a little later, we heard distant shouts.
Luke drew rein.
"Something about a tower," he said.
She nodded.
"Were they heading for it, holing up in it, or defending themselves there?"
"All of the above," she said. "I understand now. Her captors were pursued, headed for a place of

refuge, reached it, are there now."
"How come you're suddenly that precise?"
She gave me a quick look that I took as a request for an explanation other than ty'iga powers.
"I was using the spikard," I offered, "trying to see whether I could give her a clearer vision."
"Good," Luke said. "Can you boost it even more, so we can see what we're up against?"
"I can try," I said, narrowing my eyes at her in inquiry. She responded with a very slight nod.
I wasn't certain how to go about it, so I just fed her energy in the way of that jolt I'd given myself

a while back.
"Yes," she said after a few moments, "Coral and her captors-six of them, I believe-have taken

refuge in a tower near here. They are under attack."
"How large is the party of attackers?" Luke asked.
"Small," she said. "Quite small. I can't give you a number."
"Let's go and see," Luke said, and he led the way,: Dalt behind him.
"Three or four," Nayda whispered to me, "but they're Pattern ghosts. That's probably all it can

maintain this far from home, on a Black Road."
"Ouch," I said. "This makes it tricky."
"How so?"
"It means I have relatives on both sides."
"It also looks as if Amber's ghosts and the Court's demons are only agents, and that it's really a

confrontation between the Logrus and the Pattern."
"Damn! Of course!" I said. "It could easily escalate into another of those. I'm going to have to

warn Luke what we're riding into."
"You can't! Not without telling him what I am!"
"I'll tell him I learned it myself-that I had a sudden insight into a new spell."
"But what then? Which side are you on? What do we do?"
"Neither," I said. "We're on our own, and against both of them."
"You're crazy! There's no place you can hide, Merle! The Powers divide the universe between

them!"
"Luke! " I cried. "I just probed ahead, learned the attackers are Pattern ghosts!"
"You don't say?" he called back. "Think we should be taking their side? It's probably better for

the Pattern to take her back than for the Courts to get her, wouldn't you think?"
"She shouldn't be used that way," I said. "Let's take her away from both of them."
"I agree with your feelings," he stated. "But what if we succeed? I don't really care to be struck

by a meteor or transported to the bottom of the nearest ocean."



"As near as I can tell, the spikard doesn't draw its power from the Pattern or the Logrus. Its
sources are scattered through Shadow."

"So? I'm sure it's not a match for either one, let alone both."
"No, but I can use it to start an evasion course. They'll be getting in each other's way if they

decide to pursue us."
"But eventually they'd find us, wouldn't they?"
"Maybe, maybe not," I said. "I have some ideas, but we're running out of time."
"Dalt, did you hear all that?" Luke asked.
"I did," Dalt replied.
"If you want out, now's your chance."
"And miss an opportunity to twist the Unicorn's tail?" he said. "Keep riding!"
We did, and the shouts grew louder as we raced ahead. There was a certain timeless feeling to

it, though-with the muffled sounds and the dimness-as if we had always been riding here and always
would be....

Then we rounded a bend and I saw the top of the tower in the distance, heard more shouts. We
slowed as we came to the next turn, advancing more cautiously, working our way through a small
stand of black saplings.

Finally, we halted, dismounted, worked our way forward on foot. We pushed aside the final
screening branches and looked down a slight slope to a blackened, sandy plain beside a three-story
gray tower with slit windows and a narrow entranceway. It took a while to sort out the tableau at its
base.

There were two demon-formed individuals standing to either side of the tower's entrance. They
were armed and their attention seemed focused upon the contest taking place on the sands before
them. Familiar figures stood at the far end of this impromptu arena and at either side: Benedict
stroked his chin, expressionless; Eric hunkered and smiled; Caine juggled, flipped, palmed, and
passed a dagger, reflexively, through some private routine, an expression of amused fascination on his
face. From the tower's top, I suddenly noted, two horned demons leaned forward, their gazes as intent
as those of Amber's Pattern ghosts.

At the circle's center Gerard faced a demon-formed son of Hendrake, of his own height and
greater girth. It looked to be Chinaway himself, who was said to have a collection of over two
hundred skulls of those he'd dispatched. I preferred Gerard's collection of a thousand or so mugs,
steins, and drinking horns, but your ghost will walk, you lover of trees, in an English lane, if you
know what I mean.

Both were stripped to the waist, and from the scuffed-up condition of the sands about them I
guessed they had been at it for some time. Chinaway tried to trip Gerard just then, who caught his arm
and head as he stepped behind him, and sent him cartwheeling away. The demon lord came up on his
feet, however, and immediately advanced once again, arms extended, hands weaving a sinuous
pattern before him. Gerard simply waited in a ready position. Chinaway stabbed taloned fingers
toward Gerard's eyes and hooked a blow against his rib cage. Gerard caught hold of his shoulder,
however, as Chinaway dropped and caught him about the thigh.

"Let's wait," Dalt said softly. "I want to watch." Luke and I both nodded as Gerard locked
Chinaway's head and Chinaway wrapped his other arm about Gerard's waist. Then they simply stood
there, muscles bulging beneath two hides, one pale and smooth, the other red and scaly. Their lungs
worked like bellows.

"I assume the thing's been dragging out," Luke whispered, "and they decided to settle it champion



against champion."
"Looks that way," I said.
"Coral must be inside then, wouldn't you think?"
"Wait a minute."
I ran a quick probe into the structure, locating two people within. I nodded then.
"Her and a single guard, I'd say."
Gerard and Chinaway still stood like statues.
"Now might be the best time to grab Coral," Luke said, "while everybody's watching the fight."
"You're probably right," I told him. "Let me see whether I can make myself invisible. That might

simplify matters."
"Okay," he said about a quarter minute later. "Whatever you did just then worked. You're gone."
"Indeed I am," I said. "Back in a bit."
"How will you get her out?"
"I'll decide after I've reached her. Just be ready."
I moved slowly, careful not to scuff the sand. I skirted the circle, passing behind Caine. I

approached the door to the tower, soundless, checking about me constantly. Gerard and Chinaway
still stood exactly as they had been, locked, and applying enormous pressures to each other.

I passed between the guards, entering the dim interior of the tower. It consisted of a single round
room with a bare earth floor, stone pedestals beneath each slit window. A ladder led up to the second
floor through a hole in the ceiling. Coral lay upon a blanket to my left; the individual who was
ostensibly guarding her stood upon a pedestal, watching the fight through the nearest window.

I moved nearer, knelt, caught up her left wrist and felt her pulse. It was strong and steady. I
decided against trying to awaken her, though. Instead, I wrapped the blanket around her, raised her in
my arms, and stood.

I was about to try extending the invisibility spell to include her when the watcher at the window
turned. I must have made some noise in moving her.

For a moment, the guard stared at the sight of his prisoner drifting below him. Then he opened
his mouth, as if to give alarm-leaving me with small choice but to shock his nervous system into
insensibility with a charge from my ring.

Unfortunately, there was a rattle of arms as he fell from his pedestal to the floor. Almost
immediately, I heard a cry from overhead; followed by sounds of rapid movement.

Turning, I hurried to the door. I had to slow and turn because of its narrowness. I wasn't certain
what the guards outside would think when a comatose Coral drifted by, but I didn't want to be trapped
inside. Peering ahead, I saw that Gerard and Chinaway seemed in the same position as before.
Seconds later, however, as I turned my body and took my first sidling step, there came a sudden,
sharp twisting movement from Gerard, followed immediately by a sound like that of a snapping stick.

Gerard let his arms fall and stood erect. The body of Chinaway hit the ground at his side, neck at
an unnatural angle. Eric and Caine applauded. The two guards beside the door moved forward.
Behind me, within, the ladder rattled at the other side of the room. I heard a cry from that direction.

Two more steps and I turned, headed left. The outside guards were rushing toward their fallen
champion. A half dozen paces, and there were more cries at my back, as my pursuers exited the
tower; and there were human cries as well, from the killing circle.

I knew that I couldn't outrun any of them, carrying my burden; and all that motor activity
interfered with my concentration to the point where I was incapable of performing magical
operations.



So I dropped to my knees, lowering Coral to the ground before me, turned without even rising,
and extended my left fist, plunging my mind deep within the ring, calling for extreme measures to halt
the pair of Hendrake commandos who were only a few paces away now, edged weapons ready to
pierce and to slash.

... And then they were caught up in the midst of flames. I think they screamed, but there was a lot
of noise just then. Two paces more, perhaps, and they fell, blackened and twitching, before me. My
hand was shaking, from its proximity to the powers that caused this; and I hadn't time, even, to think or
to feel as I swung toward the sandy place of the recent contest and whatever might be coming at me
from that direction.

One of the two guards who had rushed forward lay smoldering on the ground at Eric's feet.
Another-who had apparently attacked Caine-clutched at the knife in his gullet, fires spreading
outward, downward, upward, from his throat, as he sank slowly, then toppled to the rear.

Immediately, Caine, Eric, and Benedict turned to stare at me. Gerard, having just drawn on a
blue shirt, was buckling his swordbelt in place. He turned, too, just as Caine said, "And who, sir, are
you?"

"Merlin," I replied, "son of Corwin." Caine actually looked startled.
"Does Corwin have a son?" he asked the others. Eric shrugged and Gerard said, "I don't know."

But Benedict studied me.
"There is a resemblance," he said.
"True," Caine agreed. "All right, boy. Even if you are Corwin's son, that woman you're making

off with belongs to us. We just won her fair and square off these well-done Chaosites."
With that, he began walking toward me. A moment later, Eric joined him. Then Gerard fell into

step behind them. I didn't want to harm them, even if they were only ghosts, so I gestured and a line
was drawn in the sand before them. Immediately, it caught fire.

They halted.
Suddenly, a huge figure appeared at my left. It was Dalt, a naked blade in his hand. A moment

later, Luke was there. Then Nayda. The four of us faced the four of them, across the fire.
"She's ours now," Dalt said, and he took a single step forward.
"You are mistaken," came the reply, and Eric crossed the line, drawing his weapon.
Dalt was a couple of inches taller than Eric, and he had a longer reach. He moved forward

immediately. I expected some kind of cut from that big blade he carried, but he went in for a point-
attack. Eric, using a lighter weapon, sidestepped and came in under his arm. Dalt dropped the point of
his blade, moved to his left, and parried it. The two weapons were suited for very different styles-
Eric's being at the heaviest end of the rapier class, Dalt's at the lighter end of broadsword. Dalt's
could be a single-handed weapon for a big-enough, strong-enough guy. I'd have had to use it two-
handed myself. Dalt tried an upward cut just then, of the sort a Japanese swordsman would refer to as
kiriage. Eric simply stepped back and tried for a wrist cut as it passed him. Dalt suddenly moved his
left hand to the haft and executed a blinding two-handed cut of the sort known as naname giri. Eric
continued to circle, trying for the wrist yet again.

Suddenly, Dalt opened his right hand and let it drift back, as his right foot performed a huge
semicircular step to his rear and his left arm moved forward, leaving him in a left-handed European
en garde position, from which that massive arm and matching blade immediately extended,
performing an inside beat upon Eric's blade followed by a lunge. Eric parried as his right foot
crossed behind his left and he sprang backward. Even so, I saw a spark as his guard was creased. He
feinted in sixte, however, dropped his point beneath the parry that followed, extended his arm in



quatre; raised himself and his blade into something resembling a stop-thrust targeting the left shoulder
as the parry crossed, turned his wrist, and slashed Dalt across the left forearm.

Caine applauded, but Dalt simply brought his hands together and separated them again, executing
a little hopstep as he did so, leaving him in a right en garde position. Eric drew circles in the air with
the point of his weapon and smiled.

"Cute little dance routine you have there," he said.
Then Eric lunged, was parried, retreated, sidestepped, threw a front kick at Dalt's kneecap,

missed, then moved with perfect timing as Dalt attempted a head cut. Switching to the Japanese
himself, he spun in to the larger man's right, a maneuver I'd seen in a kumatchi exercise, his own blade
rising and falling as Dalt's cut swept past. Dalt's right forearm went suddenly wet, a thing I did not
really notice until after Eric had rotated his weapon, blade pointing outward and upward, and, the
guard covering his knuckles, had driven his fist against the right side of Dalt's jaw. He kicked him
then behind the knee and struck him with his left shoulder. Dalt stumbled and fell. Eric immediately
kicked him, kidney, elbow, thigh-the latter only because he missed the knee-set his boot upon Dalt's
weapon and swung his own about to bring its point in line with the man's heart.

I had been hoping all along, I suddenly realized, that Dalt would kick Eric's ass-not just because
he was on my side and Eric wasn't, but because of the rough time Eric had given my dad. On the other
hand, I doubted there were too many people of such ass-kicking prowess about. Unfortunately, two of
them stood on the other side of the line I had drawn. Gerard could have outwrestled him. Benedict,
Master of Arms at Amber, could have beaten him with any weapon. I just didn't see us as having much
of a chance against them all, with Caine thrown in for good measure-not even with a ty'iga on our
side. And if I were suddenly to tell Eric that Dalt was his half brother, it wouldn't slow his thrust by
an instant, even if he believed me.

So I made the only decision I could make. They were, after all, only Pattern ghosts. The real
Benedict and Gerard were somewhere else at this moment and would in no way be harmed by
anything I did to their doubles here. Eric and Caine were, of course, long dead, Caine being the
fratricidal hero of the Patternfall war and subject of a recent statue on the Grand Concourse, on the
occasion of Luke's assassinating him for killing his father. And Eric, of course, had found a hero's
death on the slopes of Kolvir, saving him, I suppose, from dying at the hands of my father. The bloody
history of my family swam through my head as I raised the spikard to add a footnote to it, calling
again for the wave of incineration that had taken out two of my Hendrake kin.

My arm felt as if someone had struck it with a baseball bat. A wisp of smoke rose from the
spikard. For a moment, my four upright uncles stood unmoving. And my fifth remained supine.

Then, slowly, Eric raised his weapon. And he continued to raise it, as Benedict, Caine, and
Gerard drew theirs. He straightened as he held it before his face. The others did the same. It looked
strangely like a salute; and Eric's eyes met mine.

"I know you," he said.
Then they all completed the gesture, and faded, faded, turned to smoke, and blew away.
Dalt bled, my arm ached, and I figured out what was going on just moments before Luke gasped

and said, "Over there."
My line of fire had gone out some time ago, but beyond the mark it had left, where my faded

kinsmen had just been standing, the air began to shimmer.
"That will be the Pattern," I said to Luke, "come calling."
A moment later the Sign of the Pattern hovered before us.
"Merlin," it said, "you certainly move around a lot."



"My life has become very busy of late," I said.
"You took my advice and left the Courts."
"Yes, that seemed prudent."
"But I do not understand your purposes here."
"What's to understand?"
"You took the lady Coral away from the agents of the Logrus."
"That's right."
"But then you attempted to keep her from my agents as well."
"That, too, is correct."
"You must realize by now that she bears something that contributes to our balance of power."
"Yes."
"So one of us must have her. Yet you would deny us both."
"Yes."
"Why?"
"It's her whom I care about. She has rights and feelings. You're treating her like a game piece."
"True. I recognize her personhood, but unfortunately she is become both."
"Then I would deny her to both of you. Nothing would be changed, in that neither of you has her

now, anyway. But I would take her out of the game."
"Merlin, you are a more important piece than she is, but you are still only a piece and you may

not dictate to me. Do you understand?"
"I understand my value to you," I said.
"I think not," it responded.
I was wondering just then how strong it really was in this place. It seemed obvious that in terms

of energy expenditure, it had been necessary for it to release its four ghosts to be able to manifest
itself here. Dared I oppose it with every channel on the spikard opened? I had never tried accessing
every Shadow source it controlled simultaneously. If I did this, and if I were to move very quickly,
could I get us all out of here before the Pattern reacted? If I couldn't, could I punch through whatever
it raised up to stop us? And if I succeeded-either way-to what place should we flee?

Finally, how might this affect the Pattern's attitude toward me?
( ... if you are not eaten by something bigger, come tell me your story one night.)
What the hell, I decided. It is a good day to be listed a la carte.
I opened all the channels.
It felt as if I had been jogging along at a good clip and a brick wall had suddenly appeared six

inches before me.
I felt the smash and I went away.
I lay upon a smooth, cool stone surface. There was a terrible rushing of energies in my mind and

body. I reached into their source and took control of them, dampening them to something that didn't
threaten to take the top of my head off. Then I opened one eye, slightly.

The sky was very blue. I saw a pair of boots, standing a few feet off, faced away from me. I
recognized them as Nayda's, and turning my head slightly, I saw that she wore them. I also saw then
that Dalt lay sprawled several yards off to my left.

Nayda was breathing heavily, and my Logrus vision showed a pale red light about her vibrating
hands, menacing.

Propping myself upon my left elbow and peering about her, I saw that she stood between me and
the Sign of the Pattern that hovered in the air perhaps ten feet away.



When it spoke again it was the first time I'd heard it express anything like amusement: "You
would protect him, against me?"

"Yes," she replied.
"Why?"
"I did it for so long that it would be a shame to fail him when he really needs it."
"Creature of the Pit, do you know where you stand?" it asked.
"No," she said.
I looked beyond them both at a perfectly clear blue sky. The surface upon which I lay was a

level area of rock, perhaps oval in shape, opening onto nothing. A quick turning of my head showed
that it seemed bitten out of a mountainside, however, several dark recesses to the rear indicating the
possibility of caves. I saw, too, that Coral lay behind me. Our stony shelf was several hundred meters
wide. And there was movement beyond Nayda and the Sign of the Pattern. Luke had just hauled
himself up into a kneeling position.

I could have answered the question put to Nayda, but there was no percentage in my doing so.
Not when she was doing such a fine job of holding our captor's attention and providing a crucial
respite.

To my left, I saw gold-pink swirls within the stone, and though I had never been here I recalled
the description from my father's story and knew this to be the place of the primal Pattern, the deeper
level of reality that underlay Amber itself.

I rolled onto all fours then, and crawled a few steps, seaward, Patternward.
"You are at the other end of the universe, ty'iga, in the place of my greatest power."
Dalt groaned and rolled over, sat up, massaged his eyes with the palms of his hands.
I could feel something like a vibration just at the edge of hearing coming from Nayda now, and

her entire form had taken on that reddish glow. I knew that she would die if she attacked the Sign, and
I realized that I would attack it myself if it killed her.

I heard a moan from Coral.
"You will not hurt my friends," Nayda said.
I wondered then at its slapping me down before I could use the spikard, and transporting us

immediately to its stronghold. Did this mean I might actually have had a chance against it, out there in
Logrus territory where it was weakened?

"Creature of the Pit," it told her, "such a doomed, pathetic gesture as yours verges on the heroic.
I feel a certain fondness for you. Would that I had such a friend. No, I will not harm your companions.
But I must detain Coral and Merlin here as power counters, and the rest of you for political reasons,
until this dispute with my adversary is settled."

"Detain?" she said. "Here?"
"There are comfortable quarters within the rock," it said.
I rose carefully to my feet, fumbling at my belt for my dagger.
Luke got up and walked over to Coral, knelt beside her.
"Are you awake?" he asked.
"Sort of," she answered.
"Can you stand?"
"Maybe."
"Let me help you."
Dalt rose while Luke was assisting her. I continued to sidle toward the design. Where was

Dworkin when I really needed him?



"You may enter the caves behind you and inspect your quarters," the Sign said. "But first you
must remove that ring, Merlin."

"No, now's hardly a time to be unpacking and getting comfortable," I answered, slashing my left
palm with the dagger and taking a final step. "We won't be staying long."

A sound like a small thunderclap emerged from the Sign of the Pattern, but there was no
lightning, nor did I think there would be. Not when it realized what I was holding in my hand, and
where I was holding it.

"A thing I learned from Luke's father," I explained. "Let's talk."
"Yes," said the Sign of the Pattern, "like the reasonable beings that we are. Would you care for

some cushions?"
Immediately, three such objects appeared nearby.
"Thanks," I said, drawing up a green one. "I could sure use an iced tea."
"Do you take sugar?"

 



XI 
Seated upon a cushion, dagger at my side, I held my left hand out over the Pattern, cupped palm

filled with my blood. The Sign of the Pattern hovered in the air before me, seeming, of a sudden, to
have forgotten Coral, Nayda, Dalt, and Luke. I sipped from the frosted glass in my right hand, a sprig
of fresh mint visible amid the ice.

"Prince Merlin," inquired the Sign, "tell me what it is that you desire, and let us resolve this
matter quickly. Are you sure I mightn't fetch you a napkin to place at the danger point? It would not
minimize your bargaining ability, if you stop to think of it. But it would serve to prevent accidents."

"No, that's okay," I said, half-gesturing with the blood-filled hand, so that its contents were
stirred, a small line of red trickling up my wrist. "Thanks, anyhow."

The Sign of the Pattern vibrated, grew still.
"Prince Merlin, you have made your point," it said. "But I do not think you realize the full

implications of your threat. A few drops of your blood upon my physical design could disturb the
functioning of the universe."

I nodded.
"I know," I said.
"Very well," it answered. "State your demands."
"Our freedom," I said. "Let us go, and you remain intact."
"You give me small choice, but the same applies to your friends."
"What do you mean?"
"You may send Dalt whenever you wish," it said. "As for the demon lady, I relinquish her with

regret, as I feel she would have provided good company-"
Luke regarded Nayda.
"What is this ‘creature of the Pit,' ‘demon lady' business, anyway?" he asked.
"Well, there are a few things you don't know about me ..." she responded.
"Is it a long story?" he asked.
"Yes."
"Am I an assignment? Or do you really like me?"
"You're not an assignment, and I really like you."
"Then we'll hear the story later," he said.
"As I said, send her," it went on. "And Dalt. And Luke. I will be happy to send the three of them

wherever you wish. But does it occur to you that you and Coral are probably safer here than
anywhere else?"

"Maybe. Maybe not," I answered. "Coral, how do you feel about it?"
"Get me out of here," she said.
"So much for that notion," I told it. "Now-"
"Wait. You want to be fair to your friends, don't you?"
"Sure I do."
"Then let me point some things out to them which they may not have considered."
"Go ahead."
"Lady," it said, "they want your eye in the Courts of Chaos. Your feelings on the matter are

immaterial. If this can only be achieved by making you a prisoner, then it will be done."
Coral laughed softly.



"The alternative being to remain your prisoner?" she asked.
"Think of yourself as a guest. I will provide for your every comfort. Of course, there is a

positive gain for me in this state of affairs-apart from denying the adversary your presence. I
acknowledge this. But you must choose one of us, else the other will grab you off."

I looked at Coral, who shook her head slightly. "So what'll it be?" I asked. Coral came over and
placed her hand upon my shoulder. ‘ "Get me out of here," she said.

"You heard ‘em," I told it. "Everybody goes."
"I crave your indulgence a moment more," it said.
"For what?" I asked.
"Consider. Choosing between the Logrus and myself is not a mere matter of politics-of selecting

this person or that to do a particular job. My adversary and I represent two fundamental principles by
means of which the universe is organized. You may tag us with nouns and adjectives from most
languages and dozens of disciplines, but we represent, basically, Order and Chaos-Apollonian and
Dionysiac, if you like; reason and feeling, if you prefer; madness and sanity; light and dark; signal and
noise. As much as this may seem to indicate it, however, neither of us seeks the other's extinction.
Heat death or fireball, classicism or anarchy, each of us proceeds along a single track, and without
the other it would lead to a dead end. Both of us know this, and the game we have played since the
beginning is a far more subtle thing-ultimately, perhaps, to be judged only esthetically.

"Now, I have gained a significant edge over my ancient adversary, for the first time in ages. I am
in a position now to produce a historian's dream throughout Shadow-an age of high civilization and
culture such as shall never be forgotten. If the balance were tipped the other way we would be
contemplating a period of upheaval at least on par with that of an ice age. When I spoke of you as
game pieces it was not to minimize your roles in this. For this is a time of great fluidity, when the
Jewel and the man who would be king will make a difference. Stay with me, and I will guarantee the
Golden Age of which I spoke, and you a part in it. Leave, and you will be snatched away by the other.
Darkness and disorder will follow. Which would you have?"

Luke smiled.
"I know a good sales pitch when I hear it," he said. "Narrow it down to a simple choice. Make

them think it's their own."
Coral squeezed my shoulder. "We're going," I said. "Very well," said the Sign. "Tell me where

you want to go, and I'll
send you all there."
"Not all," Luke said suddenly. "Just them."
"I do not understand. What about you?"
He drew a dagger and slashed his palm. He advanced and stood beside me, extending his hand

out over the Pattern, also.
"If we go, only three of us may arrive," he said, "if that. I'll stay here and keep you company

while you deliver my friends."
"How will you know I've done it in a satisfactory fashion?"
"Good question," he said. "Merle, you got a set of Trumps on you?"
"Yes."
I removed them and showed them to him.
"Still got one of me in there?"
"Last time I looked I did."
"Then get it out and have it ready. Figure your next move before you take off. Stay in touch with



me till you make it."
"What about yourself, Luke? You can't sit there forever as a bloody threat to Order. It's only a

temporary stalemate. You have to surrender your position sooner or later, and when you do-"
"Do you still have some odd cards in that deck?"
"What do you mean?"
"The ones you once referred to as the Trumps of Doom."
I riffled through. They were mostly near the bottom. "Yes," I said. "Beautifully executed. I

wouldn't have tossed them."
"You really think so?"
"Yeah. Get together a bunch of stuff this good, and I'll get you an exhibit back in Amber."
"You serious? You're not just saying that because-" The Sign of the Pattern emitted a growling

sound.
"Everybody's a critic," Luke observed. "Okay. Pull all the Trumps of Doom."
I did this.
"Mix ‘em up a little. Keep ‘em face down, please."
"All right."
"Fan ‘em."
He leaned forward, took a card.
"Okay," he said. "I'm in business. Whenever you're ready, tell it where to take you. Stay in touch.

Hey, Pattern, I want an iced tea of my own."
A frosty glass appeared near his right foot. He stooped and took it up, sipped from it.
"'Thanks."
"Luke," Nayda said, "I don't understand what's going on. What will happen to you?"
"Nothing much," he replied. "Don't cry for me, demon lady. I'll see you later."
He looked at me and quirked an eyebrow.
"Send us to Jidrash," I said, "in Kashfa-to the open area between the palace and the church."
I held Luke's Trump in my moist left hand, near to a humming spikard. I felt the card grow cold

just as Luke said, "You heard him."
And the world swirled and unswirled, and it was a brisk, windy morning in Jidrash. I regarded

Luke through his Trump. I opened channel after channel of the ring.
"Dalt, I might as well leave you here," I said. "You, too, Nayda."
"No," the big man said, just as Nayda said, "Hold on a minute."
"You're both out of the picture now," I explained. "Neither side wants you for anything. But I've

got to get Coral someplace safe. Me, too."
"You're a focus of the action," Nayda said, "and I can help Luke by helping you. Take me along."
"I feel the same way about it," Dalt said. "I still owe Luke a big one."
"Okay," I said. "Hey, Luke! You hear all that?"
"Yeah," he said. "Better be about your business then. Shit! I spilled it-"
His Trump went black.
I didn't wait for avenging angels, tongues of fire, lightning bolts, or an opening of the earth. I got

us out of jurisdiction real quick.
I sprawled on the green grass beneath the big tree. Wisps of fog drifted by. Dad's Pattern

sparkled below me. Jurt was seated cross-legged on the hood of the car, blade across his knees. He
hit the ground when we made our appearance. Corwin was nowhere in sight.

"What's going on?" Jurt asked me.



"I am beat, bushed, and whacked-out. I am going to lie here and stare at the fog till my mind goes
away," I said. "Meet Coral, Nayda, and Dalt. Hear their story and tell them yours, Jurt. Don't wake
me for the end of the world unless it has very good special effects."

I proceeded to do as I had promised, to the tune of a fading guitar and the distant voice of Sara
K. The grass was wondrous soft. The fog swirled through my brain. Fade to black.

And then, and then... And then, sir...
Walking. I was walking, almost drifting, through a California shopping mall I used to frequent.

Knots of kids, couples with infants, women with parcels, passed, words smothered by sounds from a
music store speaker. Potted oases sheltered, deli smells drifted, sale signs promised.

Walking. Past the drugstore. Past the shoe store. Past the candy store...
Narrow corridor to the left. I'd never noticed it. Must turn...
Odd there should be a carpet-and candles in high holders, and sconces, and candelabra atop

narrow chests. The walls glittered with their re
I turned back.
There was no back. The mall was gone. The corridor ended in that direction at a wall. A small

tapestry hung upon it, depicting nine figures who looked back at me. I shrugged and turned again.
"Still something left to your spell, Uncle," I remarked. "Let's be about it then."
Walking. In silence now. Ahead. To the place where the mirrors glittered. I had seen this place

long ago, I recalled, though its disposition-I suddenly realized was not peculiar to Amber Castle. It
was right there, on the tip of memory-my younger self passing this way, not unaccompanied-but the
price of that recollection would be loss of control here, I knew. Reluctantly, I released the image and
turned my attention to the small oval mirror to my left.

I smiled. So did my image. I stuck out my tongue and was so saluted in return.
I moved on. Only after several paces did I realize that the image had been my demon-formed

self, while my person had not.
A soft throat-clearing sound occurred to my right. Turning in that direction, I beheld my brother

Mandor within a black-framed lozenge.
"Dear boy," he stated, "the king is dead. Long live your august personage as soon as you have

assumed the throne. You had best make haste to return for a crowning at the End of the World, with or
without the bride of the Jewel."

"We ran into a few small problems," I said.
"Nothing worth resolving just now. Your presence in the Courts is far more important."
"No, my friends are," I said.
A momentary smile touched his lips.
"You will be in an ideal position to protect your friends," he said, "and to do as you would with

your enemies."
"I will be back," I said, "soon. But not to be crowned."
"As you would, Merlin. It is your presence that is desired."
"I promise nothing," I said.
He chuckled, and the mirror was emptied.
I turned away. I walked on.
More laughter. From the left. My mother's.
From within a red frame of carved flowers, she stared at me, a look of vast amusement upon her

features. "Seek him in the Pit!" she said. "Seek him in the Pit! "
I passed, and her laughter continued at my back for a time.



"Hsst!" To my right, a long, narrow mirror bordered in green. "Masster Merlin," she said. "I
have ssought, but the ghosst-light bass not passsed my way."

"Thanks, Glait. Keep looking, please."
"Yess. We musst ssit together in a warm place by night once again and drink milk and talk of the

old dayss."
"That would be nice. Yes, we must. If we are not eaten by something bigger."
"S-s-s-s-s!"
Could that be laughter?
"Good hunting, Glait."
"Yess. S-s-s!"
... And on. Walking.
"Son of Amber. Wearer of the spikard"-this from within a shadowy niche to my left.
I halted and stared. The frame was white, the glass was gray. Within was a man I had never met.

His shirt was black and opened at the neck. He wore a brown leather vest, his hair dark blond, eyes
perhaps green. "Yes?"

"A spikard was hidden in Amber," he stated, "for you to find. It conveys great powers. It also
bears a series of spells that will cause its wearer to act in certain ways under certain circumstances."

"I suspected this," I said. "What is it set to do?"
"Formerly worn by Swayvill, King of Chaos, it will force the chosen successor to take the

throne, behave in a certain fashion, and be amenable to the suggestions of certain persons."
"These being?"
"The woman who laughed and cried, ‘Seek him in the Pit.' The man in black, who desires your

return."
"Dara and Mandor. They laid these spells upon it?"
"Just so. And the man left it for you to find."
"I hate to surrender the thing just now," I said, "when it's proving so useful. Is there a way to lift

these spells?"
"Of course. But it should not matter to you."
"Why not?"
"The ring you wear is not the one of which I speak."
"I do not understand."
"But you will. Never fear."
"Who are you, sir?"
"My name is Delwin, and we may never actually meet-unless certain ancient powers come

loose."
He raised his hand, and I saw that he, too, wore a spikard. He moved it toward me.
"Touch your ring to mine," he commanded. "Then it can be ordered to bring you to me."
I raised mine and moved it toward the glass. At the moment they seemed to touch, there was a

flash of light and Delwin was gone.
I let my arm fall. I walked on. On an impulse, I stopped before a chest and opened its drawer.
I stared. There was no way to one-up this place, it seemed. The drawer contained a miniature,

scaled-down representation of my father's chapel-tiny colored tiles, diminutive burning tapers, even a
doll-sized Grayswandir upon the altar.

"The answer lies before you, dear friend," came a throaty voice I knew yet did not know.
I raised my gaze to a lavender-bordered mirror I had not realized hung above the chest. The lady



within had long, coal-black hair and eyes so dark I could not tell where the pupils left off and the
irises began. Her complexion was very pale, emphasized perhaps by her pink eye shadow and lip
coloring. Those eyes... "Rhanda!" I said.

"You remember! You do remember me!"
"... And the days of our bonedance games," I said. "Grown and lovely. I thought of you but

recently."
"And I felt the touch of your regard as I slept, my Merlin. I am sorry we parted so, but my

parents-"
"I understand," I said. "They thought me demon or vampire."
"Yes." She extended her pale hand through the mirror, took hold of my own, drew it toward her.

Within the looking glass, she pressed it to her lips. They were cold. "They would rather I cultivated
the acquaintance of the sons and daughters of men and women, than of our own kind." When she
smiled I beheld her fangs. They had not been apparent in her childhood. "Gods! You look human!" she
said. "Come visit me in Wildwood one day!"

Impulsively, I leaned forward. Our lips met within the mirror. Whatever she was, we had been
friends.

"The answer," she repeated, "lies before you. Come see me!"
The mirror turned red and she was gone. The chapel stood unchanged within the drawer. I

closed it and turned away.
Walking. Mirrors to the left. Mirrors to the right. Only myself within them.
Then "Well, well, nephew. Confused?"
"As usual."
"Can't say as I blame you."
His eyes were mocking and wise, his hair red as his sister Fiona's or his late brother Brand's. Or

Luke's, for that matter.
"Bleys," I said, "what the hell is going on?"
"I've the rest of Delwin's message," he said, reaching into his pocket and extending his hand.

"Here."
I reached into the mirror and accepted it. It was yet another spikard, like the one I wore.
"It is the one of which Delwin spoke," he said. "You must never wear it."
I studied it for several moments.
"What am I to do with it?" I asked.
"Put it in your pocket. A use may suggest itself at some point."
"How did you come by it?"
"I switched it after Mandor left it, for the one you wear now."
"How many are there, anyway?"
"Nine," he replied.
"I suppose you know all about them."
"More than most."
"That wouldn't be hard. I don't suppose you know where my father is?"
"No. But you do. Your lady friend with the sanguinary tastes told you."
"Riddles," I said.
"Always preferable to no answer at all," he responded.
Then he was gone and I walked again. After a while, this was gone, too.
Drifting. Black. Good. So good...



A bit of light found its way through my eyelashes. I shut it out again.
But the thunder rolled, and after a time the light leaked in once again.
Dark lines in brown, great horny ridges, ferny forests...
A little later the faculty that evaluates perceptions awoke and pointed out that I was lying on my

side staring at the cracked earth between a pair of roots from the tree, clumps of grass dotted here and
there across the prospect.

... And I continued to stare, and there was a sudden brightness as of a lightning flash followed
almost immediately by a crack of thunder. The earth seemed to shudder with it. I heard the pattering of
drops upon the leaves of a tree, the hood of a car. I continued to stare at the largest crack that
traversed the valley of my regard.

... And I realized that I knew.
It was the numb knowledge of awakening. The sources of emotion still dozed In the distance, I

could hear familiar voices in soft converse. I could also hear the sounds of cutlery against china. My
stomach would awaken in a bit, I knew, and I would join them. For now, it was so very pleasant to lie
here wrapped in my cloak, hearing the gentle rain and knowing...

I returned to my micro-world and its dark canyon... The ground shook again, this time without
benefit of lightning or thunder. And it kept on shaking. This irritated me, for it disturbed my friends
and relatives, causing them to raise their voices in something like alarm. Also, it stirred a dormant
California reflex at a time when I just wanted to loll and savor my fresh-acquired knowledge.

"Merlin, are you awake?"
"Yes," I said, sitting up suddenly, giving my eyes a quick rub, and running my hands through my

hair.
It was the ghost of my father that knelt beside me, having just shaken my shoulder. "We seem to

have a problem," he said, "with rather extreme ramifications."
Jurt, standing behind him, nodded several times. The ground shook once again, twigs and leaves

fell about us, pebbles bounced, dust rose, the fogs were agitated. I heard a dish break in the vicinity
of the heavy red and white cloth about which Luke, Dalt, Coral, and Nayda sat eating.

I untangled my cloak and rose to my feet, realizing then that someone had removed my boots
while I slept. I drew them back on. There came another tremor, and I leaned against the tree for
support.

"This is the problem?" I said. "Or is something bigger about to eat it?"
He gave me a puzzled look. Then, "Back when I drew the Pattern," he said, "I'd no way of

knowing that this area was faulted, or that something like this would one day occur. If these shocks
should crack the Pattern, we've had it-in more ways than one. As I understand it, that spikard you
wear can draw upon enormous sources of energy. Is there some way you could use it to defuse this
thing?"

"I don't know," I told him. "I never tried anything like it."
"Find out fast, okay?" he said.
But I was already spinning my mind about the circle of tines, touching each one to life. Then I

seized upon the one possessed of the most juice, drew hard upon it, filled myself, body and mind,
with its energy. Ignition completed and engine idling, with me in the driver's seat, I shifted into gear
then, extending a line of force from the spikard down into the ground.

I reached for a long while, seeking a conversion metaphor to the subjective for anything I might
discover.

... Wading out from the beach into the oceanwaves tickling my stomach, my chest-feeling with



my toes the rocks, the strands of sea-weed... Sometimes a rock would turn, slip, bump against another,
slide...

I couldn't see to the bottom with my eyes. But I saw the rocks, the wrack, in their disposition and
movement, just the same, beheld them as clearly as if the bottom were fully illuminated.

Feeling, feeling my way now, down through the strata, single toe soft as a flashlight's beam
running along rocky surfaces, testing the pressures of one upon another, isostatic kisses of mountains
beneath the earth, orogenic erogenies of slow movement, flesh caressing mineral in the darkest of
secret places

Slip! The rock slides off. My body follows...
I dive for it, following the sliding passage. I race ahead, pouring forth heat, cracking rock,

splintering new pathways, outward, outward.... It was coming this way. I broke through a wall of
stone, another. Another. I was not certain this was the way to divert it, but it was the only one I knew
to try. Go that way! Damn it! That way! I accessed two more channels, a third, a fourth

There was a slight vibration within the ground. I opened another channel. Within my metaphor
the rocks grew stable beneath the waters. Shortly thereafter, the ground ceased its vibration.

I returned to the place where I had first felt the slide begin, stable now, yet still stressed. Feel it,
feel it carefully. Describe a vector. Follow. Follow it to the point of original pressure. But no. This
point is but a confluence of vectors. Trace them.

Yet again. More junctions. Trace them. Access more channels. The entire pressure structure,
intricate as a nervous system, must be described. I must hold its tree within my mind.

Another layer. It may not be possible. I may be courting infinity in my topographic branchings.
Freeze frame. Simplify the problem. Ignore everything beyond the tertiary. Trace to the next junction.
There are some loops. Good. And a plate is now involved. Better.

Try another jump. No good. Too big a picture to contain. Discard tertiaries.
Yes.
Thus general lines sketched. Vectors of transmission simply drawn-back to plate, almost.

Pressure exerted less than full pressure extended. Why? Additional point of input along second
vector, redirecting shear forces this valley.

"Merlin? Are you all right?"
"Let me be," I hear my voice respond.
Extend then, input source, into, feeling, transmission signature...
Is this a Logrus that I see before me?
I opened three more channels, focused on the area, began heating it.
Soon rocks were cracking, but a little later they melted. My newly created magma flowed down

fault lines. A hollowed-out area occurred at the point whence the precipitating force had originated.
Back.
I withdrew my probes, shut down the spikard.
"What did you do?" he asked me.
"I found the place where the Logrus was messing with underground stresses," I said, "and I

removed the place. There's a small grotto there now. If it collapses it may ease the pressure even
more."

"So you've stabilized it?"
"At least for now. I don't know the limits of the Logrus, but it's going to have to figure a new

route to reach this place. Then it's going to have to test it out. And if it's doing a lot of Pattern
watching just now, that may slow it."



"So you've bought some time," he said. "Of course, the Pattern may move against us next."
"It could," I said. "I've brought everyone here because I thought they'd be safe from both

Powers."
"Apparently you made the payoff worth the risk."
"Okay," I said. "I guess it's time to give them some other things to worry about."
"Such as?"
I looked at him, Pattern ghost of my father, guardian of this place.
"I know where your flesh-and-blood counterpart is," I said, "and I'm about to set him free."
There came a flash of lightning. A sudden gust of wind lofted the fallen leaves, stirred the fogs.
"I must accompany you," he said.
"Why?
"I've a personal interest in him, of course."
"All right."
Thunder crashed about us, and the fogs were tom apart by a fresh onslaught of wind.
Jurt came up to us then.
"I think it's begun," he said.
"What?" I asked.
"The duel of Powers," he said. "For a long time the Pattern had an edge. But when Luke damaged

it and you snatched away the bride of the Jewel, it must have weakened it more, relative to the
Logrus, than it's been in ages. So the Logrus decided to attack, pausing only for a quick attempt to
damage this Pattern."

"Unless the Logrus was just testing us," I said, "and this is simply a storm."
A light rain had begun while he was speaking.
"I came here because I thought it was the one place neither of them would touch in the event of a

contest," he went on. "I'd assumed neither would care to divert energy from its own attack or defense
for a swipe in this direction."

"That reasoning may still hold," I said.
"Just for once I'd like to be on the winning side," he stated. "I'm not sure I care about right or

wrong. They're very arguable quantities. I'd just like to be in with the guys who win for a change.
What do you think, Merle? What are you going to do?"

"Corwin here and I are going to head for the Courts, and we're going to free my father," I said.
"Then we're going to resolve whatever needs resolving and live happily ever after. You know how it
goes."

He shook his head.
"I can never decide whether you're a fool or whether your confidence is warranted. Every time I

decided you were a fool, though, it cost me." He looked up at the dark sky, wiped rain from his brow.
"I'm really torn," he said, "but you could still be King of Chaos."

"No," I said.
"... And you enjoy some special relationship with the Powers."
"If I do, I don't understand it myself."
"No matter," he said. "I'm still with you." I crossed to the others, hugged Coral.
"I must return to the Courts," I said. "Guard the Pattern. We'll be back."
The sky was illuminated by three brilliant flashes. The wind shook the tree.
I turned away and created a door in the middle of the air. Corwin's ghost and I stepped through

it.



 
 



XII 
Thus did I return to the Courts of Chaos, coming through into Sawall's space-warped sculpture

garden.
"Where are we?" my ghost-father asked.
"A museum of sorts," I replied, "in the house of my stepfather. I chose it because the lighting is

tricky and there are many places to hide."
He studied some of the pieces, as well as their disposition upon the walls and ceiling.
"This would be a hell of a place to fight a skirmish," he observed.
"I suppose it would."
"You grew up hereabout, huh?"
"Yes."
"What was it like?"
"Oh, I don't know. I don't have anything to compare it to. I had some good times, alone, and with

friends-and a few bad times. All a part of being a kid."
"This place ... ?"
"The Ways of Sawall. I wish I had time to show you the whole thing, take you through all of the

ways."
"One day, perhaps."
"Yes."
I began walking, hoping for the Ghostwheel or Kergma to appear. Neither did, however.
We finally passed into a corridor that took us to a hall of tapestries, whence there was a way to

a room that I desired-for the room let upon the hallway that passed the gallery of metal trees. Before
we could depart, however, I heard voices from that hallway. So we waited in the room-which
contained the skeleton of a Jabberwock painted in orange, blue, and yellow, Early Psychedelic-as the
speakers approached. One of them I recognized immediately as my brother Mandor; the other I could
not identify by voice alone, but managing a glimpse as they passed, I saw it to be Lord Bances of
Amblerash, High Priest of the Serpent Which Manifests the Logrus (to cite a full title just once). In a
badly plotted story they'd have paused outside the doorway, and I'd have overheard a conversation
telling me everything I needed to know about anything.

They slowed as they passed.
"That's the way it will be then?" Bances said.
"Yes," Mandor replied. "Soon."
And they were by, and I couldn't make out another word. I listened to their receding footsteps till

they were gone. Then I waited a little longer.
I would have sworn I heard a small voice saying, "Follow. Follow."
"Hear anything just then?" I whispered.
"Nope."
So we stepped out into the hallway and turned right, moving in the opposite direction from that

which Mandor and Bances had taken. As we did, I felt a sensation of heat at a point somewhat below
my left hip. .

"You think he is somewhere near here?" the Corwin ghost asked.
"Prisoner to Dara?"
"Yes and no," I said. "Ow!"



It felt like a hot coal pressed against my upper leg. I jammed my hand into my pocket as I slid
into the nearest display niche, which I shared with a mummified lady in an amber casket.

Even as my hand closed about it, I knew what it was, raising all manner of philosophical
speculations I had neither time nor desire to address at the moment and so treated in the time-honored
fashion of dealing with such things: I shelved them.

It was a spikard that I withdrew, that lay warmly upon my paten. Almost immediately a small
spark leapt between it and the one that I wore upon my finger.

There followed a wordless communication, a sequence of images, ideas, feelings, urging me to
find Mandor and place myself in his hands for the preparations for my crowning as the next King of
the Courts. I could see why Bleys had told me not to put the thing on. Unmediated by my own spikard,
its injunctions would probably have been overpowering. I used mine to shut it off, to build a tiny
insulating wall about it.

"You have two of the damned things!" Corwin's ghost observed.
I nodded.
"Know anything about them that I don't?" I asked. "That would include almost anything."
He shook his head.
"Only that they were said to be very early power objects, from the days when the universe was

still a murky place and the Shadow realms less clearly defined. When the time came, their wielders
slept or dissolved or whatever such figures do, and the spikards were withdrawn or stashed or
transformed, or whatever becomes of such things when the story's over. There are many versions, of
course. There always are. But bringing two of them to the Courts could conceivably draw a lot of
attention to yourself, not to mention adding to the general power of Chaos just by virtue of their
presence at this pole of existence."

"Oh, my," I said. "I'll order the one I'm wearing to conceal itself, also."
"I don't think that'll work," he said, "though I'm not certain. I'd think they must maintain a constant

fluxpin with each source of power, and that would give some indication of the thing's presence
because of its broadcast nature."

"I'll tell it to tune itself as low as it can then."
He nodded.
"It can't hurt to make it specific," he said, "though I'd guess it probably does that anyhow,

automatically."
I placed the other ring back in my pocket, departed the niche, and hurried on up the hallway.
I slowed when we neared what I thought to be the area. But I seemed mistaken. The metal forest

was not there. We passed that section. Shortly, we came to a familiar display-the one that had
preceded the metal forest, on approaching it from that direction.

Even as I turned back, I knew. I knew what had happened. When we reached what had been the
area, I stopped and studied it.

"What is it?" my ghostly father asked.
"It seems a display of every conceivable variety of edged weapon and tool that Chaos has ever

spewed forth," I said, "all of them exhibited point up, you'll note."
"So?" he asked.
"This is the place," I answered, "the place where we were going to climb a metal tree."
"Merle," he said, "maybe this place does something to my thought processes, or yours. I just

don't understand."
"It's up near the ceiling," I explained, gesturing. "I know the approximate area-I think. Looks a



little different now..."
"What's there, son?"
"A way-a transport area, like the one we passed through to the place of the Jabberwock skeleton.

Only this one would take us to your chapel."
"And that's where we're headed?"
"Right."
He rubbed his chin.
"Well, there were some fairly tall items in some of the displays we passed," he observed, "and

not all of them were metal or stone. We could wrestle over that totem pole or whatever the hell it is,
from back up the hall, clear away some of the sharp displays below that place, set the thing up-"

"No," I said. "Dara obviously caught on to the fact that someone had visited it-probably this last
time around, when she almost surprised me. The display was changed because of this. There are only
two obvious ways to get up there-transport something unwieldy, as you suggest, and clear away a lot
of cutlery before we climb. Or rev up the spikard and levitate ourselves to the spot. The first would
take too long and probably get us discovered. The second would employ so much power that it would
doubtless set off any magical wards she's installed about the area."

He took hold of my arm and drew me on past the display.
"We've got to talk," he said, leading me into an alcove containing a small bench.
He seated himself and folded his arms.
"I've got to know what the hell's going on," he said. "I can't help properly unless I'm briefed.

What's the connection between the man and the chapel?"
"I figured out something I think my mother really meant when she told me, ‘Seek him in the Pit,' "

I explained. "The floor of the chapel bears stylized representations of the Courts and of Amber
worked out in tiles. At the extreme of the Courts' end is a representation of the Pit. I never set foot in
that area when I visited the chapel. I'm willing to bet there's a way located there, and at the other end
is the place of his imprisonment."

He'd begun nodding as I spoke, then, "So you were going to pass through and free him?" he
asked.

"Right."
"Tell me, do these ways have to work both ways?" he said.
"Well, no... Oh, I see what you're getting at."
"Give me a more complete description of the chapel," he said.
I proceeded to do so.
"That magic circle on the floor intrigues me," he said. "It might be a means of communicating

with him without risking the dangers of presence.
Some sort of image-exchange, perhaps."
"I might have to fool with it a long while to figure it out;" I said, "unless I got lucky. What I

propose doing is to levitate, enter, use the way at the Pit to reach him, free him, and get the hell out.
No subtlety. No finesse. If anything fails to do what we expect, we force our way through it with the
spikard. We'll have to move fast because they'll be after us once we start."

He stared past me for a long while, as if thinking hard. At length, he asked, "Is there any way her
wards might be set off accidentally?"

"Hm. The passage of a stray magical current from the real Pit, I suppose. It sometimes spews
them forth."

"What would characterize its passage?"



"A magical deposit or transformation," I said.
"Could you fake such a phenomenon?"
"I suppose. But what would be the point? They'd still investigate, and with Corwin gone they'd

realize it was just a trick. The effort would be wasted."
He chuckled.
"But he won't be missing," he said. "I'm going to take his place."
"I can't let you do that!"
"My choice," he said. "But he's going to need the time if he's going to help stop Dara and Mandor

from advancing the conflict between the Powers beyond anything at Patternfall."
I sighed.
"It's the only way," he said.
"I guess you're right."
He unfolded his arms, stretched, and rose to his feet.
"Let's go do it," he said.
I had to work out a spell, a thing I hadn't done recently-well, half of a spell, the effects half, as I

had the spikard to juice it. Then I lay it in a swathe across the display, turning portions of blades into
flowers, joined at the molecular level. As I did, I felt a tingling I was certain was the psychic alarm
taking note of the enterprise and reporting it to central.

Then I summoned a lot of juice and lofted us. I felt the tug of the way as we neared it. I had been
almost dead-on. I let it take us through.

He whistled softly on regarding the chapel.
"Enjoy," I said. "It's the treatment a god gets."
"Yeah. Prisoner in his own church."
He stalked across the room, unbuckling his belt as he went. He substituted it for the one upon the

altar.
"Good copy," he said, "but not even the Pattern can duplicate Grayswandir."
"I thought a section of the Pattern was reproduced on the blade."
"Maybe it's the other way around," he said.
"What do you mean?"
"Ask the other Corwin sometime," he said. "It has to do with something we were talking about

recently."
He approached and passed the lethal package to me-weapon, sheath, belt.
"Be nice if you take it to him," he said.
I buckled it and hung it over my head and shoulder.
"Okay," I told him. "We'd better move."
I headed toward the far corner of the chapel. As I neared the area where the Pit was represented

I felt the unmistakable tug of a way.
"Eureka!" I said, activating channels on the spikard. "Follow me."
I stepped forward and it took me away.
We arrived in a chamber of perhaps fifteen feet square. There was a wooden post at its center

and the floor was of stone with some straw strewn upon it. Several of the big candles, as from the
chapel, were spotted about. The walls were of stone on two sides, wood on the others. The wooden
walls contained unlatched wooden doors. One of the stone walls contained a windowless metal door,
a keyhole at its left side. A key, which looked about the right size, hung from a nail in the post.

I took down the key and checked quickly beyond the wooden door to my right, discovering a



large barrel of water, a dipper, and a variety of dishes, cups, utensils. Behind the other door were a
few blankets and stacks of what were probably toilet tissues.

I crossed to the metal door then and knocked upon it with the key. There was no response. I
inserted the key in the lock and felt my companion take hold of my arm.

"Better let me do that," he said. "I think like him, and I think I'll be safer."
I had to agree with the wisdom of this, and I stepped aside.
"Corwin!" he called out. "We're springing you! It's your son Merlin and me, your double. Don't

jump me when I open the door, okay? We'll stand still and you can take a look."
"Open it," came a voice from within.
So he did, and we stood there.
"What do you know?" came the voice I remembered, finally. "You guys look for real."
"We are," said his ghost, "and as usual, at times such as this, you'd better hurry."

 
"Yeah." There came a slow tread from within, and when he emerged he was shielding his eyes

with his left hand. "Either of you got a pair of shades? The light hurts."
"Damn!" I said, wishing I'd thought of it. "No, and if I send for them the Logrus might spot me."
"Later, later. I'll squint and stumble. Let's get the hell out."
His ghost entered the cell.
"Now make me bearded, thin, and grimy. Lengthen the hair and tatter the clothes," he said. "Then

lock me in.
"What's going on?" my father asked.
"Your ghost will be impersonating you in your cell for a while."
"It's your plan," Corwin stated. "Do what the ghost says." And so I did. He turned and extended

his hand back into the cell then. "Thanks, buddy."
"My pleasure," the other replied, clasping his hand and shaking it.
"Good luck."
"So long."
I closed and locked the cell door. I hung the key on its nail and steered him to the way. It took us

through.
He lowered his hand as we came into the chapel. The dimness must have been sufficient for him

to handle now. He drew away from me and crossed to the altar.
"We'd better go, Dad."
He chuckled as he reached across the altar, raised a burning taper, and used it to light one of the

others that had apparently gone out in some draft.
"I've pissed on my own grave," he announced. "Can't pass up the pleasure of lighting a candle to

myself in my own church."
He extended his left hand in my direction without looking at me.
"Give me Grayswandir," he said.
I slipped it off and passed it to him. He unfastened it and buckled it about his waist, loosened it

in its sheath. "All right. What now?" he asked.
I thought fast. If Dana was aware that I had exited through the wall last time-a distinct

possibility, considering-then the walls might well be booby-trapped in some fashion. On the other
hand, if we went out the way I had come in we might encounter someone rushing this way in answer
to the alarm.

Hell.



"Come on," I said, activating the spikard, ready to whisk us away at the glimpse of an intruder.
"It's going to be tricky because it involves levitation on the way out."

I caught hold of him again and we approached the way. I wrapped us in energies as it took us,
and I lofted us above the field of blades and flowers as we departed.

There were footfalls from up the corridor. I swirled us away to another place.
I took us to Jurt's apartment, which didn't seem a place anyone was likely to come looking for a

man who was still in his cell; and I knew that Jurt had no need of it just then.
Corwin sprawled on the bed and squinted at me. "By the way," he said, "thanks."
"Anytime," I told him.
"You know your way around this place pretty well?" he said.
"It doesn't seem to have changed that much," I told him.
"Then how's about raiding an icebox for me while I borrow your brother's scissors and razor for

a quick shave and haircut."
"What would you like?"
"Meat, bread, cheese, wine, maybe a piece of pie," he said. "Just so it's fresh and there's lots of

it. Then you're going to have a lot of story to tell me."
"I guess I am," I said.
And so I made my way to the kitchen, down familiar halls and ways I had traversed as a boy.

The place was lit by just a few tapers, the fires banked. No one was about.
I proceeded to raid the larder, heaping a tray with the various viands requested, adding a few

pieces of fruit I came across. I almost dropped the wine bottle when I heard a sharp intake of breath
near the doorway I had entered.

It was Julia, in a blue silk wrap.
"Merlin!"
I crossed to her.
"I owe you several apologies," I said. "I'm ready to make them."
"I'd heard you were back. I heard you were to be king."
"Funny, I heard that, too."
"Then it would be unpatriotic of me to stay mad, wouldn't it?"
"I never meant to hurt you," I said. "Physically, or any other way."
Suddenly, we were holding each other. It lasted a long time before she told me, "Jurt says you're

friends now."
"I guess we sort of are."
I kissed her.
"If we got back together again," she said, "he'd probably try to kill you again."
"I know. This time the consequences could really be cataclysmic, too."
"Where are you going right now?"
"I'm on an errand, and it's going to take me several hours."
"Why don't you stop by when you're finished? We've got a lot to talk about. I'm staying in a place

called the Wisteria Room for now. Know where that is?"
"Yes," I said. "This is crazy."
"See you later?"
"Maybe."
The next day I traveled to the Rim, for I'd heard report that the Pit-divers-those who seek after

artifacts of creation beyond the Rim-had suspended operations for the first time in a generation. When



I questioned them they told me of dangerous activities in the depths-whirlwinds, wings of fire, blasts
of new-minted matter.

Sitting in a secluded place and looking down, I used the spikard I wore to question the one I
didn't. When I removed the shield in which I'd encased it, it commenced a steady litany, "Go to
Mandor. Get crowned. See your brother. See your mother. Begin preparations." I wrapped it again
and put it away. If I didn't do something soon he was going to suspect that I was beyond its control.
Did I care?

I could just absent myself, perhaps going away with my father, helping him at whatever
showdown might finally develop over his Pattern. I could even ditch both spikards there, enhancing
the forces in that place. I could still rely on my own magic in a pinch. But my problem was right here.
I had been bred and conditioned to be a perfect royal flunky, under the control of my mother, and
possibly my brother Mandor. I loved Amber, but I loved the Courts as well. Fleeing to Amber, while
assuring my safety, would no more solve my personal problem than running off with my dad-or
returning to the Shadow Earth I also cared for, with or without Coral. No. The problem was here-and
inside me.

I summoned a filmy to bear me to an elevated way to take me back to Sawall. As I traveled, I
thought of what I must do, and I realized that I was afraid. If things got pushed as far as they well
might, there was a strong possibility that I would die. Alternatively, I might have to kill someone I
didn't really want to.

Either way, though, there had to be some resolution or I'd never know peace at this pole of my
existence.

I walked beside a purple stream beneath a green sun atop a pearly sky. I summoned a purple and
gray bird, which came and sat upon my wrist. I had thought to dispatch it to Amber with a message for
Random. Try as I might, however, I could phrase no simple note. Too many things depended on other
things. Laughing, I released it and leapt from the bank, where I struck another way above the water.

Returned to Sawall, I made my way to the sculpture hall. By then, I knew what I must try to do
and how I must go about it. I stood where I had stood-how long ago?-regarding massive structures,
simple figures, intricate ones.

"Ghost?" I said. "You in the neighborhood?"
There was no response.
"Ghost!" I repeated more loudly. "Can you hear me?"
Nothing.
I dug out my Trumps, located the one I had done for Ghostwheel, bright circle.
I regarded it with some intensity, but it was slow to grow cool. This was understandable,

considering some of the odd areas of space to which this hall gave access. Also, it was irritating.
I raised the spikard. Using it here at the level I intended would be like setting off a burglar

alarm. Amen.
I touched the Tarot with a line of subtle force, at tempting to enhance the instrument's sensitivity.

I maintained my concentration.
Again, nothing.
I backed it with more force. There followed a perceptible cooling. But there was no contact.
"Ghost," I said through clenched teeth. "This is important. Come to me."
No reply. So I sent power into the thing. The card began to glow and frost crystals formed upon

it. Small crackling sounds occurred in its vicinity.
"Ghost," I repeated.



A weak sense of his presence occurred then, and I poured more juice into the card. It shattered in
my hand, and I caught it in a web of forces and held all of the pieces together, looking like a small
stained-glass window. I continued to reach through it.

"Dad! I'm in trouble!" came to me then.
"Where are you? What's the matter?" I asked.
"I followed this entity I met. Pursued her-it. Almost a mathematical abstraction. Called Kergma.

Got caught here at an odd-even dimensional interface, where I'm spiraling. Was having a good time
up until then-"

"I know Kergma well. Kergma is a trickster. I can feel your spatial situation. I am about to send
bursts of energy to counter the rotation. Let me know if there are problems. As soon as you're able to
Trump through, tell me and come ahead."

I pulsed it through the spikard and the braking effect began. Moments later, he informed me, "I
think I can escape now."

"Come on, then."
Suddenly, Ghost was there, spinning about me like a magic circle.
"Thanks, Dad. I really appreciate this. Let me know if there's ever anything-"
"There is," I said.
"What?"
"Shrink yourself down and hide somewhere about my person."
"Wrist okay again?"
"Sure."
He did that thing. Then, "Why?" he asked.
"I may need a sudden ally," I replied.
"Against what?"
"Anything," I said. "It's showdown time."
"I don't like the sound of that."
"Then leave me now. I won't hold it against you."
"I couldn't do that."
"Listen, Ghost. This thing has escalated, and a line must be drawn now. I-"
The air began to shimmer, off to my right. I knew what it meant.
"Later," I said. "Be still."
... And there was a doorway, and it opened to admit a tower of green light: eyes, ears, nose,

mouth, limbs cycling about its sea-like range-one of the more inspired demonic forms I'd beheld of
late. And, of course, I knew the features.

"Merlin," he said. "I felt you ply the spikard here."
"I thought you might," I replied, "and I am at your service, Mandor."
"Really?"
"In all respects, brother."
"Including a certain matter of succession?"
"That in particular."
"Excellent! And what business were you about here?"
"I was but seeking something I had lost."
"That can wait upon another day, Merlin. We have much to do just now."
"Yes, that is true."
"So assume a more pleasing form and come with me. We must discuss the measures you are to



take upon assuming the throne-which Houses are to be suppressed, who outlawed-"
"I must speak with Dara immediately."
"I would rather lay some groundwork first. Come! Shift, and let us be away!"
"Would you know where she is just now?"
"Gantu, I believe. But we will confer with her later."
"You wouldn't happen to have her Trump handy, would you?"
"I fear not. I thought you carried a deck of your own?"
"I do. But hers was inadvertently destroyed one night when I was drinking."
"No matter," he said. "We will see her later, as I explained."
I had been opening channels on the spikard as we spoke. I caught him at the center of a

whirlwind of forces. I could see the transformation procedure within him, and it was a simple matter
to reverse it, collapsing the green and spinning tower into the form of a white-haired man clad in
black and white and looking very irritated.

"Merlin!" he cried. "Why have you changed me?"
"This thing fascinates me," I said, waving the spikard. "I just wanted to see whether I could do

it."
"Now you've seen it," he said. "Kindly release me to turn back, and find a more fitting form for

yourself."
"A moment," I said, as he attempted to melt and flow. "I require you just as you are."
I held him against his effort, and I drew a fiery rectangle in the air.
A series of quick movements filled it with a rough likeness of my mother.
"Merlin! What are you doing?" he cried.
I suppressed his effort to extricate himself by means of a transport spell.
"Conference time," I announced. "Bear with me."
I didn't just meditate upon the impromptu Trump I had hung in the air before me, but practically

attacked it with a charge of the energies I was cycling through my body and the space about me.
Suddenly, Dara stood within the frame I had created-tall, coal-black, eyes of green flame.
"Merlin! What's happening?" she cried.
I'd never heard of it being done quite this way before, but I held the contact, willed her presence,

and blew away the frame. She stood before me then, perhaps seven feet tall, pulsing with indignation.
"What is the meaning of this?" she asked.
I caught her as I had Mandor and collapsed her down to human scale.
"Democracy," I said "Let's all look alike for a minute."
"This is not amusing," she responded, and she began to change back.
I canceled her effort.
"No, it isn't," I answered. "But I called this meeting, and it will be run on my terms."
"Very well," she said, shrugging. "What has become so terribly urgent?"
"The succession."
"The matter is settled. The throne is yours."
"And whose creature am I to be?" I raised my left hand, hoping they had no way of telling one

spikard from another. "This thing confers great powers. It also charges for their use. It bore a spell for
control of its wearer."

"It was Swayvill's," Mandor said. "I got it to you when I did to accustom you to the force of its
presence. And yes, there is a price. Its wearer must come to terms with it."

"I have wrestled with it," I lied, "and I am its master. But the main problems were not cosmic.



They were compulsions of your own installation."
"I do not deny it," he said. "But there was a very good reason for their presence. You were

reluctant to take the throne. I felt it necessary to add an element of compulsion."
I shook my head.
"Not good enough," I said. "There was more to it than that. It was a thing designed to make me

subservient to you."
"Necessary," he responded. "You've been away. You lack intimate knowledge of the local

political scene. We could not simply let you take the reins and go off in your own direction-not in
times such as these, when blunders could be very costly. The House needed some means to control
you. But this was only to be until your education was complete."

"Permit me to doubt you, brother," I said.
He glanced at Dara, who nodded slightly.
"He is right," she said, "and I see nothing wrong with such temporary control until you learn the

business. Too much is at stake to permit otherwise."
"It was a slave-spell," I said. "It would force me to take the throne, to follow orders."
Mandor licked his lips. It was the first time I'd ever seen him betray a sign of nervousness. It

instantly made me wary-though I realized moments later that it may have been a calculated distraction.
It caused me to guard against him immediately; and, of course, the attack came from Dara.

A wave of heat swept over me. I shifted my attention at once, attempting to raise a barrier. It was
not an attack against my person. It was something soothing, coercive. I bared my teeth as I fought to
hold it off.

"Mother-" I growled.
"We must restore the imperatives," she said flatly, more to Mandor than to me.
"Why?" I asked. "You're getting what you want."
"The throne is not enough," she answered. "I do not trust you in this, and reliance will be

necessary."
"You never trusted me," I said, pushing away the remains of her spell.
"That is not true," she told me, "and this is a technical matter, not a personal one."
"Whatever the matter," I said, "I'm not buying."
Mandor tossed a paralysis spell at me, and I pushed it away, ready for anything now. As I was

doing this, Dara hit me with an elaborate working I recognized as a Confusion Storm. I was not about
to try matching them both, spell for spell. A good sorcerer may have a half dozen major spells hung.
Their judicious employment is generally enough for dealing with most situations. In a sorcerous duel
the strategy involved in their employment is a major part of the game. If both parties are still standing
when the spells have been exhausted, then they are reduced to fighting with raw energies. Whoever
controls a greater quantity usually has the edge then.

I raised an umbrella against the Confusion Storm, parried Mandor's Astral Club, held myself
together through Mom's Spirit Split, maintained my senses through Mandor's Well of Blackness. My
major spells had all gone stale, and I had hung no new ones since I'd begun relying on the spikard. I
was already reduced to reliance on raw power. Fortunately, the spikard gave me control of more of it
than I'd ever held before. All I had to do was force them to use up their spells, then all trickiness
would be removed from the situation. I would wear them down, drain them.

Mandor sneaked one partway through, hurting me in a brush with an Electric Porcupine. I
battered him with a wall of force, however, slamming him into a system of revolving discs that
flashed off in all directions. Dara turned into a liquid flame, coiling, waving, flowing through circles



and figure-Bights, as she advanced and retreated, tossing bubbles of euphoria and pain to orbit me. I
tried to blow them away, hurricane-wise, shattering the great porcelain face, uprooting towers, family
groups with holes in them, glowing geometries. Mandor fumed to sand, which filtered downward
through the structure upon which he sprawled, became a yellow carpet, crept toward me.

I ignored the effects and continued to beat at them with energies. I hurled the carpet through the
flame and dumped a floating fountain upon them. Brushing out small fires in my clothing and hair, I
forced my consciousness through numbed areas in my left shoulder and leg. I fell apart and drew
myself back together again as I mastered Dara's spell of Unweaving. I shattered Mandor's Diamond
Bubble and digested the Chains of Deliverance. On three occasions, I dropped my human form for
things more suitable, but always I returned to it. I hadn't had a workout like this since my final exams
with Suhuy.

But the ultimate advantage was obviously mine. Their only real chance had lain in surprise, and
that was gone now. I opened all channels on the spikard, a thing which might have intimidated even
the Pattern-though, now I thought on it, it had gotten me knocked senseless. I caught Mandor in a cone
of force that stripped him down to a skeleton and built him back up again in an instant. Dara was
harder to nail, but when I blasted her with all of the channels, she hit me with a Dazzlement spell
she'd been holding in reserve, the only thing that saved her from turning into a statue as I'd intended.
Instead, it left her in mortal form and restricted to slow motion.

I shook my head and rubbed my eyes. Lights danced before me.
"Congratulations," she said, over a span of perhaps ten seconds. "You're better than I'd thought."
"And I'm not even finished," I replied, breathing deeply. "It's time to do unto you as you'd have

done unto me."
I began to craft the working which would place them under my control.
It was then that I noticed her small slow smile.
"I'd thought-we might-deal with-you-ourselves," she said as the air began to shimmer before her.

"I was-wrong."
The Sign of the Logrus took form before her. Immediately, her features grew more animated.
Then I felt its terrible regard. When it addressed me, that pastiche-voice tore at my nervous

system.
"I have been summoned," it said, "to deal with your recalcitrance, oh man who would be king."
There came a crash from downhill as the house of mirrors collapsed. I looked in that direction.

So did Dana. Mandor, just now struggling to his feet, did also.
The reflective panels rose into the air and drifted toward us. They were quickly deployed all

about us, reflecting and re-reflecting our confrontation from countless angles. The prospect was
bewildering, for space itself seemed somehow bent, twisted now in our vicinity. And in each image
we were surrounded by a circle of light, though I could not detect its absolute source.

"I stand with Merlin," Ghost said, from somewhere.
"Construct!" the Logrus Sign stated. "You thwarted me in Amber!"
"And a short thwart for the Pattern, too," Ghost observed. "It sort of balances out."
"What are your wishes now?"
"Hands off Merlin," Ghost said. "He'll rule here as well as reign. No strings on him."
Ghost's lights began cycling.
I pulsed the spikard, open on all channels, hoping to locate Ghost, give him access to its

energies. I couldn't seem to make contact, though.
"I don't need that, Dad," Ghost stated. "I access sources in Shadow myself."



"What is it that you want for yourself, construct?" the Sign inquired.
"To protect one who cares for me."
"I can offer you cosmic greatness."
"You already did. I turned you down then, too. Remember?"
"I remember. And I will remember." A jagged tentacle of the constantly shifting figure moved

toward one of the circles of light. There was a blinding rush of flame when they met. When my vision
cleared, however, nothing had changed. "Very well," the Sign acknowledged. "You came prepared. It
is not yet time to weaken myself in your destruction. Not when another waits for me to falter.

"Lady of Chaos," it stated, "you must honor Merlin's wishes. If his reign be a foolish thing, he
will destroy himself by his own actions. If it be prudent, you will have gained what you sought
without interference."

The expression on her face was one of disbelief.
"You would back down before a son of Amber and his toy?" she asked.
"We must give him what he wants," it acknowledged, "for now. For now... "
The air squealed about its vanishment. Mandor smiled the smallest of smiles, reflected to

infinity.
"I can't believe this," she said, becoming a flower-faced cat and then a tree of green flame.
"Believe as you would," Mandor told her. "He's won."
The tree flared through its autumn and was gone. Mandor nodded to me.
"I just hope you know what you're doing," he said.
"I know what I'm doing."
"Take it however you would," he said, "but if you need advice I'll try to help you."
"Thanks."
"Care to discuss it over lunch?"
"Not just now."
He shrugged and became a blue whirlwind.
"Till later then," came the voice out of the whirlwind, before it blew away.
"Thanks, Ghost," I said. "Your timing's gotten a lot better."
"Chaos has a weak left," he replied.
I located fresh garments of silver, black, gray, and white. I took them back to Jurt's apartments

with me. I had a long story to tell.
We walked little-used ways, passing through Shadow, coming at length to the final battlefield of

the Patternfall War. The place had healed itself over the years, leaving no indication of all that had
transpired there. Corwin regarded it for a long while in silence.

Then he turned to me and said, "It'll take some doing to sort everything out, to achieve a more
permanent balance, to assure its stability."

"Yes."
"You think you can keep things peaceful on this end for a while?"
"That's the idea," I said. "I'll give it my best shot."
"That's all any of us can do," he said. "Okay, Random has to know what's happened, of course.

I'm not sure how he's going to take having you as an opposite number, but that's the breaks."
"Give him my regards, and Bill Roth, too."
He nodded.
"And good luck," I said.
"There are still mysteries within mysteries," he told me. "I'll let you know what I find out, as



soon as I have something."
He moved forward and embraced me.
Then, "Rev up that ring and send me back to Amber."
"It's already revved," I said. "Good-bye."
"... And hello," he answered, from the tail end of a rainbow.
I turned away then, for the long walk back to Chaos.


	Roger Zelazny PRINCE OF CHAOS
	II
	III
	IV
	VI
	VII
	VIII
	IX
	X
	XI
	XII

