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INTRODUCTION

At the heart of Roger Zelazny’s Amber are ten novels. There are, in addition to these, a number of Zelazny-authored short stories, as well as various material created by others, adaptations of Amber into other media such as graphic novels and computer games, and a set of prequel novels over which fans argue, not just as to their merit but their very legitimacy. Many believe that Zelazny never intended, and did not wish, for Amber to become open-source world in which other writers could try their hand and write their own stories. Amber is only truly Amber – and questions of truth, originality are very much at the heart of this great work of Fantasy – if Roger Zelazny wrote it. And that returns us to the ten core novels.

The ten are two sets of five, the second of which is here reprinted (for the first time in the UK). The first five novels are known as the ‘Corwin Cycle’ and the second five the ‘Merlin Cycle’, after their respective protagonists. It is possible to read the Merlin Cycle as a standalone, although some sense of what happens in the Corwin Cycle will enhance the reading experience. So let’s start there.

The Chronicles of Amber opens like a hardboiled noir thriller. A man wakes, amnesiac, injured, in a private clinic in the USA, at some point in the late 20th-century. The man, Corwin, is a tough guy: smart, capable and ruthless. Though he can’t remember who he is or how he got there, he senses that he’s in danger. He manages to escape the clinic, defeat the goons sent after him to kill him, to gather allies and start for home.

Were this the opening to a Dashell Hammett or Raymond Chandler novel, Corwin would turn out to be a private eye, rendered amnesiac by a blow to the head, and the remainder of the novel would have involved him piecing his memory back together, tracking down the bad guys, solving the case and taking his revenge. But we soon realise, as we read, that this is a different kind of novel altogether. The clinic of the opening chapters is in late 20th-century North America, but very little of the novel is set in that country, or indeed on this planet. Corwin is not a private dick but a prince, a high-born figure from ‘Amber’, the Platonic Form of The World, of which a million other worlds – including our Earth – are mere shadows. Amber was ruled by King Oberon but he has been deposed, or perhaps has merely absented himself, and his nine sons, the nine princes of the first novel’s title, are fighting one another to succeed him. During the course of his adventures Corwin meets most of his brothers (and a few of his many sisters), battling some, allying himself with others, seeking to supplant his brother, Eric, who sits on the throne of Amber.

Amber is a kingdom of High Fantasy, full of magic and wonder, and Corwin possesses various supernatural powers, including superhuman strength and endurance and the ability to heal and regrow his wounded body. Like all the princes of Amber, he is functionally immortal, unless specifically killed. He travels through richly rendered alternate worlds as he heads back to the source.

There are several routes to Amber. For instance: one might walk the shadows, passing through the many other worlds which both exist in their own right and can to some degree be shaped by the imagination of Amber’s princes and princesses. It is also possible to use certain magic cards, Trumps, the artwork upon which work as sorts of doors directly to the places represented. But one cannot walk the shadows in Amber, for Amber is real, not shadowy. It can only be approached from the outside.

Corwin, assisted by his brother Bleys, passes from world to world, assembling an army so as to storm the citadel of Amber itself: ‘the assembled troops were not quite men – all of them around seven feet in height with very red skins and little hair, cat-like eyes and six-digited hands and feet’. These people consider Corwin and Bleys gods, a faith the two brothers take rather cynical advantage. Not sure this army is big enough to defeat Eric, Corwin recruits more troops: ‘a race of furry creatures, dark and clawed and fanged, reasonably man-like and about as intelligent as a freshman in the high school of your choice.’ Corwin as narrator adds: ‘sorry kids, but what I mean is they were loyal, devoted and too easily screwed by bastards like me and my brother. I felt like the deejay of your choice.’ This piece of writing tells us two things, one about Corwin and another about Zelazny. On the former front, it and other references to the ordinary lives of Earthlings like you and me show that Corwin spent many centuries on our world – we discover he fought in Napoleon’s army, and at the Siege of Stalingrad too (the crappy yet cult-popular movie Highlander plagiarises elements of Zelazny’s novels). But that reference to ‘deejays’, topical in 1970 but awkwardly dated nowadays, tells us that Zelazny-as-writer hasn’t quite freed himself from a parochialism of idiom. Looking back in chapter 9 on the situation in which he found himself at the story’s beginning, Corwin addresses the reader: ‘Well, take it like this: I had awakened in a hospital bed and learned that I had recovered all too soon. Dig?’ This kind of slang stands against another key idiom the novel inhabits, High Fantasy medievalised flourish:

Amber, Amber, Amber – I remember thee, I shall never forget thee again, I guess deep inside me I never really did, through all those centuries I wandered the Shadow Earth, for often at night my dreams were troubled by images of thy green and golden spires and thy sweeping terraces. I remember thy wide promenades and the decks of flowers, golden and red. I recall the sweetness of thy airs, and the temples, palaces, and pleasances thou containest, contained, will always contain. Amber, immortal city from which every other city has taken its shape. [ch 5]

The archaism of this passage is a little over-fruity, although Zelazny more often writes a clearer, vivid and memorable prose to describe Amber, and the other fantastical, bizarre and wonderful worlds through which Corwin passes.

The clash of tones, of styles, is deliberate, and works to destabilise and vivify the inertnesses of what might otherwise be yet another cod-medieval fantasy realm. Fantasy as a genre is oversupplied with cliché castles, fair maidens, bold knights and feasts by torchlight, but not with noble princes wielding swords, driving automobiles whilst chased by T-Rexes across deserts under purple skies.

More, as the novels go on we come to understand that Zelazny is playing a richly complex game of literary intertextuality. As Amber is the prototype of all worlds, all the mythological and literary wonders of our world are revealed as its shadows: Shakespeare’s plays (and there are a great many Shakespearian references and quotations in these novels) are as marvelous as they are because they imitate Amberian originality; the myths and legends of King Arthur (among many) likewise.

Corwin meets a beautiful young woman, Dara, who is the great-grand-daughter of Benedict, one of Corwin’s brothers – or so she presents herself: Benedict himself claims to know nothing of her (in a complex curlicue of plotting, it turns out she is Benedict’s descendent after all). Corwin and Dara sleep together, but she then reveals herself to be royalty from the Courts of Chaos – a kind of eternal anti-Amber, the chaotic flipside to Amber’s ordered pattern. Her desire is to destroy Amber altogether, and much of the Corwin Cycle is concerned with a vast territorial incursion of apocalyptic chaos into the order and beauty of Amber. Corwin and his siblings eventually save Amber, and by the end of the fifth novel Corwin’s story is told, more or less – he appears in the remaining novels here and there, but the narrative now shifts down a generation to his son: Merlin, the result of his dalliance with Dara.

Amber Fandom is divided over which of the two cycles, Corwin’s or Merlin’s, is the better. The final five books do go back over some familiar ground, and so may strike a continuing reader as less original than the first five, but they expand and enrich our understanding of Amber and its place in the cosmos in new ways too. As a protagonist, Merlin perhaps lacks the roundedness and richness of his father, whose hard-boiled resourcefulness and drive is leavened by an elegiac awareness of his own moral failings, and of the weariness of a life lived so long and so ruthlessly. His son, ‘Merle’, is less conflicted, and embodies more of the energies and resilience of youth. Like his father, Merlin travels widely through the shadows, and between Amber and the Courts of Chaos, and the plotting and magical systems are as intricate and gripping as in the first series.

The style of the novels is different too. We are still given Zelazny’s many richly imagined and described fantasy realms, and the complex intertextuality of the first five books continues. But we have moved-on from the patchouli-scented hippy idioms of the first cycle: no more deejays, dig? Instead Merle is a computer hacker, and his world more recognizably the world of actual modernity. Merle’s grand project is programming what we would nowadays call an ‘artificial intelligence’: Ghostwheel, a self-aware intelligent computer system based on the magical Trumps.

And in some ways this second cycle marks a distinct improvement over the first. Love it though I do, I have to concede that the Corwin Cycle is quite narrowly patriarchal in its conception. The first five books, concerned as they are with Corwin’s strategies for claiming the throne of Amber, become a journey of discovery about the true nature of the realm, which is actually a journey of discovery about the nature of his father, Oberon. This extremely philoprogenitive monarch has fathered dozens of offspring (not all of whom have survived as the story begins) and the complicated family tree is as much a ‘pattern’, essential to the functioning of the story, as the mystic ‘pattern’ underlying Amber, the walking of which facilitates travel through the shadow realms. There are to be sure plenty of female characters in the Corwin Cycle, but they are all either malevolent harridans, deadly femmes fatales, or doomed, helpless floozies. The focus is of the first cycle is much more on manly self-reliance, grit, determination, the martial virtues of the warrior. The cycle is fantasy with an emphasis on power-politics and war and hard-boiled with the hardness of violent men.

The Merlin Cycle, in contrast, is supplied with a range of better-realised female characters. It is much more about the balance of Amber and Chaos, as the yin and yang between which are arranged all the realities of the universe. This does make for a less unbalanced aesthetic and moral vision, although I can’t claim it entirely escapes the fundamentally sexist logic of patriarchy. The second cycle in some ways anticipates the reasoning of Jordan Peterson, whereby order is a cosmically masculine, and chaos a cosmically feminine, matter – embodied in these books by the Unicorn of Order and Serpent of Chaos: Corwin and Dara, Merlin and Mask, Amber’s pattern and its opposite-equivalent in Chaos, Logres. There remains something essentialist, something power-over and blokey about Zelzany’s imagination. But the second cycle has nuance and complexity the first cycle perhaps lacks. As my reference to Jordan Peterson just now might suggest, Amber is a busily Jungian work, in which anima wrestles with its shadow, archetypes clash and ally, and a magical synchronicity links the myriad worlds of story.

Ultimately, what this magisterial Fantasy sequence does is render Story into itself in a way that opens storytelling to its fullest glory. Perhaps that sounds forbiddingly recursive, but I mean something particular by it. Zelazny never precisely describes the nature of the pattern, underlying the citadel of Amber, allowing us to picture it for ourselves. The Amberites must walk it, with difficulty and danger, in order to come into their full powers, so perhaps it is something like a Minoan maze, or a sacred dance. But I envisage the pattern as literature itself: the intricate, challenging but empowering network of texts and characters, or styles and stories. Zelazny’s ambition in these novels is to encompass as many of the novels and tales and myths that he himself loved as possible into a knot that functions as the aboriginal Story, inviting us as readers to walk this complex path, complete with blind-turns and wrongfootings, with frictions and joys. It’s why any given Amber novel covers not only many different characters, events and worlds, but many different modes and genres: High Fantasy, science fiction, action adventure, noir, whodunnit, and philosophical speculation. It’s all in Amber.

Adam Roberts, 2022



TRUMPS OF DOOM



1

It is a pain in the ass waiting around for someone to try to kill you. But it was April 30, and of course it would happen as it always did. It had taken me a while to catch on, but now I at least knew when it was coming. In the past, I’d been too busy to do anything about it. But my job was finished now. I’d only stayed around for this. I felt that I really ought to clear the matter up before I departed.

I got out of bed, visited the bathroom, showered, brushed my teeth, et cetera. I’d grown a beard again, so I didn’t have to shave. I was not jangling with strange apprehensions, as I had been on that April 30 three years ago when I’d awakened with a headache and a premonition, thrown open the windows, and gone to the kitchen to discover all of the gas burners turned on and flameless. No. It wasn’t even like the April 30 two years ago in the other apartment when I awoke before dawn to a faint smell of smoke to learn that the place was on fire. Still, I stayed out of direct line of the light fixtures in case the bulbs were filled with something flammable, and I flipped all of the switches rather than pushing them. Nothing untoward followed these actions.

Usually, I set up the coffee maker the night before with a timer. This morning, though, I didn’t want coffee that had been produced out of my sight. I set a fresh pot going and checked my packing while I waited for it to brew. Everything I valued in this place resided in two medium-sized crates – clothing, books, paintings, some instruments, a few souvenirs, and so forth. I sealed the cases. A change of clothing, a sweatshirt, a good paperback, and a wad of traveler’s checks went into the backpack. I’d drop my key off at the manager’s on the way out, so he could let the movers in. The crates would go into storage.

No jogging for me this morning.

As I sipped my coffee, passing from window to window and pausing beside each for sidelong surveys of the streets below and the buildings across the way (last year’s attempt had been by someone with a rifle), I thought back to the first time it had happened, seven years ago. I had simply been walking down the street on a bright spring afternoon when an oncoming truck had swerved, jumped the curb, and nearly combined me with portions of a brick wall. I was able to dive out of the way and roll. The driver never regained consciousness. It had seemed one of those freak occurrences that occasionally invade the lives of us all.

The following year to the day, however, I was walking home from my lady friend’s place late in the evening when three men attacked me – one with a knife, the other two with lengths of pipe – without even the courtesy of first asking for my wallet.

I left the remains in the doorway of a nearby record store, and while I thought about it on the way home it did not strike me until the following day that it had been the anniversary of the truck crash. Even then, I dismissed it as an odd coincidence. The matter of the mail bomb that had destroyed half of another apartment the following year did cause me to begin wondering whether the statistical nature of reality might not be under a strain in my vicinity at that season. And the events of subsequent years served to turn this into a conviction.

Someone enjoyed trying to kill me once a year, it was as simple as that. The effort failing, there would be another year’s pause before an attempt was made again. It seemed almost a game.

But this year I wanted to play, too. My main concern was that he, she, or it seemed never to be present when the event occurred, favoring stealth and gimmicks or agents. I will refer to this person as S (which sometimes stands for ‘sneak’ and sometimes for ‘shithead’ in my private cosmology), because X has been overworked and because I do not like to screw around with pronouns with disputable antecedents.

I rinsed my coffee cup and the pot and set them in the rack. Then I picked up my bag and departed. Mr Mulligan wasn’t in, or was sleeping, so I left my key in his mailbox before heading up the street to take my breakfast at a nearby diner.

Traffic was light, and all of the vehicles well behaved. I walked slowly, listening and looking. It was a pleasant morning, promising a beautiful day. I hoped to settle things quickly, so I could enjoy it at my leisure.

I reached the diner unmolested. I took a seat beside the window. Just as the waiter came to take my order I saw a familiar figure swinging along the street – a former classmate and later fellow employee – Lucas Raynard: six feet tall, red-haired, handsome in spite, or perhaps because, of an artistically broken nose, with the voice and manner of the salesman he was.

I knocked on the window and he saw me, waved, turned and entered.

‘Merle, I was right,’ he said, coming up to the table, clasping my shoulder briefly, seating himself and taking the menu out of my hands. ‘Missed you at your place and guessed you might be here.’

He lowered his eyes and began reading the menu.

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘If you need more time to consider, I’ll come back,’ the waiter said.

‘No,’ Luke answered and read off an enormous order. I added my own. Then: ‘Because you’re a creature of habit.’

‘Habit?’ I replied. ‘I hardly eat here anymore.’

‘I know,’ he answered, ‘but you usually did when the pressure was on. Like, right before exams – or if something was bothering you.’

‘Hm,’ I said. There did seem to be something to that, though I had never before realized it. I spun the ashtray with its imprint of a unicorn’s head, a smaller version of the stained-glass one that stood as part of a partition beside the doorway: ‘I can’t say why,’ I finally stated. ‘Besides, what makes you think something’s bothering me?’

‘I remembered that paranoid thing you have about April 30, because of a couple of accidents.’

‘More than a couple. I never told you about all of them.’

‘So you still believe it?’

‘Yes.’

He shrugged. The waiter came by and filled our coffee cups.

‘Okay,’ he finally agreed. ‘Have you had it yet today?’

‘No.’

‘Too bad. I hope it doesn’t pall your thinking.’

I took a sip of coffee.

‘No problem,’ I told him.

‘Good.’ He sighed and stretched. ‘Listen, I just got back to town yesterday …’

‘Have a good trip?’

‘Set a new sales record.’

‘Great.’

‘Anyhow … I just learned when I checked in that you’d left.’

‘Yeah. I quit about a month ago.’

‘Miller’s been trying to reach you. But with your phone disconnected he couldn’t call. He even stopped by a couple of times, but you were out.’

‘Too bad.’

‘He wants you back.’

‘I’m finished there.’

‘Wait’ll you hear the proposition, huh? Brady gets kicked upstairs and you’re the new head of Design – for a twenty percent pay hike. That’s what he told me to tell you.’

I chuckled softly.

‘Actually, it doesn’t sound bad at all. But, like I said, I’m finished.’

‘Oh.’ His eyes glistened as he gave me a sly smile. ‘You do have something lined up someplace else. He was wondering. Okay, if that’s the case he told me to tell you to bring him whatever the other guys offer. He’ll try like hell to top it.’

I shook my head.

‘I guess I’m not getting through,’ I said. ‘I’m finished. Period. I don’t want to go back. I’m not going to work for anyone else either. I’m done with this sort of thing. I’m tired of computers.’

‘But you’re really good. Say, you going to teach?’

‘Nope.’

‘Well, hell! You’ve got to do something. Did you come into some money?’

‘No. I believe I’ll do some traveling. I’ve been in one place too long.’

He raised his coffee cup and drained it. Then he leaned back, clasped his hands across his stomach, and lowered his eyelids slightly. He was silent for a time.

Finally: ‘You said you were finished. Did you just mean the job and your life here, or something else as well?’

‘I don’t follow you.’

‘You had a way of disappearing – back in college, too. You’d be gone for a while and then just as suddenly turn up again. You always were vague about it, too. Seemed like you were leading some sort of double life. That have anything to do with it?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

He smiled.

‘Sure you do,’ he said. When I did not reply, he added, ‘Well, good luck with it – whatever.’

Always moving, seldom at rest, he fidgeted with a key ring while we had a second cup of coffee, bouncing and jangling keys and a blue stone pendant. Our breakfasts finally arrived and we ate is silence for a while.

Then he asked, ‘You still have the Starburst?’

‘No. Sold her last fall,’ I told him. ‘I’d been so busy I just didn’t have time to sail. Hated to see her idle.’

He nodded.

‘That’s too bad,’ he said. ‘We had a lot of fun with her, back in school. Later, too. I’d have liked to take her out once more, for old times’ sake.’

‘Yes.’

‘Say, you haven’t seen Julia recently.’

‘No, not since we broke up. I think she’s still going with some guy named Rick. Have you?’

‘Yeah. I stopped by last night.’

‘Why?’

He shrugged.

‘She was one of the gang – and we’ve all been drifting apart.’

‘How was she?’

‘Still looking good. She asked about you. Gave me this to give to you, too.’

He withdrew a sealed envelope from inside his jacket and passed it to me. It bore my name, in her handwriting. I tore it open and read:

Merle,

I was wrong. I know who you are and there is danger.

I have to see you. I have something you will need. It is very important. Please call or come by as soon as you can.

Love,

Julia

‘Thanks,’ I said, opening my pack and filing it.

It was puzzling as well as unsettling. In the extreme. I’d have to decide what to do about it later. I still liked her more than I cared to think about, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to see her again. But what did she mean about knowing who I am?

I pushed her out of my mind, again.

I watched the traffic for a time and drank coffee and thought about how I’d first met Luke, in our freshman year, in the Fencing Club. He was unbelievably good.

‘Still fence?’ I asked him.

‘Sometimes. How about you?’

‘Occasionally.’

‘We never really did find out who was better.’

‘No time now,’ I said.

He chuckled and poked his knife at me a few times.

‘I guess not. When are you leaving?’

‘Probably tomorrow – I’m just cleaning up a few odds and ends. When that’s done I’ll go.’

‘Where are you heading?’

‘Here and there. Haven’t decided on everything yet.’

‘You’re crazy.’

‘Um-hm. Wanderjahr is what they used to call it. I missed out on mine and I want it now.’

‘Actually it does sound pretty nice. Maybe I ought to try it myself sometime.’

‘Maybe so. I thought you took yours in installments, though.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I wasn’t the only one who used to take off a lot.’

‘Oh, that.’ He dismissed it with the wave of a hand. ‘That was business, not pleasure. Had to do some deals to pay the bills. You going to see your folks?’

Strange question. Neither of us had ever spoken of our parents before, except in the most general terms.

‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘How’re yours?’

He caught my gaze and held it, his chronic smile widening slightly.

‘Hard to say,’ he replied. ‘We’re kind of out of touch.’

I smiled, too.

‘I know the feeling.’

We finished our food, had a final coffee.

‘So you won’t be talking to Miller?’ he asked.

‘No.’

He shrugged again. The check came by and he picked it up.

‘This one’s on me,’ he said. ‘After all, I’m working.’

‘Thanks. Maybe I can get back at you for dinner. Where’re you staying?’

‘Wait.’ He reached into his shirt pocket, took out a matchbook, tossed it to me. ‘There. New Line Motel,’ he said.

‘Say I come by about six?’

‘Okay.’

He settled up and we parted on the street.

‘See you,’ he said.

‘Yeah.’

Bye-bye, Luke Raynard. Strange man. We’d known each other for almost eight years. Had some good times. Competed in a number of sports. Used to jog together almost every day. We’d both been on the track team. Dated the same girls sometimes. I wondered about him again – strong, smart, and as private a person as myself. There was a bond between us, one that I didn’t fully understand.

I walked back to my apartment’s parking lot and checked under my car’s hood and frame before I tossed my pack inside and started the engine. I drove slowly, looking at things that had been fresh and new eight years before, saying good-bye to them now. During the past week I had said it to all of the people who had mattered to me. Except for Julia.

It was one of those things I felt like putting off, but there was no time. It was either now or not at all, and my curiosity had been piqued. I pulled into a shopping mall’s lot and located a pay phone, but there was no answer when I rang her number. I supposed she could be working full-time on a dayshift again, but she could also be taking a shower or be out shopping. I decided to drive on over to her place and see. It wasn’t that far. And whatever it was that she had for me, picking it up would be a good excuse for seeing her this one last time.

I cruised the neighborhood for several minutes before I located a parking space. I locked the car, walked back to the corner, and turned right. The day had grown slightly warmer. Somewhere, dogs were barking.

I strolled on up the block to that huge Victorian house that had been converted into apartments. I couldn’t see her windows from the front. She was on the top floor, to the rear. I tried to suppress memories as I passed on up the front walk, but it was no good. Thoughts of our times together came rushing back along with a gang of old feelings. I halted. It was silly coming here. Why bother, for something I hadn’t even missed. Still …

Hell. I wanted to see her one more time. I wasn’t going to back out now. I mounted the steps and crossed the porch. The door was open a crack so I walked in.

Same foyer. Same tired-looking potted violet, dust on its leaves, on the chest before the gilt-framed mirror – the mirror that had reflected our embrace, slightly warped, many times. My face rippled as I went by.

I climbed the green-carpeted stairs. A dog began howling somewhere out back.

The first landing was unchanged. I walked the short hallway, past the drab etchings and the old end table, turned and mounted the second staircase. Halfway up I heard a scratching noise from overhead and a sound like a bottle or a vase rolling on a hardwood floor. Then silence again, save for a few gusts of wind about the eaves. A faint apprehension stirred within me and I quickened my pace. I halted at the head of the stairway and nothing looked to be out of order, but with my next inhalation a peculiar odor came to me. I couldn’t place it – sweat, must, damp dirt perhaps – certainly something organic.

I moved then to Julia’s door and waited for several moments. The odor seemed stronger there, but I heard no new sounds.

I rapped softly on the dark wood. For a moment it seemed that I heard someone stirring within, but only for a moment. I knocked again.

‘Julia?’ I called out. ‘It’s me, Merle.’

Nothing. I knocked louder.

Something fell with a crash. I tried the doorknob. Locked.

I twisted and jerked and tore the doorknob, the lock plate, and the entire locking mechanism free. I moved immediately to my left then, past the hinged edge of the door and the frame. I extended my left hand and applied gentle pressure to the upper panel with my fingertips.

I moved the door a few inches inward and paused. No new sounds ensued, and nothing but a slice of wall and floor came into view, with narrow glimpses of a watercolor, the red sofa, the green rug. I eased the door open a little farther. More of the same. And the odor was even stronger.

I took a half-step to my right and applied a steady pressure.

Nothingnothingnothing …

I snatched my hand away when she came into view. Lying there. Across the room. Bloody …

There was blood on the floor, the rug, a bloody disarray near the corner off to my left. Upset furniture, torn cushions …

I suppressed an impulse to rush forward.

I took one slow step and then another, all of my senses alert. I crossed the threshold. There was nothing else/no one else in the room. Frakir tightened about my wrist. I should have said something then, but my mind was elsewhere.

I approached and knelt at her side. I felt sick. From the doorway I had not been able to see that half of her face and her right arm were missing. She was not breathing and her carotid was silent. She had on a torn and bloodied peach-colored robe; there was a blue pendant about her neck.

The blood that had spilled beyond the rug onto the hardwood floor was smeared and tracked. They were not human footprints, however, but large, elongated, three-toed things, well padded, clawed.

A draft of which I had been only half-consciously aware – coming from the opened bedroom door at my back – was suddenly diminished, as the odor intensified. There came another quick pulsing at my wrist. There was no sound, though. It was absolutely silent, but I knew that it was there.

I spun up out of my kneeling position into a crouch, turning—

I saw a large mouthful of big teeth, bloody lips curled back around them. They lined the muzzle belonging to several hundred pounds of doglike creature covered with coarse, moldy-looking yellow fur. Its ears were like clumps of fungi, its yellow-orange eyes wide and feral.

As I had no doubt whatever concerning its intentions I hurled the doorknob, which I had been clutching half-consciously for the past minute. It glanced off the bony ridge above its left eye without noticeable effect. Still soundless the thing sprang at me.

Not even time for a word to Frakir …

People who work in slaughterhouses know that there is a spot on an animal’s forehead to be found by drawing an imaginary line from the right ear to the left eye and another from the left ear to the right eye. They aim the killing blow an inch or two above the junction of this X. My uncle taught me that. He didn’t work in a slaughterhouse, though. He just knew how to kill things.

So I spun forward and to the side as it sprang, and I struck a hammer blow at the death spot. It moved even faster than I’d anticipated, however, and when my fist struck it, it was already rushing by. Its neck muscles helped it to absorb the force of my blow.

This drew the first sound from it, though – a yelp. It shook its head and turned with great speed then, and it was at me again. Now a low, rumbling growl came up from its chest and its leap was high. I knew that I was not going to be able to sidestep this one.

My uncle had also taught me how to grab a dog by the flesh on the sides of its neck and under the jaws. You need a good grip if it’s a big one, and you’ve got to get it just right. I had no real choice at the moment. If I tried a kick and missed it would probably take off my foot.

My hands shot forward and snaked upward and I braced myself when we met. I was sure it outweighed me and I had to meet its momentum as well.

I’d had visions of losing fingers or a hand, but I got in under the jaw, caught hold and squeezed. I kept my arms extended and leaned into the impact. I was shaken by the force of its lunge, but I was able to maintain my grip and absorb it.

As I listened to the growls and regarded the slavering muzzle a foot or so away from my face I realized that I hadn’t thought much beyond this point. With a dog, you might be able to bash its head against anything hard and handy; its carotids are too deeply buried to rely on direct pressure to take it out. But this thing was strong and my grip was already beginning to slip against its frantic twisting. As I held its jaws away from me and kept pushing it upward, I also realized that it was taller than I was when extended along the vertical. I could try for a kick at its soft underside, but I would probably go off balance as well as lose my grip, and then my groin would be exposed to its teeth.

But it twisted free of my left hand, and I had no choice but to use my right or lose it. So I pushed as hard as I could and retreated again. I had been looking for a weapon, any weapon, but there was nothing handy that would serve.

It lunged again, coming for my throat, coming too fast and high for me to manage a kick to its head. I couldn’t get out of its way either.

Its forelegs were level with my midriff, and I hoped that my uncle had been right about this one too, as I seized them and twisted backward and inward with all of my strength, dropping to one knee to avoid those jaws, chin lowered to protect my throat, my head drawn back. Bones popped and crunched as I twisted and its head lowered almost immediately to attack my wrists. But by then I was already rising, thrusting forward, springing up.

It went over backward, twisted, and almost caught itself. When its paws struck the floor, however, it made a sound halfway between a whimper and a snarl and collapsed forward.

I was about to try for another blow to the skull when it recovered its footing, moving faster than I’d thought it could. It raised its right foreleg immediately upon standing and balanced itself on three legs, still growling, eyes fixed on my own, saliva dampening its lower jaw. I moved slightly to my left, certain that it was about to rush me yet again, angling my body, positioning myself in a way that no one had taught me, because I do occasionally have original thoughts.

It was a little slower when it came for me this time. Maybe I could have gone for the skull and gotten it. I don’t know because I didn’t try. I seized it once more by the neck, and this time it was familiar territory. It would not pull away as it had before in the few moments I needed. Without breaking its momentum I turned and dropped low and thrust and pulled, adding some guidance to its trajectory.

It turned in midair, its back striking the window. With a shattering, splintering sound it passed through, taking most of the frame, the curtain and the curtain rod along with it.

I heard it hit three stories below. When I rose and looked out I saw it twitch a few times and grow still, there on the concrete patio where Julia and I had often had a midnight beer.

I returned to Julia’s side and held her hand. I began to realize my anger. Someone had to be behind this. Could it be S again? Was this my April 30 present for this year? I’d a feeling that it was and I wanted to do unto S as I had just done unto the creature that had performed the act. There had to be a reason. There ought to be a clue.

I rose, went to the bedroom, fetched a blanket, and covered Julia with it. Mechanically, I wiped my fingerprints from the fallen doorknob as I began my search of the apartment.

I found them on the mantelpiece between the clock and a stack of paperbacks dealing with the occult. The moment I touched them and felt their coldness I realized that this was even more serious than I had thought. They had to be the thing of mine she’d had that I would be needing – only they were not really mine, though as I riffled through I recognized them on one level and was puzzled by them on another. They were cards, Trumps, like yet unlike any I had ever seen before.

It was not a complete deck. Just a few cards, actually, and strange. I slipped them into my side pocket quickly when I heard the siren. Time for solitaire later.

I tore down the stairs and out the back door, encountering no one. Fido still lay where he had fallen and all the neighborhood dogs were discussing it. I vaulted fences and trampled flower beds, cutting through backyards on my way over to the side street where I was parked.

Minutes later I was miles away, trying to scrub the bloody paw-prints from my memory.
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I drove away from the bay until I came to a quiet, well-treed area. I stopped the car and got out and walked.

After a long while I located a small, deserted park. I seated myself on one of the benches, took out the Trumps and studied them. A few seemed half familiar and the rest were totally puzzling. I stared too long at one and seemed to hear a siren song. I put them down. I did not recognize the style. This was extremely awkward.

I was reminded of the story of a world-famous toxicologist who inadvertently ingested a poison for which there was no antidote. The question foremost in his mind was, Had he taken a lethal dose? He looked it up in a classic textbook that he himself had written years before. According to his own book he had had it. He checked another, written by an equally eminent professional. According to that one he had taken only about half the amount necessary to do in someone of his body mass. So he sat down and waited, hoping he’d been wrong.

I felt that way because I am an expert on these things. I thought that I knew the work of everyone who might be capable of producing such items. I picked up one of the cards, which held a peculiar, almost familiar fascination for me – depicting a small grassy point jutting out into a quiet lake, a sliver of something bright, glistening, unidentifiable, off to the right. I exhaled heavily upon it, fogging it for an instant, and struck it with my fingernail. It rang like a glass bell and flickered to life. Shadows swam and pulsed as the scene inched into evening. I passed my hand over it and it grew still once again – back to lake, grasses, daytime.

Very distant. Time’s stream flowed faster there in relationship to my present situation. Interesting.

I groped for an old pipe with which I sometimes indulge myself, filled it, lit it, puffed it, and mused. The cards were functional all right, not some clever imitations, and though I did not understand their purpose, that was not my main concern at the moment.

Today was April 30, and I had faced death once again. I had yet to confront the person who had been playing with my life. S had again employed a proxy menace. And that was no ordinary dog I had destroyed. And the cards … where had Julia gotten them and why had she wanted me to have them? The cards and the dog indicated a power beyond that of an ordinary person. All along I had thought I’d been the subject of the unwelcome attention of some psycho, whom I could deal with at my leisure. But this morning’s events put an entirely different complexion on the case. It meant that I had one hell of an enemy somewhere.

I shuddered. I wanted to talk to Luke again, get him to reconstruct their conversation of the previous evening, see whether Julia had said anything that might provide me with a clue. I’d like to go back and search her apartment more carefully, too. But that was out of the question. The cops had pulled up in front of the place as I was driving away. There’d be no getting back in for some time.

Rick. There was Rick Kinsky, the guy she’d begun seeing after we’d broken up. I knew him on sight – a thin, mustached, cerebral sort, thick glasses and all. He managed a bookstore I’d visited once or twice. I didn’t know him beyond that, though. Perhaps he could tell me something about the cards and how Julia might have gotten into whatever situation it was that had cost her her life.

I brooded a little longer, then put the cards away. I wasn’t about to fool with them any further. Not yet. First, I wanted as much information as I could get.

I headed back for the car. As I walked I reflected that this April 30 wasn’t over. Suppose S didn’t really consider this morning’s encounter as aimed directly at me? In that case there was plenty of time for another attempt. I also had a feeling that if I began getting close S would forget about dates and go for my throat whenever there was an opening. I resolved not to let my guard down at all henceforth, to live as in a state of siege until this matter was settled. And all of my energies were now going to be directed toward settling it. My well-being seemed to require the destruction of my enemy, very soon.

Should I seek counsel? I wonder. And if so, from whom? There was an awful lot I still didn’t know about my heritage …

No. Not yet, I decided. I had to make every effort to handle things myself. Besides the fact that I wanted to, I needed the practice. It’s necessary to be able to deal with nasty matters where I come from.

I drove, looking for a pay phone and trying not to think of Julia as I had last seen her. A few clouds blew in from the west. My watch ticked on my wrist, next to unseen Frakir. The news on the radio was international and cheerless.

I stopped in a drugstore and used a phone there to try to reach Luke at his motel. He wasn’t in. So I had a club sandwich and a milkshake in the dining area and tried again afterward. Still out.

Okay. Catch him later. I headed into town. The Browserie, as I recalled, was the name of the bookstore where Rick worked.

I drove by and saw that the place was open. I parked a couple of blocks up the street and walked back. I had been alert all of the way across town, but could not detect any sign that I was being followed.

A cool breeze touched me as I walked, hinting of rain. I saw Rick through the store’s window, seated at his high counter reading a book. There was no one else in sight in the place.

A small bell jangled above the door as I entered, and he looked up. He straightened and his eyes widened as I approached.

‘Hi,’ I said, pausing then for a moment. ‘Rick, I don’t know whether you remember me.’

‘You’re Merle Corey,’ he stated softly.

‘Right.’ I leaned on the counter and he drew back. ‘I wondered whether you might be able to help me with a little information.’

‘What kind of information?’

‘It’s about Julia,’ I said.

‘Look,’ he answered, ‘I never went near her until after you two had broken up.’

‘Huh? No, no, you don’t understand. I don’t care about that. It’s more recent information that I need. She’d been trying to get in touch with me this past week and—’

He shook his head.

‘I haven’t heard from her for a couple of months.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yeah, we stopped seeing each other. Different interests, you know?’

‘Was she okay when you … stopped seeing each other?’

‘I guess so.’

I stared straight into his eyes and he winced. I didn’t like that ‘I guess so.’ I could see that he was a little afraid of me so I decided to push it.

‘What do you mean “different interests”?’ I asked.

‘Well, she got a little weird, you know?’ he said.

‘I don’t know. Tell me.’

He licked his lips and looked away.

‘I don’t want any trouble,’ he stated.

‘I’d rather not indulge either. What was the matter?’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘she was scared.’

‘Scared? Of what?’

‘Uh – of you.’

‘Me? That’s ridiculous. I never did anything to frighten her. What did she say?’

‘She never said it in so many words, but I could tell, whenever your name came up. Then she developed all these funny interests.’

‘You’ve lost me,’ I said. ‘Completely. She got weird? She got funny interests? What kind? What was going on? I really don’t understand, and I’d like to.’

He got to his feet and headed for the rear of the store, glancing at me as if I should follow him. I did.

He slowed when he reached a section full of books on natural healing and organic farming and martial arts and herbal remedies and having babies at home, but he went on past it into the hardcore occult section.

‘Here,’ he said, halting. ‘She borrowed a few of these, brought them back, borrowed a few more.’

I shrugged.

‘That’s all? That’s hardly weird.’

‘But she really got into it.’

‘So do a lot of people.’

‘Let me finish,’ he went on. ‘She started with theosophy, even attended meetings of a local group. She got turned off it fairly quick, but by then she’d met some people with different connections. Pretty soon she was hanging around with Sufis, Gurdjieffians, even a shaman.’

‘Interesting,’ I said. ‘No yoga?’

‘No yoga. When I asked her that same thing she said that it was power she was after, not samadhi. Anyhow, she just kept finding stranger and stranger acquaintances. The atmosphere got too rarefied for me, so I said good-bye.’

‘I wonder why?’ I mused.

‘Here,’ he said, ‘take a look at this one.’

He tossed me a black book and stepped back. I caught it. It was a copy of the Bible. I opened it to the publishing credits page.

‘Something special about this edition?’ I asked.

He sighed.

‘No. I’m sorry.’

He took it back and replaced it on the shelf.

‘Just a minute,’ he said.

He returned to the counter and took a cardboard sign from a shelf beneath it. It read JUST STEPPED OUT. WE’LL REOPEN AT and there was a clock face beneath it with movable hands. He set them to indicate a time a half-hour hence and went and hung the sign in the door’s window. Then he shot the bolt and gestured for me to follow him to a room in the rear.

The back office contained a desk, a couple of chairs, cartons of books. He seated himself behind the desk and nodded toward the nearest chair. I took it. He switched on a telephone answering machine then, removed a stack of forms and correspondence from the blotter, opened a drawer and took out a bottle of Chianti.

‘Care for a glass?’ he asked.

‘Sure, thanks.’

He rose and stepped through the opened door of a small lavatory. He took a pair of glasses from a shelf and rinsed them. He brought them back, set them down, filled both, and pushed one in my direction. They were from the Sheraton.

‘Sorry I tossed the Bible at you,’ he said, raising his glass and taking a sip.

‘You looked as if you expected one to go up in a puff of smoke.’

He nodded.

‘I am really convinced that the reason she wants power has something to do with you. Are you into some form of occultism?’

‘No.’

‘She talked sometimes as if you might even be a super-natural creature yourself.’

I laughed. He did, too, after a moment.

‘I don’t know,’ he said then. ‘There’re lots of strange things in the world. They can’t all be right, but …’

I shrugged.

‘Who knows? So you think she was looking for some system that would give her power to defend herself against me?’

‘That was the impression I got.’

I took a drink of the wine.

‘That doesn’t make sense,’ I told him.

But even as I said it I knew that it was probably true. And if I had driven her into the path of whatever had destroyed her, then I was partly responsible for her death. I suddenly felt the burden along with the pain.

‘Finish the story,’ I said.

‘That’s pretty much it,’ he answered. ‘I got tired of people who wanted to discuss cosmic crap all the time and I split.’

‘And that’s all? Did she find the right system, the right guru? What happened?’

He took a big drink and stared at me.

‘I really liked her,’ he said.

‘I’m sure.’

‘The Tarot, Caballa, Golden Dawn, Crowley, Fortune – that’s where she went next.’

‘Did she stay?’

‘I don’t know for sure. But I think so. I only heard this after a while.’

‘Ritual magic, then?’

‘Probably.’

‘Who does it?’

‘Lots of people.’

‘I mean who did she find? Did you hear that?’

‘I think it was Victor Melman.’

He looked at me expectantly. I shook my head. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know the name.’

‘Strange man,’ he mused, taking a sip and leaning back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his neck and bringing his elbows forward. He stared off into the lavatory. ‘I – I’ve heard it said – by a number of people, some of them fairly reliable – that he really has something going for him, that he has a hold on a piece of something, that he’s known a kind of enlightenment, has been initiated, has a sort of power and is sometimes a great teacher. But he’s got these ego problems, too, that seem to go along with that sort of thing. And there’s a touch of the seamy side there. I’ve even heard it said that that’s not his real name, that he’s got a record, and there’s more of Manson to him than Magus. I don’t know. He’s nominally a painter – actually a pretty good one. His stuff does sell.’

‘You’ve met him?’

A pause, then, ‘Yes.’

‘What were your own impressions?’

‘I don’t know. Well … I’m prejudiced. I can’t really say.’

I swirled the wine in my glass.

‘How come?’

‘Oh, I wanted to study with him once. He turned me down.’

‘So you were into this, too. I thought—’

‘I’m not into anything,’ he snapped. ‘I tried everything at some time or other, I mean. Everybody goes through phases. I wanted to develop, expand, advance. Who doesn’t? But I never found it.’ He unbent and took another gulp of wine. ‘Sometimes I felt that I was close, that there was some power, some vision that I could almost touch or see. Almost. Then it was gone. It’s all a lot of crap. You just delude yourself. Sometimes I even thought I had it. Then a few days would go by and I realized that I was lying to myself again.’

‘All of this was before you met Julia?’

He nodded.

‘Right. That might be what held us together for a while. I still like to talk about all this bullshit, even if I don’t believe it anymore. Then she got too serious about it, and I didn’t feel like going that route again.’

‘I see.’

He drained his glass and refilled it.

‘There’s nothing to any of it,’ he said. ‘There are an infinite number of ways of lying to yourself, of rationalizing things into something they are not. I guess that I wanted magic, and there is no real magic in the world.’

‘That why you threw the Bible at me?’

He snorted.

‘It could as easily have been the Koran or the Vedas, I suppose. It would have been neat to see you vanish in a flash of fire. But no go.’

I smiled.

‘How can I find Melman?’

‘I’ve got it here somewhere,’ he said, lowering his eyes and opening a drawer. ‘Here.’

He withdrew a small notebook and flipped through it. He copied out an address on an index card and handed it to me. He took another drink of wine.

‘Thanks.’

‘It’s his studio, but he lives there, too,’ he added.

I nodded and set down my glass.

‘I appreciate everything you told me.’

He raised the bottle.

‘Have another drink?’

‘No, thanks.’

He shrugged and topped off his own. I rose.

‘You know, it’s really sad,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘That there’s no magic, that there never was, there probably never will be.’

‘That’s the breaks,’ I said.

‘The world would be a lot more interesting place.’

‘Yeah.’

I turned to go.

‘Do me a favor,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘On the way out, set that sign for three o’clock and let the bolt in the door snap shut again.’

‘Sure.’

I left him there and did those things. The sky had grown a lot darker, the wind a bit more chill. I tried again to reach Luke, from a phone on the corner, but he was still out.

We were happy. It had been a terrific day. The weather was perfect, and everything we did had worked out right. We went to a fun party that evening and afterward had a late dinner at a really good little place we’d stumbled upon by accident. We lingered over drinks, hating for the day to end. We decided then to prolong a winning streak, and we drove to an otherwise deserted beach where we sat around and splashed around and watched the moon and felt the breezes. For a long while. I did something then that I had sort of promised myself I would not. Hadn’t Faust thought a beautiful moment worth a soul?

‘Come on,’ I said, aiming my beer can at a trash bin and catching hold of her hand. ‘Let’s take a walk.’

‘Where to?’ she asked, as I drew her to her feet.

‘Fairy land,’ I replied. ‘The fabled realms of yore. Eden. Come on.’

Laughing, she let me lead her along the beach, toward a place where it narrowed, squeezing by high embankments. The moon was generous and yellow, the sea sang my favorite song.

We strolled hand in hand past the bluffs, where a quick turning of the way took us out of sight of our stretch of sand. I looked for the cave that should be occurring soon, high and narrow …

‘A cave,’ I announced moments later. ‘Let’s go in.’

‘It’ll be dark.’

‘Good,’ I said, and we entered.

The moonlight followed us for about six paces. By then, though, I had spotted the turnoff to the left.

‘This way,’ I stated.

‘It is dark!’

‘Sure. Just keep hold of me a little longer. It’ll be okay.’

Fifteen or twenty steps and there was a faint illumination to the right. I led her along that turning and the way brightened as we advanced.

‘We may get lost,’ she said softly.

‘I don’t get lost,’ I answered her.

It continued to brighten. The way turned once more, and we proceeded along that last passage to emerge at the foot of a mountain in sight of a low forest, the sun standing at midmorning height above its trees.

She froze, blue eyes wide.

‘It’s daytime!’ she said.

‘Tempus fugit,’ I replied. ‘Come on.’

We walked through the woods for a time, listening to the birds and the breezes, dark-haired Julia and I, and I led her after a while through a canyon of colored rocks and grasses, beside a stream that flowed into a river.

We followed the river until we came, abruptly, to a precipice from whence it plunged a mighty distance, casting rainbows and fogs. Standing there, staring out across the great valley that lay below, we beheld a city of spires and cupolas, gilt and crystal, through morning and mist.

‘Where – are we?’ she asked.

‘Just around the corner,’ I said. ‘Come.’

I led her to the left, then down a trail that took us back along the face of the cliff, passing finally behind the cataract. Shadows and diamond beads … a roaring to approach the power of silence …

We passed at last into a tunnel, damp at first but drying as it rose. We followed it to a gallery, open to our left and looking out upon night and stars, stars, stars … It was an enormous prospect, blazing with new constellations, their light sufficient to cast our shadows onto the wall behind us. She leaned over the low parapet, her skin some rare polished marble, and she looked downward.

‘They’re down there, too,’ she said. ‘And to both sides! There is nothing below but more stars. And to the sides …’

‘Yes. Pretty things, aren’t they?’

We remained there for a long while, watching, before I could persuade her to come away and follow the tunnel farther. It bore us out again to behold a ruined classical amphitheater beneath a late afternoon sky. Ivy grew over broken benches and fractured pillars. Here and there lay a shattered statue, as if cast down by earthquake. Very picturesque. I’d thought she’d like it, and I was right. We took turns seating ourselves and speaking to each other. The acoustics were excellent.

We walked away then, hand in hand, down myriad ways beneath skies of many colors, coming at last in sight of a quiet lake with a sun entering evening upon its farther shore. There was a glittering mass of rock off to my right. We walked out upon a small point cushioned with mosses and ferns.

I put my arms around her and we stood there for a long time, and the wind in the trees was lute song counterpointed by invisible birds. Later still, I unbuttoned her blouse.

‘Right here?’ she said.

‘I like it here. Don’t you?’

‘It’s beautiful. Okay. Wait a minute.’

So we lay down and loved till the shadows covered us. After a time she slept, as I desired.

I set a spell upon her to keep her asleep, for I was beginning to have second thoughts over the wisdom of making this journey. Then I dressed both of us and picked her up to carry her back. I took a shortcut.

On the beach from which we’d started I put her down and stretched out beside her. Soon I slept also.

We did not awaken till after the sun was up, when the sounds of bathers roused us.

She sat up and stared at me.

‘Last night,’ she said, ‘could not have been a dream. But it couldn’t have been real either. Could it?’

‘I guess so,’ I said. She furrowed her brow.

‘What did you just agree to?’ she asked.

‘Breakfast,’ I said. ‘Let’s go get some. Come on.’

‘Wait a minute.’ She put a hand on my arm. ‘Something unusual happened. What was it?’

‘Why destroy the magic by talking about it? Let’s go eat.’

She questioned me a lot in the days that followed, but I was adamant in refusing to talk about it. Stupid, the whole thing was stupid. I should never have taken her on that walk. It contributed to that final argument that set us permanently apart.

And now, driving, as I thought about it, I realized something more than my stupidity. I realized that I had been in love with her, that I still loved her. Had I not taken her on that walk, or had I acknowledged her later accusation that I was a sorcerer, she would not have taken the route that she took, seeking power of her own – probably for self-protection. She would be alive.

I bit my lip and cried out. I cut around the braking car in front of me and crashed a light. If I had killed the thing I loved, I was certain that the opposite was not going to be true.
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Grief and anger shrink my world, and I resent this. They seem to paralyze my memory of happier times, of friends, places, things, options. Squeezed by the grip of intense, unsettling emotion, I grow smaller in my single-mindedness. I suppose it is partly because I have discarded a range of choices, impairing in some measure my freedom of will. I don’t like this, but after a point I have small control over it. It makes me feel that I have surrendered to a kind of determinism, which irritates me even more. Then, vicious cycle, this feeds back into the emotion that drives me and intensifies it. The simple way of ending this situation is the headlong rush to remove its object. The difficult way is more philosophical, a drawing back, the reestablishment of control. As usual, the difficult way is preferable. A headlong rush may also result in a broken neck.

I parked in the first place that I saw, opened the window, lit my pipe. I vowed not to depart until I had grown calm. All of my life I have had a tendency to overreact to things. It seems to run in my family. But I did not want to be like the others. They made a lot of trouble for themselves that way. The full-scale, all-or-nothing reaction may be all right if you always win, but that way also lies high tragedy or at least opera if you happen to be up against something extraordinary. And I did have indications that this was the case. Therefore, I was a fool. I told myself this till I believed it.

Then I listened to my calmer self as it agreed that I was indeed a fool – for not having seen my own feelings when I could have done something about them, for having displayed a power and denied its consequences, for not having at least guessed at the strange nature of my enemy in all these years, for my present simplification of the coming encounter. It would not do to seize Victor Melman on sight and try to beat the truth out of him. I resolved to proceed carefully, covering myself at all times. Life is never simple, I told myself. Sit still and gather, regroup.

Slowly, I felt the tension go out of me. Slowly, too, my world grew again, and I saw within it the possibility that S really knew me, knew me well, and may even have arranged events so that I would dispense with thinking and surrender to the moment. No, I would not be like the others …

I sat there and thought for a long while before I started the engine again and drove on slowly.

It was a grimy brick building situated on a corner. It was four stories in height, with occasional spray-painted obscenities on the alley side and on the wall facing the narrower street. I discovered the graffiti, a few broken windows and the fire escape as I strolled slowly about the place, looking it over. By then a light rain was just beginning to fall. The lower two stories were occupied by the Brutus Storage Company, according to a sign beside the stairs in a small hallway I entered. The place smelled of urine, and there was an empty Jack Daniels bottle lying on the dusty windowsill to my right. Two mailboxes hung upon the flaking wall. One said ‘Brutus Storage,’ the other bore the legend ‘V.M.’ Both were empty.

I mounted the stair, expecting it to creak. It did not.

There were four knobless doors letting upon the second floor hallway, all of them closed. The outlines of what might be cartons were visible through several of the frosted panes in their upper sections. There were no sounds from within.

I surprised a black cat dozing on the next stairway. She arched her back, showed me her teeth, made a hissing noise, then turned and bounded up the stairs and out of sight.

The next landing also had four doors – three of them apparently nonfunctional, the fourth dark-stained and shellacked shiny. It bore a small brass plate that read ‘Melman.’ I knocked.

There was no answer. I tried again several times, with the same result. No sounds from within either. It seemed likely that these were his living quarters and that the fourth floor, with the possibility of a skylight, held his studio. So I turned away and took the final flight.

I reached the top and saw that one of the four doors there was slightly ajar. I halted and listened for a moment. From beyond it came faint sounds of movement. I advanced and gave it a few knocks. I heard a sudden intake of breath from somewhere inside. I pushed on the door.

He stood about twenty feet away beneath a large skylight and he had turned to face me – a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark beard and eyes. He held a brush in his left hand and a palette in his right. He wore a paint-smeared apron over his Levi’s and had on a plaid sport shirt. The easel at his back held the outlines of what could be a madonna and child. There were a great many other canvases about, all of them facing the walls or covered.

‘Hello,’ I said. ‘You are Victor Melman?’

He nodded, neither smiling nor frowning, placed his palette on a nearby table, his brush into a jar of solvent. He picked up a damp-looking cloth then and wiped his hands with it.

‘And yourself?’ he asked, tossing the cloth aside and facing me again.

‘Merle Corey. You knew Julia Barnes.’

‘I don’t deny it,’ he said. ‘Your use of the past tense would seem to indicate—’

‘She’s dead all right. I want to talk to you about it.’

‘All right,’ he said, untying his apron. ‘Let’s go downstairs then. No place to sit up here.’

He hung the apron upon a nail near the door and stepped outside. I followed him. He turned back and locked the studio before proceeding down the stairs. His movements were smooth, almost graceful. I could hear the rain on the roof.

He used the same key to unlock the dark door on the third floor. He drew the door open and stood aside, gesturing for me to enter. I did, traversing a hallway that led past a kitchen, its counters covered with empty bottles, stacks of dishes, pizza cartons. Bursting bags of trash leaned against cupboards; the floor looked sticky here and there and the place smelled like a spice factory next door to a slaughterhouse.

The living room, which I came to next, was large, with a comfortable looking pair of black sofas, facing each other across a battlefield of Oriental carpets and miscellaneous tables, each of which bore several overflowing ashtrays. There was a beautiful concert-sized piano in the far corner, before a wall covered with heavy red drapery. There were numerous low bookcases filled with occult materials, stacks of magazines beside them, atop them, and alongside a few easy chairs. What could be the corner of a pentacle protruded slightly from beneath the largest rug. The stale smells of incense and pot lingered in patches. To my right, there was an archway leading to another room, a closed door to my left. Paintings of a semireligious nature – which I took to be his work – were hung on several of the walls. There was a Chagall-like quality to them. Quite good.

‘Have a seat.’

He gestured toward an easy chair and I took it.

‘Care for a beer?’

‘Thank you, no.’

He seated himself on the nearer sofa, clasped his hands, and stared at me.

‘What happened?’ he asked.

I stared back at him.

‘Julia Barnes got interested in occult systems,’ I said. ‘She came to you to learn more about them. She died this morning under very unusual circumstances.’

The left corner of his mouth twitched slightly. He made no other movement.

‘Yes, she was interested in such matters,’ he said. ‘She came to me for instruction and I provided it.’

‘I want to know why she died.’

He continued to stare.

‘Her time was up,’ he said. ‘It happens to everybody, in the long run.’

‘She was killed by an animal that should not exist here. Do you know anything about it?’

‘The universe is a stranger place than most of us can imagine.’

‘Do you know or don’t you?’

‘I know you,’ he said, smiling for the first time. ‘She spoke of you, of course.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means,’ he answered, ‘that I know you are more than a little aware of such matters yourself.’

‘And so?’

‘The Arts have a way of bringing the right people together at the proper moment when there is work in progress.’

‘And that’s what you think this is all about?’

‘I know it.’

‘How?’

‘It was promised.’

‘So you were expecting me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Interesting. Would you care to tell me more about it?’

‘I’d rather show you.’

‘You say that something was promised. How? By whom?’

‘All of that will become clear shortly.’

‘And Julia’s death?’

‘That, too, I’d say.’

‘How do you propose rendering me this enlightenment?’

He smiled. ‘I just want you to take a look at something,’ he said.

‘All right. I’m willing. Show me.’

He nodded and rose.

‘It’s in here,’ he explained, turning and heading toward the closed door.

I got to my feet and followed him across the room.

He reached into his shirtfront and drew up a chain. He lifted it over his head and I could see that it bore a key. He used it to unlock the door.

‘Go in,’ he said, pushing it open and stepping aside.

I entered. It was not a large room, and it was dark. He flipped a switch and a blue light of small wattage came on within a plain fixture overhead. I saw then that there was one window, directly across from me, and that all of its panes had been painted black. There were no furnishings save for a few cushions scattered here and there across the floor. A portion of the wall to my right was covered with black drapery. The other walls were unadorned.

‘I’m looking,’ I said.

He chuckled.

‘A moment, a moment,’ he advised me. ‘Have you any idea of my major concern in the occult arts?’

‘You’re a cabalist,’ I stated.

‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘How could you tell?’

‘People in Eastern disciplines tend to run a tight ship,’ I stated. ‘But cabalists always seem to be slobs.’

He snorted.

‘It is all a matter of what is really important to you,’ he said then.

‘Exactly.’

He kicked a cushion into the middle of the floor.

‘Have a seat,’ he said.

‘I’ll stand.’

He shrugged.

‘Okay,’ he said, and he began muttering softly.

I waited. After a time, still speaking quietly, he moved to the black curtain. He opened it with a single quick movement and I stared.

A painting of the cabalistic Tree of Life was revealed, showing the ten sephira in some of their qlipphotic aspects. It was beautifully executed, and the sense of recognition that struck me as I regarded it was unsettling. It was no standard item from some head shop, but rather an original painting. It was not, however, in the style of any of the works hanging in the other room. Still, it was familiar to me.

As I studied it I had no doubt whatsoever that it had been painted by the same person who had done the Trumps I had found in Julia’s apartment.

Melman continued his incantation as I regarded the painting.

‘Is this your work?’ I asked him.

He did not answer me. Instead, he advanced and pointed, indicating the third sephiroth, the one called Binah. I studied it. It seemed to represent a wizard before a dark altar, and—

No! I couldn’t believe it. It shouldn’t—

I felt a contact with that figure. It was not just symbolic. He was real, and he was summoning me. He loomed larger, grew three-dimensional. The room began to fade about me. I was almost—

There.

It was a place of twilight, a small glade in a twisted wood. An almost bloody light illuminated the slab before me. The wizard, his face hidden by cowl and shadow, manipulated objects upon the stone, his hands moving too rapidly for me to follow. From somewhere, I still seemed to hear the chanting, faintly.

Finally, he raised a single object in his right hand and held it steady. It was a black, obsidian dagger. He laid his left arm upon the altar and brushed it across the surface, sweeping everything else to the ground.

He looked at me for the first time.

‘Come here,’ he said then.

I began to smile at the stupid simplicity of the request.

But then I felt my feet move without my willing them to do so, and I knew that a spell lay upon me in this dark shadow.

I thanked another uncle, who dwelled in the most distant place imaginable, as I began to speak in Thari, a spell of my own.

A piercing cry, as of some swooping night bird, rent the air.

The wizard was not distracted, nor my feet freed, but I was able to raise my arms before me. I kept them at the proper level, and when they reached the forward edge of the altar I cooperated with the summoning spell, increasing the force of each automatonlike step that I took. I let my elbows bend.

The wizard was already swinging the blade toward my fingers, but it didn’t matter. I put all of my weight behind it and heaved at the stone.

The altar toppled backward. The wizard scurried to avoid it, but it struck one – perhaps both – of his legs. Immediately, as he fell to the ground, I felt the spell depart from me. I could move properly again and my mind was clear.

He drew his knees up to his chest and began to roll even as I leaped over the wrecked altar and reached toward him. I moved to follow as he somersaulted down a small slope and passed between two standing stones and into the darkened wood.

As soon as I reached the clearing’s edge I saw eyes, hundreds of feral eyes blazing from the darkness at many levels. The incanting grew louder, seemed nearer, seemed to be coming from behind me.

I turned quickly.

The altar was still in wreckage. Another cowled figure stood behind it, much larger than the first. This one was doing the chanting, in a familiar masculine voice. Frakir pulsed upon my wrist. I felt a spell building about me, but this time I was not unprepared. The opposite of my walk, a summons, brought an icy wind that swept the spell away like so much smoke. My garments were lashed about me, changing shape and color. Purple, gray … light the trousers and dark the cloak, the shirtfront. Black my boots and wide belt, my gauntlets tucked behind, my silver Frakir woven into a bracelet about my left wrist, visible now and shining. I raised my left hand and shielded my eyes with my right, as I summoned a flash of light.

‘Be silent,’ I said then. ‘You offend me.’

The chanting ceased.

The cowl was blown back from his head and I regarded Melman’s frightened face.

‘All right. You wanted me,’ I stated, ‘and now you have me, heaven help you. You said that everything would become clear to me. It hasn’t. Make it clear.’

I took a step forward.

‘Talk!’ I said. ‘It can be easy or it can be hard. But you will talk. The choice is yours.’

He threw back his head and bellowed: ‘Master!’

‘Summon your master then, by any means,’ I said. ‘I will wait. For he, too, must answer.’

He called out again, but there was no answer. He bolted then, but I was ready for this with a major summoning. The woods decayed and fell before he could reach them, and then they moved, were swept up in a mighty wind where there should be stillness. It circled the glade, gray and red, building an impenetrable wall to infinites above and below. We inhabited a circular island in the night, several hundred meters across, its edges slowly crumbling.

‘He is not coming,’ I said, ‘and you are not going. He cannot help you. No one will help you. This is a place of high magic and you profane it with your presence. Do you know what lies beyond the advancing winds? Chaos. I will give you to it now, unless you tell me about Julia and your master and why you dared to bring me here.’

He drew back from the Chaos and turned to face me.

‘Take me back to my apartment and I will tell you everything,’ he said.

I shook my head.

‘Kill me and you will never know.’

I shrugged.

‘In that case, you will tell me in order to stop the pain. Then I will give you to the Chaos.’

I moved toward him.

‘Wait!’ He raised his hand. ‘Give me my life for what I am about to tell you.’

‘No bargain. Talk.’

The winds swirled around us and our island shrank. Half-heard, half-intelligible voices babbled within the wind and fragments of forms swam there. Melman drew back from the crumbling edge of things.

‘All right,’ he said, speaking loudly. ‘Yes, Julia came to me, as I had been told she would, and I taught her some things – not the things I would have taught her even a year ago, but pieces of some new things I had only learned myself more recently. I had been told to teach her in this manner, also.’

‘By whom? Name your master.’ He grimaced.

‘He was not so foolish as to give me his name,’ he said, ‘that I might seek some control over him. Like yourself, he is not human, but a being from some other plane.’

‘He gave you the painting of the Tree?’

Melman nodded.

‘Yes, and it actually transported me to each sephiroth. Magic worked in those places. I gained powers.’

‘And the Trumps? He did those, too? He gave them to you to give to her?’

‘I don’t know anything about any Trumps,’ he answered.

‘These!’ I cried, drawing them from beneath my cloak, spreading them like a conjurer’s fan and advancing toward him. I thrust them at him and let him stare for a few moments, withdrawing them before he got the idea that they might represent a means of escape.

‘I never saw them before,’ he said.

The ground continued its steady erosion toward us. We withdrew to a point nearer the center.

‘And you sent the creature that slew her?’

He shook his head vehemently.

‘I did not. I knew that she was going to die, for he had told me that that was what would bring you to me. He told me, too, that it would be a beast from Netzach that would slay her – but I never saw it and I had no part in its summoning.’

‘And why did he want you to meet me, to bring me here?’

He laughed wildly.

‘Why?’ he repeated. ‘To kill you, of course. He told me that if I could sacrifice you in this place I would gain your powers. He said that you are Merlin, son of Hell and Chaos, and that I would become the greatest mage of all, could I slay you here.’

Our world was at best a hundred meters across now, and the rate of its shrinkage was accelerating.

‘Was it true?’ he asked. ‘Would I have gained had I succeeded?’

‘Power is like money,’ I said. ‘You can usually get it if you’re competent and it’s the only thing you want in life. Would you have gained by it, though? I don’t think so.’

‘I’m talking about the meaning of life. You know that.’

I shook my head.

‘Only a fool believes that life has but one meaning,’ I said. ‘Enough of this! Describe your master.’

‘I never saw him.’

‘What?’

‘I mean, I saw him but I don’t know what he looks like. He always wore a hood and a black trench coat. Gloves, too. I don’t even know his race.’

‘How did you meet?’

‘He appeared one day in my studio. I just turned around and he was standing there. He offered me power, said that he would teach me things in return for my service.’

‘How did you know he could deliver?’

‘He took me on a journey through places not of this world.’

‘I see.’

Our island of existence was now about the size of a large living room. The voices of the wind were mocking, then compassionate, frightened, sad and angry, too. Our wrap-around vision shifted constantly. The ground trembled without letup. The light was still baleful. A part of me wanted to kill Melman right then, but if he had not really been the one who had hurt Julia …

‘Did your master tell you why he wanted me dead?’ I asked him.

He licked his lips and glanced back at the advancing Chaos.

‘He said that you were his enemy,’ he explained, ‘but he never told me why. And he said that it was going to happen today, that he wanted it to happen today.’

‘Why today?’

He smiled briefly.

‘I suppose because it’s Walpurgisnacht,’ he replied, ‘though he never actually said that.’

‘That’s all?’ I said. ‘He never mentioned where he was from?’

‘He once referred to something called the Keep of the Four Worlds as if it were important to him.’

‘And you never felt that he was simply using you?’

He smiled. ‘Of course he was using me,’ he replied. ‘We all use somebody. That is the way of the world. But he paid for this use with knowledge and power. And I think his promise may yet be fulfilled.’

He seemed to be glancing at something behind me. It was the oldest trick in the world, but I turned. There was no one there. Immediately, I spun back to face him.

He held the black dagger. It must have been up his sleeve. He lunged at me, thrusting, mouthing fresh incantations.

I stepped back and swirled my cloak at him. He disengaged himself, sidestepping and slashing, turned and advanced again. This time he came in low, trying to circle me, his lips still moving. I kicked at the knifehand, but he snapped it back. I caught up the left edge of my cloak then, wrapped it about my arm. When he struck again, I blocked the thrust and seized his biceps. Dropping lower as I drew him forward, I caught hold of his left thigh with my right hand, then straightened, raising him high in the air, and threw him.

As I turned my body, completing the throw, I realized what I had done. Too late. With my attention focused on my adversary I had not kept track of the rapid, grinding advance of the destroying winds. The edge of Chaos was much nearer than I had thought, and Melman had time for only the most abbreviated of curses before death took him where he would incant no more.

I cursed, too, because I was certain there was still more information that I could have gotten from him; and I shook my head, there at the center of my diminishing world.

The day was not yet over and it was already my most memorable Walpurgisnacht ever.
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It was a long walk back. I changed my clothes on the way.

My exit from the labyrinth took the form of a narrow alleyway between a pair of dirty brick buildings. It was still raining and the day had made its way into evening. I saw my parked car across the street at the edge of a pool of light cast by one of the unbroken streetlamps. I thought wistfully for a moment of my dry garments in the trunk, then I headed back toward the Brutus Storage sign.

A small light burned within the first-floor office, spilling a little illumination into the otherwise dark entranceway. I trudged on up the stairs, terminally moist and reasonably alert. The apartment door opened when I turned the knob and pushed. I switched on the light and entered, bolting the door behind me.

A quick prowl showed me that the place was deserted, and I changed out of my wet shirt into one from Melman’s closet. His trousers were too big in the waist and a bit long for me, though. I transferred my Trumps to a breast pocket to keep them dry.

Step two. I began a systematic ransacking of the place. After a few minutes, I came across his occult diary in a locked drawer in his bedside table. It was as messy as the rest of the place, with misspellings, crossed-out words, and a few beer and coffee stains. It seemed to contain a lot of derivative stuff mixed with the usual subjective business – dreams and meditations. I flipped farther along in it, looking for the place where he’d met his master. I came to it and skimmed along. It was lengthy, and seemed mostly comprised of enthusiastic ejaculations over the workings of the Tree he had been given. I decided to save it for later and was about to stow it when a final riffling of the pages brought a brief poem into view. Swinburnian, overly allusive and full of rapture, the lines that first caught my eye were, ‘the infinite shadows of Amber, touched with her treacherous taint.’ Too much alliteration, but it was the thought that counted. It revived my earlier feeling of vulnerability and caused me to ransack faster. I suddenly wanted only to get out, get far away and think.

The room held no further surprises. I departed it, gathered an armload of strewn newspapers, carried them to the john, tossed them into the bathtub, and set fire to them, opening the window on the way out. I visited the sanctum then, fetched out the Tree of Life painting, brought it back and added it to the blaze. I switched off the bathroom light and closed the door as I left. I’m one hell of an art critic.

I headed for the stacks of miscellaneous papers on the bookshelves then and began a disappointing search among them. I was halfway through my second heap when the telephone rang.

The world seemed to freeze as my thoughts sprinted. Of course. Today was the day when I was supposed to find my way here and be killed. Chances seemed decent that if it were going to happen it would have happened by now. So this could well be S, calling to learn whether my obituary had been posted. I turned and located the phone, back on the shadowy wall near the bedroom. I had known immediately that I was going to answer it. Moving toward it, I was allowing two to three rings – twelve to eighteen seconds – in which to decide whether my response was to consist of a wisecrack, an insult and a threat, or whether I was going to try to fake it and see what I might learn. As satisfying as the former could be, spoilsport prudence dictated the latter course and also suggested I confine myself to low monosyllables and pretend to be injured and out of breath. I raised the receiver, ready to hear S’s voice at last and find out whether I knew him.

‘Yes?’ I said.

‘Well? Is it done?’ came the response.

Damn pronoun. It was a woman. Wrong gender but a right-sounding question. One out of two isn’t bad, though.

I exhaled heavily, then: ‘Yeah.’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘I’m hurt,’ I croaked.

‘Is it serious?’

‘Think so. Got something – here – though. Better come – see.’

‘What is it? Something of his?’

‘Yeah. Can’t talk. Getting dizzy. Come.’

I cradled the phone and smiled. I thought it very well played. I’d a feeling I’d taken her in completely.

I crossed the living room to the same chair I had occupied earlier, drew up one of the small tables bearing a large ashtray, seated myself, and reached for my pipe. Time to rest, cultivate patience, think a bit.

Moments later I felt a familiar, almost electrical tingling. I was on my feet in an instant, snatching up the ashtray, butts flying like bullets about me, cursing my stupidity yet again as I looked frantically about the room.

There! Before the red drapes, beside the piano. Taking form …

I waited for the full outline, then hurled the ashtray as hard as I could.

An instant later she was there – tall, russet-haired, dark-eyed, holding what looked like a .38 automatic.

The ashtray hit her in the stomach and she doubled forward with a gasp.

I was there before she could straighten.

I jerked the gun out of her hand and threw it across the room. Then I seized both her wrists, spun her around and seated her hard in the nearest chair. In her left hand she still held a Trump. I snatched it away. It was a representation of this apartment, and it was done in the same style as the Tree and the cards in my pocket.

‘Who are you?’ I snarled.

‘Jasra,’ she spat back, ‘dead man!’

She opened her mouth wide and her head fell forward. I felt the moist touch of her lips upon the back of my left forearm, which still held her own right wrist against the chair’s arm. Seconds later I felt an excruciating pain there. It was not a bite, but rather felt as if a fiery nail had been driven into my flesh.

I let go her wrist and jerked my arm away. The movement was strangely slow, weakened. A cold, tingling sensation moved down into the hand and up along the arm. My hand dropped to my side and seemed to go away. She extricated herself easily from my grip, smiled, placed her fingertips lightly upon my chest and pushed.

I fell backward. I was ridiculously weak and I couldn’t control my movements. I felt no pain when I struck the floor, and it was a real effort to turn my head to regard her as she rose to her feet.

‘Enjoy it,’ she stated. ‘After you awaken, the remainder of your brief existence will be painful.’

She passed out of my line of sight, and moments later I heard her raise the telephone receiver.

I was certain she was phoning S, and I believed what she had just said.

At least, I would get to meet the mysterious artist …

Artist! I twitched the forgers of my right hand. They still functioned, albeit slowly. Straining every bit of will and anatomy that remained under my control, I tried then to raise the hand to my chest. The movement that followed was a jerky, slow-motion thing. At least I had fallen upon my left side, and my back masked this feeble activity from the woman who had done me in.

My hand was trembling and seemed to be slowing even more when it came to the breast pocket. For ages after, I seemed to pick at the edges of pieces of pasteboard. Finally, one came free and I was able to twitch it high enough to view it. By then I was very dizzy and my vision was beginning to blur. I wasn’t certain I could manage the transfer. From across a vast distance I could hear Jasra’s voice as she conversed with someone, but I was unable to distinguish the words.

I focused what remained of my attention upon the card. It was a sphinx, crouched upon a blue, rocky ledge. I reached for it. Nothing. My mind felt as if it were embedded in cotton. I possessed barely enough consciousness for one more attempt.

I felt a certain coldness and seemed to see the sphinx move slightly upon its stony shelf. I felt as if I were falling forward into a black wave that was rushing upward.

And that was all.

I was a long time coming around. My consciousness dribbled back, but my limbs were still leaden and my vision clouded. The lady’s sting seemed to have delivered a neurotropic toxin. I tried flexing my fingers and toes and could not be certain whether I’d succeeded. I tried to speed up and deepen my breathing. That worked, anyway.

After a time, I heard what seemed a roaring sound. It stepped itself down a little later, and I realized it was my own rushing blood in my ears. A while after that I felt my heartbeat, and my vision began to clear. Light and dark and shapelessness resolved into sand and rocks. I felt little areas of chill, all over. Then I began to shiver, and this passed and I realized that I could move. But I felt very weak, so I didn’t. Not for a while.

I heard noises – rustlings, stirrings – coming from somewhere above and before me. I also became aware of a peculiar odor.

‘I say, are you awake?’ This from the same direction as the sounds of movement.

I decided that I was not entirely ready to qualify for that state, so I did not answer. I waited for more life to flow back into my limbs.

‘I really wish you’d let me know whether you can hear me,’ the voice came again. ‘I’d like to get on with it.’

My curiosity finally overcame my judgment and I raised my head.

‘There! I knew it!’

On the blue-gray ledge above me was crouched a sphinx, also blue – lion body, large feathered wings folded tight against it, a genderless face looking down upon me. It licked its lips and revealed a formidable set of teeth.

‘Get on with what?’ I asked, raising myself slowly into a sitting position and drawing several deep breaths.

‘The riddling,’ it answered, ‘the thing I do best.’

‘I’ll take a rain check,’ I said, waiting for the cramps in my arms and legs to pass.

‘Sorry. I must insist.’

I rubbed my punctured forearm and glared at the creature. Most of the stories I recalled about sphinxes involved their devouring people who couldn’t answer riddles. I shook my head.

‘I won’t play your game,’ I said.

‘In that case, you lose by forfeit,’ it replied, shoulder muscles beginning to tighten.

‘Hold on,’ I said, raising my hand. ‘Give me a minute or two to recover and I’ll probably feel differently.’

It settled back and said, ‘Okay. That would make it more official. Take five. Let me know when you’re ready.’

I climbed to my feet and began swinging my arms and stretching. While I was about it, I surveyed the area quickly.

We occupied a sandy arroyo, punctuated here and there with orange, gray, and blue rocks. The stony wall whose ledge the sphinx occupied rose steeply before me to a height of perhaps twenty-five feet; another wall of the same height lay at about that distance to my rear. The wash rose steeply to my right, ran off in a more level fashion to my left. A few spiky green shrubs inhabited rifts and crevices. The hour seemed verging upon dusk. The sky was a weak yellow with no sun in sight. I heard a distant wind but did not feel it. The place was cool but not chill.

I spotted a rock the size of a small dumbbell on the ground nearby. Two ambling paces – as I continued swinging my arms and stretching – and it lay beside my right foot.

The sphinx cleared its throat.

‘Are you ready?’ it asked.

‘No,’ I said. ‘But I’m sure that won’t stop you.’

‘You’re right.’

I felt an uncontrollable desire to yawn and did so.

‘You seem to lack something of the proper spirit,’ it observed. ‘But here it is: I rise in flame from the earth. The wind assails me and waters lash me. Soon I will oversee all things.’

I waited. Perhaps a minute passed.

‘Well?’ the sphinx finally said.

‘Well what?’

‘Have you the answer?’

‘To what?’

‘The riddle, of course!’

‘I was waiting. There was no question, only a series of statements. I can’t answer a question if I don’t know what it is.’

‘It’s a time-honored format. The interrogative is implied by the context. Obviously, the question is, “What am I?”’

‘It could just as easily be, “Who is buried in Grant’s tomb?” But okay. What is it? The phoenix, of course – nested upon the earth, rising in flames above it, passing through the air, the clouds, to a great height—’

‘Wrong.’

It smiled and began to stir.

‘Hold on,’ I said. ‘It is not wrong. It fits. It may not be the answer you want, but it is an answer that meets the requirements.’

It shook its head.

‘I am the final authority on these answers. I do the defining.’

‘Then you cheat.’

‘I do not!’

‘I drink off half the contents of a flask. Does that make it half full or half empty?’

‘Either. Both.’

‘Exactly. Same thing. If more than one answer fits, you have to buy them all. It’s like waves and particles.’

‘I don’t like that approach,’ it stated. ‘It would open all sorts of doors to ambiguity. It could spoil the riddling business.’

‘Not my fault,’ I said, clenching and unclenching my hands.

‘But you do raise an interesting point.’

I nodded vigorously.

‘But there should only be one correct answer.’

I shrugged.

‘We inhabit a less than ideal world,’ I suggested.

‘Hm.’

‘We could just call it a tie,’ I offered. ‘Nobody wins, nobody loses.’

‘I find that esthetically displeasing.’

‘It works okay in lots of other games.’

‘Also, I’ve grown a bit hungry.’

‘The truth surfaces.’

‘But I am not unfair. I serve the truth, in my fashion. Your mention of a tie raises the possibility of a solution.’

‘Good. I’m glad you see things—’

‘That being a tie breaker. Ask me your riddle.’

‘This is silly,’ I said. ‘I don’t have any riddles.’

‘Then you’d better come up with one fast. Because it’s the only way out of our deadlock – that, or I judge you the loser.’

I swung my arms and did a few deep kneebends. My body felt as if it were afire. It also felt stronger.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Okay. Just a second.’

What the hell …

‘What’s green and red and goes round and round and round?’

The sphinx blinked twice, then furrowed its brow. I used the time that followed for some more deep breathing and some running in place. The fires subsided, my head grew clearer, my pulse steadied …

‘Well?’ I said some minutes later.

‘I’m thinking.’

‘Take your time.’

I did a little shadowboxing. Did some isometrics, too. The sky had darkened a bit more and a few stars were now visible off to my right.

‘Uh, I hate to rush you,’ I said, ‘but—’

The sphinx snorted. ‘I’m still thinking.’

‘Maybe we should set a time limit.’

‘It shouldn’t be much longer.’

‘Mind if I rest?’

‘Go ahead.’

I stretched out on the sand and closed my eyes, muttering a guard word to Frakir before I slept.

I woke with a shiver, light in my eyes and a breeze upon my face. It took me several moments to realize that it was morning. The sky was brightening to my left, stars were fading to my right. I was thirsty. Hungry, too.

I rubbed my eyes. I got to my feet. I located my comb and ran it through my hair. I regarded the sphinx.

‘… and goes round and round and round,’ it muttered.

I cleared my throat. No reaction. The beast was staring past me. I wondered whether I might simply be able to slip off …

No. The gaze shifted to me.

‘Good morning,’ I said cheerfully.

There was a brief gnashing of teeth.

‘AlI right,’ I said, ‘you’ve taken a lot longer than I did. If you haven’t got it by now I don’t care to play any longer.’

‘I don’t like your riddle,’ it said at last.

‘Sorry.’

‘What is the answer?’

‘You’re giving up?’

‘I must. What is the answer?’ I raised a hand.

‘Hold on,’ I said. ‘These things should be done in proper order. I should have the preferred answer to yours before I tell you mine.’

It nodded.

‘There is some justice in that. All right – the Keep of the Four Worlds.’

‘What?’

‘That is the answer. The Keep of the Four Worlds.’

I thought of Melman’s words. ‘Why?’ I asked.

‘It lies at the crossroads of the worlds of the four elements, where it rises from the earth in flames, assailed by the winds and waters.’

‘What about the business of overseeing all things?’

‘It could refer to the view, or to its master’s imperialistic designs. Or both.’

‘Who is its master?’

‘I don’t know. That information is not essential to the answer.’

‘Where’d you pick up this riddle, anyhow?’

‘From a traveler, a few months back.’

‘Why’d you choose this one, of all the riddles you must know, to ask me?’

‘It stopped me, so it had to be good.’

‘What became of the traveler?’

‘He went on his way, uneaten. He’d answered my riddle.’

‘He had a name?’

‘He wouldn’t say.’

‘Describe him, please.’

‘I can’t. He was well muffled.’

‘And he said nothing more about the Keep of the Four Worlds?’

‘No.’

‘Well,’ I said. ‘I believe I’ll follow his example and take a walk myself.’

I turned and faced the slope to my right.

‘Wait!’

‘What?’ I asked.

‘Your riddle,’ it stated. ‘I’ve given you the answer to mine. You must now tell me what it is that is green and red and goes round and round and round.’

I glanced downward, scanned the ground. Oh, yes, there it was – my dumbbell-shaped stone. I took several steps and stood beside it.

‘A frog in a Cuisinart,’ I said.

‘What?’

Its shoulder muscles bunched, its eyes narrowed and its many teeth became very apparent. I spoke a few words to Frakir and felt her stir as I squatted and caught hold of the stone with my right hand.

‘That’s it,’ I said, rising. ‘It’s one of those visual things—’

‘That’s a rotten riddle!’ the sphinx announced.

With my left index finger I made two quick movements in the air before me.

‘What are you doing?’ it asked.

‘Drawing lines from your ears to your eyes,’ I said. Frakir became visible at about that moment, sliding from my left wrist to my hand, twining among my fingers. The sphinx’s eyes darted in that direction. I raised the stone level with my right shoulder. One end of Frakir fell free and hung writhing from my extended hand. She began to brighten, then glowed like a hot silver wire.

‘I believe the contest is a draw,’ I stated. ‘What do you think?’

The sphinx licked its lips.

‘Yes,’ it finally said, sighing. ‘I suppose you are right.’

‘Then I will bid you good day,’ I said.

‘Yes. Pity. Very well. Good day. But before you go may I have your name – for the record?’

‘Why not?’ I said. ‘I am Merlin, of Chaos.’

‘Ah,’ it said, ‘then someone would have come to avenge you.’

‘It’s possible.’

‘Then a draw is indeed best. Go.’

I backed farther off before turning and proceeding up the slope to my right. I remained on guard until I was out of that place, but there was no pursuit.

I began jogging. I was thirsty and hungry, but I wasn’t likely to turn up breakfast in this desolate, rocky place under a lemon sky. Frakir recoiled and faded. I began drawing deep breaths as I headed away from the risen sun.

Wind in my hair, dust in my eyes … I bore toward a cluster of boulders, passed among them. Seen from amid their shadows the sky grew greenish above me. Emerging, I came upon a softer plain, glitters in the distance, a few clouds rising to my left.

I maintained a steady pace, reaching a small rise, mounting it, descending its farther side where sparse grasses waved. A grove of mop-topped trees in the distance … I headed for them, startling a small orange-furred creature that sprang across my path and tore away to the left. Moments later, a dark bird flashed by, uttering a wailing note, headed in the same direction. I ran on, and the sky continued to darken.

Green the sky and thicker the grasses, green the grasses, too … Heavy gusts of wind at irregular intervals … Nearer the trees … A singing sound emerges from their branches … The clouds sweep onward …

A tightness goes out of my muscles and a familiar fluidity enters … I pass the first tree, treading upon long, fallen leaves … I pass among hairy-barked boles … The way I follow is hard-packed, becomes a trail, strange foot marks cast within it … It drops, curves, widens, narrows again … The ground rises at either hand … the trees sound bass viol notes … Patches of sky amid the leaves are the color of Morinci turquoise … Streamers of cloud snake forward like silver rivers … Small clusters of blue flowers appear on the trail walls … The walls rise higher, passing above my head … The way grows rocky … I run on …

My path widens, widens, descending steadily … Even before I see or hear it, I smell the water … Carefully now, among the stones … A bit slower here … I turn and see the stream, high, rocky banks at either hand, a meter or two of shoreline before the rise …

Slower still, beside the gurgling, sparkling flow … To follow its meandering … Bends, curves, trees high overhead, exposed roots in the wall to my right, gray and yellow talus-fall along the flaky base …

My shelf widens, the walls lower … More sand and fewer rocks beneath my feet … Lowering, lowering … Head-height, shoulder-height … Another bending of the way, slope descending … Waist high … Green-leafed trees all about me, blue sky overhead, off to the right a hard-packed trail … I mount the slope, I follow it …

Trees and shrubs, bird notes and cool breeze … I suck the air, I lengthen my stride … I cross a wooden bridge, footfalls echoing, creek flowing to the now-masked stream, moss-grown boulders beside its cool … Low stone wall to my right now … Wagon ruts ahead …

Wildflowers at either hand … A sound of distant laughter, echoing … The neigh of a horse … Creak of a cart … Turn left … Widening of the way … Shadow and sunlight, shadow and sunlight … Dapple, dapple … River to the left, wider now, sparkling … Haze of smoke above the next hill …

I slow as I near the summit. I reach it walking, dusting my garments, brushing my hair into place, limbs tingling, lungs pumping, bands of perspiration cooling me. I spit grit. Below me and to the right lies a country inn, some tables on its wide, rough-hewn porch, facing the river, a few in a garden nearby. Bye-bye, present tense. I am arrived.

I walked on down and located a pump at the far side of the building, where I washed my face, hands and arms, my left forearm still sore and slightly inflamed where Jasra had attacked me. I made my way to the porch then and took a small table, after waving to a serving woman I saw within. After a time, she brought me porridge and sausages and eggs and bread and butter and strawberry preserves and tea. I finished it all quickly and ordered another round of the same. The second time through a feeling of returning normalcy occurred, and I slowed and enjoyed it and watched the river go by.

It was a strange way to wind up the job. I had been looking forward to some leisurely travel, to a long lazy vacation, now my work had been done. The small matter of S had been all that stood in my way – a thing I had been certain I could settle quickly. Now I was in the middle of something I did not understand, something dangerous and bizarre. Sipping my tea and feeling the day warm about me, I could be lulled into a momentary sense of peace. But I knew it for a fleeting thing. There could be no true rest, no safety for me, until this matter was settled. Looking back over events, I saw that I could no longer trust my reactions alone for my deliverance, for a resolution of this affair. It was time to formulate a plan.

The identity of S and S’s removal were high on my list of things that needed knowing and doing. Higher still was the determination of S’s motive. My notion that I was dealing with a simple-minded psycho had dissolved. S was too well organized and possessed some very unusual abilities. I began searching my past for possible candidates. But though I could think of quite a few capable of managing what had occurred thus far, none of these were particularly ill-disposed toward me. However, Amber had been mentioned in that strange diary of Melman’s. Theoretically, this made the whole thing a family matter and I suppose put me under some obligation to call it to the attention of the others. But to do so would be like asking for help, giving up, saying that I couldn’t manage my own affairs. And threats on my life were my own affair. Julia was my affair. The vengeance on this one was to be mine. I had to think about it some more …

Ghostwheel?

I mulled it over, dismissed it, thought about it again. Ghostwheel … No. Untried. Still developing. The only reason it had occurred to me at all was because it was my pet, my major accomplishment in life, my surprise for the others. I was just looking for an easy way out. I would need a lot more data to submit, which meant I had to go after it, of course.

Ghostwheel …

Right now I needed more information. I had the cards and the diary. I didn’t want to fool with the Trumps any more at this point, since the first one had seemed something of a trap. I would go through the diary soon, though my initial impression had been that it was too subjective to be of much help. I ought to go back to Melman’s for a final look around, though, in case there was anything I had missed. Then I ought to look up Luke and see whether he could tell me anything more – even some small remark – that might be of value. Yes …

I sighed and stretched. I watched the river a little longer and finished my tea. I ran Frakir over a fistful of money and selected sufficient transformed coinage to pay for my meal. Then I returned to the road. Time to run on back.
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