“The Stars Over Kolvir”
The Journal of Lord Kerryl Sawall of Hawthorne
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Title: Lord of Hawthorne

Mother: Lady Coralyne Tiana Sawall of Hawthorne

Grandmother: Lady Titania Sawall of Hawthorne

Father: Prince Khar Barimen of Amber

Kerryl is the illegitimate son of Khar of Amber, but that was never an issue in Hawthorne. In Hawthorne, he is the legitimate son of Lady Coralyne and honored as a Lord of Hawthorne. And he is a legitimate scion of Chaos, but has never been to Chaos or knew much about it. Since the lineage is a matriarchal one, ‘that’ was the one that mattered in Hawthorne.

He was raised by his mother and treated very well by his family there. He never had any animosity regarding his father and sought nothing from him.

Kerryl is a skilled swordsman and duelist and prefers the saber, but is skilled in the use of other blades as well. Being a Lord of Hawthorne, he was trained in the art of the duel and of the laws of Hawthorne. He conducted duels and oversaw the execution of the laws of the duel. He has come to appreciate ‘not’ getting involved in other’s conflicts, since he spent so many years ‘being’ involved in them.

Kerryl is also the finest horseman in Hawthorne and he spent most of his time in Shadow during his adulthood. His hobby and passion is in raising and taking care of his prized horses, a group of silver-gray Andelusians. He discovered that they were the best suited for him in Shadow travel, so he raised as many as he could and kept a perfect bloodline going. After generations, they are quite unique and special.

His loyalty was always to the Over Lady of the Elders of Hawthorne, his grandmother, Lady Titania Sawall. He followed her orders and was her right hand. It was Titania and Coralyne's decision that it was finally time for him to meet his Amber family and come to his inheritance. That was to be a Prince of the realm and claim the power of the Pattern.

His appearance is that of a noir style detective, with fedora and trench coat. During his travels in Shadow, that was the attire that he liked and adopted to make it his own. His colors are gray and silver.

His aunt and cousin, Princess Mirjana has been instructing him in what to expect in Amber (a crash course) and training him in what he needed to know regarding the Pattern and the Trumps. This includes a brief history of the current family members in Amber.

He doted over Mirjana and her siblings whenever they visited Hawthorne and is quite fond of them. And he gets along very well with his aunt Rosetta, but hasn't seen much of them in recent years.

Kerryl has a more analytical and functional mind, than a creative one. As such, he isn’t skilled in any of the arts. He’s much better at problem solving and fixing things. Knowing how duplicitous many people are, he prefers working with his horses than working with other people. However, he is quite attracted to women and very comfortable around them. In general, he is a very likable person and perhaps a little too open for an Amberite. This may present a problem for him, but he's lived long enough to learn that being plain spoken is something that works for him.  

Hawthorne, his home, is a Shadow set in the Victorian Era, though men and women are noted for dueling, there is no gender bias, the rulers are a council of 12 elders with the Over Elder to break any tie votes.

Kerryl is anxious to walk the Pattern, so that he can Shadow travel to where he wishes. He has a particular Shadow in mind and longs to make it a reality. He also looks forward to meeting other family members, unaware of the specifics of the family intrigue. His understandings of things are from Mirjana's perspective, as she presented them. Somehow, he knows there is much more to the dynamics of the family and is interested in finding out for himself.

Very few in the family have seen his Chaosian face and it is something that he's pleased with, because it is part of his nature. But it's rarely been needed or appreciated.
Kerryl’s Timeline:

1190, August 29. Born in Hawthorne.
1205 – At 15, Kerryl begins serious training in dueling and riding.
1208 – At 18, Kerryl joins the Hawthorne Army.

1240 – At 50, Kerryl placed in charge of Hawthorne Army, replacing his mother, Lady Coralyne.
1290 – 100 years old.
1340 – 150 years old.
1390 – 200 years old. Kerryl leaves Calvary after 182 years. Lady Coralyne takes control of Hawthorne Army. Kerryl becomes personal agent of Lady Titania, Over Lady of the Elders of Hawthorne. Meets Cassandra and loses her in a few months. Leaves for Shadow to search for her.
1405 – At 215, after 15 years, Kerryl abandoned search for Cassandra and returned to Hawthorne to work for Titania. Kerryl becomes more involved in Hawthorne events. Returns to serious training in dueling.

1410 – At 220, Hawthorne is visited by Ilse as a child of 8, before her siblings are born.
1423 – At 233, Hawthorne visited by Rosetta’s children. Reinier and Mirjana are 11.

1428 – At 238, Hawthorne visited by Rosetta’s children. Reinier and Mirjana are 16.  Mirjana’s visits have been more frequent.
1440 – 250 years old.
1441 – At 251, current year and beginning of story. Mirjana comes to take Kerryl to Amber.
Chapter 01:  The Time Has Come
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Mirjana strode into the Hall of Rule, her dress flowing behind her.  She looked like she was on a mission and she paused before the Over Lady, "Lady Titania, you called for me?"

The Lady rose from her seat, "Yes Mirjana, please, sit, we can talk over tea." she motioned and servants rushed to set up a lovely tea.  "How is home my dear?"

Mirjana moved and sat down near to Titania, "Home is home... ever the way it always is.  But why did you call me here, is Kerryl ready to take his birthrite grandmother?"

Lord Kerryl entered the room slowly and quietly, hoping to pick up on the conversation and heard the mention of his birthrite. He received the summoning from his grandmother and he knew that it was nearly time, now that he saw that Mirjana was here. There had been little excitement around here as of late and he was certainly looking forward to what lay ahead.

It was so unlike Kerryl to be this excited about something, but this is something that has been over two centuries in coming, and to his way of thinking, long overdue. Kerryl takes his fedora off and places it on the corner of the chair.

"Grandmother..." Kerryl bends over to kiss his grandmother's cheek. "Princess Mirjana, wonderful to see you again." He leans forward to give Mirjana a hug. "I believe that is what grandmother was planning to say. I think you've trained me well enough and I'd like to get started as soon as possible... Oh. After tea would be fine of course, since you just arrived. It would be horribly rude to not let you get a chance to sit and visit." Kerryl was slightly embarrassed at rushing things along, but his patience was fading away.

Kerryl picks up the pot and fills their cups, pours one for himself and then takes a chair to join them. "Mirjana, what's the current news of the realm?"

Mirjana smiled and hugged Kerryl back, he was her cousin, and she was close to him, as was Reinier though he came less often, but he had the mind that trained Kerryl.

"Tea would be nice... though I think we have a first stop... Grandmere was telling me that your mother is nearby... and having one of her fights... I thought we should see her before we go.  Besides, I have a feeling... that someone else you might need to meet is there." Mirjana often had feelings, things that were truth.

At Mirjana's words, Kerryl couldn't prevent a brief look of concern. And that look made Mirjana smirk, because she knew why.

For Kerryl, the thought of his mother in one of her fights was always met with mixed emotions. First, she was nearly the best that swordsman Kerryl had ever seen and he was confident in her enough not to be worried.

Yet, there was always the possibility that one day she might make a mistake and it could prove costly or fatal. That was always a concern in this business. If you didn't have that thought in the back of your mind, you could get overconfident and make a mistake.

And in this business, you never fought with anger on your mind. Passion yes, but never anger. Negative emotions make for carelessness. Concentration and control were the most important factors in swordplay, and mother's abilities in Hawthorne were legendary. And it provided no end of entertainment for all.

"I'd hate to miss one of her fights, and I'm ready whenever you are. Do I know who the poor dupe is?"

Kerryl turns to pick up his fedora and taps it into place.

Mirjana smiled, now she had him, "Your father." she grinned.  "She sort of found out from me where he'd be headed and decided to meet him there." Mirjana knew Khar was going to be furious with her when he found out, but then again, she could hold her own with her brother too.  Not that he knew it.

Kerryl stood up quickly and his hand unconsciously moved to his blade and hesitated. "My Father? Let's move then, Mirjana! By your leave, grandmother."

Titania waved them away, "Youth is always so impetuous, go meet your father Kerryl, come back and see me though." she lifted her cheek towards him waiting for a kiss before they left.
"Thanks, grandmother!" Kerryl bends down to kiss her cheek. "See you soon, promise."

Kerryl turns to Mirjana. "What's the quickest way there?" In his impatience, Kerryl is nearly ready to pick Mirjana up and carry her there.

And then he remembered so many years ago, when she was a toddler and he used to carry her around on his shoulders and run around the halls with her. How quickly the three kids had grown and how much they've changed over the years.

Somehow Mirjana sensed my thoughts and glared at me as if to say, 'don't you dare'.

Mirjana kissed her grandmother's cheek too and then she walked with Kerryl.  "You will need your horse; we'll have to ride there."

Kerryl smiled at that. He hadn't exercised his horse yet. "Excellent! Mine are just outside. I had the stable master get the horses ready when grandmother sent me the summons. I have an extra one ready if yours is too tired from the journey here. I was taking Lucian for his daily exercise today. And Andrea is ready if you want to ride her, she's missed you."

Mira laughed, "I walked the pattern to come, it's faster for me than hellriding all the way here. She sighed, "I just hope no one noticed I’m gone.  I'm not even supposed to have walked it yet." she grinned at him though.  "Let's go."

They got to the front and she mounted Andrea with ease.

Andrea is a silver-gray Andelusian mare. She was raised and trained to have the bearing of a mount designed for royalty. She prances and canters and makes her rider look like an expert horseman whether they are or not.

Andrea takes to Mirjana as a faithful pet would to her mistress.

Kerryl leaps onto Lucian's back and he rears back and neighs, looking and sounding very fierce. Kerryl was surprised at what he heard. "You've already walked it? What was it like?"

They ride together at a gallop down the road and talk.

Mirjana shrugged, "It's difficult at first but the more you walk it, the easier it gets.  Father hates that Grandmere has family that can walk it now, I don't completely understand that, but I just ignore it mostly, father had doted on me for so long.  I don't think he knows how much Reinier and I visit grandmere."

"It won't be long before all of us walk the Pattern now. I'm looking forward to it. I suppose it might shift the balance of things in Amber. Is that what Oberon is worried about, that grandmother may have more political power with us in play? Have you figured out how to shift Shadow yet or have you tried it yet? Oh, by the way, where are we going?" Kerryl laughed out loud at that realization that she hadn't mentioned where they were going.

Mirjana looked at him, "We are shifting shadow Kerryl, right now... we are going to a Shadow called Janus." she always liked keeping people off kilter, she didn't want anyone to guess at all her talents.
Kerryl was genuinely impressed. He had followed Shadow Paths many times before, but never experienced someone shifting it before. It was a fascinating experience and it just spurred his interest in walking the Pattern.

"That is absolutely marvelous, Mirjana! I notice some differences in the road, now that you mention it. If you don't mind, I'd like to observe as you make changes. The method you use is very interesting."
"Basically, all you do is take once piece at a time, say the sky is lavender, you would slowly shift till that became your sky, and then you move to the next thing... till you arrive at the one shadow where all of the things meld." she smiled over at him, "I know, I'm a prodigy."

"I see! And watching it, it makes perfect sense now. I can't wait until I can do it too." Kerryl laughs. "Yes, I knew that you were talented in many ways, I saw it as you grew up. I'm very proud of the three of you. You were all so clever in your artistry. You are almost painting a new scene as we ride."

Kerryl wondered if he will be as successful at Shadow shifting, being too functionally minded and not as creatively artistic as his cousins. And his talents are quite different, a talent he rarely uses anymore, his birthrite from his Chaosian lineage, not knowing how the kids (he still thinks of them as kids) would react now and if they even remember those days.

"Mirjana, do you remember when you were a tot and you used to ride on my shoulders in the halls of Hawthorne at breakneck speed? I recall that you weren't frightened when we did it. I ask this because it relates to walking the pattern."
Mira nodded, "I remember... don't fear the pattern Kerryl, it's part of you, it lives in you, you have the strength to walk it and the shifting will come very easily, even to someone more strategically minded, you are like your father that way and your mother."
Chapter 02: Shadow Janus
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Janus is a medieval shadow, much like Amber but with some differences.  The people here are fierce and it lies near to Hawthorne.

A medieval shadow required a medieval army.  The troops marched across the intervening distance.  The seasoned veterans were use to the small changes they witnessed during the march.  The new recruits were amazed, but asked little questions.  When the General said go, you went.  It didn't matter where or when.

The road stayed consistent.  The march was easy.  It was the terrain around them that seemed to shift... to change.  Did that bird have a snout?  Those trees definitely had a blue tinge to the leaves.  That lake was is so still in this breeze, it's not natural.

Soon they entered the forest.  Khar had passed through here earlier and not been challenged.  In fact, he hadn't located any defenses whatsoever.  But not many people expected an army to materialize out of thin air.  Soon there wouldn't be much left of it anyway.  The land always suffered in war.
But the trees would grow back.  It was the stain of a ruler in that castle that had to go.  Khar could put up with a lot of slights, he certainly threw his share around, but when the little people get stepped on, he steps back.

"Commander, there are your resources.  Get to work."  He instructed the familiar face.  The engineering detail set to work with saws and axes to construct their siege engines.

A snap of a finger and Khar waved over another familiar figure.  "Commander, there is a rock field about a quarter mile to the west.  Form a detail and bring me that ammo.  The bigger the better."

A few more orders to arrange the troops and Khar gathered his remaining commanders together.  They rode to the crest of the hill and gazed across the way to the target.  Khar sat there and studied the castle.  It was a familiar layout.  He already knew where most of the rooms and corridors were with some minor variations possible.  He knew where the defenses would be stationed, the initial response, and the stubborn refusal to give up.  Yes, this was a familiar fight.

Had one not known about shadow and only been to Amber, they may have guessed they were back there.  So close in detail, they would have sworn they stared at castle Amber itself.

The castle was already prepared for a siege, that much was obvious.  Troops patrolled the upper walls and flashes of sun on silver metal gleamed all around it.  It was going to be a battle that wouldn't be easy for once; it would definitely provide Khar with much needed practice and exercise.

The day dragged on.  Khar made sure the defenders could see him.  He made sure they could see a line of troops on the hill ridge.  He also had one of his commander's patrolling around the castle with a unit just to keep the Lord honest in case he tried to escape.  Other than that, it was a boring day for the defenders.  Khar's army made no attempt at an assault.  Such is war...

Khar kept a watch on the battlements.  He had seen the man he was after conferring with the captain of the guard through his telescope.  As nothing happened or even appeared that it would happened from the invaders the Lord had retired.

The great catapult had been completed and was sitting just over the rise.  Range had been meticulously calculated with this design and built to spec.  It was an impressive feat of engineering, allowing for an assault from well out of standard weapon range of this time period.  Now Khar would see if he could draw them out.  The Lord should have retired to his throne right about now...

"Commander!  Load Doorbell."  The troops were baffled by the name.  The cannonball looking hunk of rock was neither a door or a bell.  Where the general had gotten the thing was beyond them.  All the men knew was it was heavy, impossibly heavy for a rock.  It had had it's own 8 wheeled wagon to cart it this distance.

Khar moved to check the aim to make sure it was in line.  He tested the tension on the giant sling and was satisfied.  He waited for the wind to die down just a bit.  "Fire."

The large lever was pulled and the massive counterweight swung around.  'Doorbell' was dragged backwards away from the castle then hefted into the air on the giant sling arcing up and over the siege engine.  It then was released as the momentum carried it towards its target.

Someone on the battlements pointed at the faint noise and the small black dot was easily seen against the cloudless late afternoon sky.  Initial ranging shots are common with this type of weapon so there wasn't much of a reaction save a heightened alertness.  The shot rose high and started its descent towards the castle.  The men on the wall watched as 'Doorbell' screamed to earth and sailed over their heads.

The steep angle of the trajectory was necessary for it's ultimate goal.  'Doorbell' crashed through the roof as if it were merely a leaf.  It continued through the intermediate floors, its momentum not being slowed nearly enough.

Anyone standing in the throne room would have suddenly felt very exposed as the ceiling broke asunder and 'Doorbell' smashed through the throne continuing onto the sublevels below.  Had Khar timed it right, he would have just removed his target.  If not, he certainly sent the message he wished conveyed.  He had come for the Lord of this place.  Regardless of the results the battle was on.

"Fire at will commander."  Khar instructed the catapult crew.  He could sit back and rain stone from the sky on them all day and night.  The goal here was to force them to come out and deal with the device.  Then he would have them on open ground where the true battle would begin.

Khar's army was content to sit back and chuck rocks.  Targets were selected to minimize any castle influence once the fighting in the open started.  Towers were targeted, battlements were knocked down.  Even likely locations of catapults and anti-siege equipment were hit.

When the Lord still failed to ride out to meet him, Khar stomped around.   "What kind of coward won't fight face-to-face?  He'll cut down peasants but won't stand against an army?!?  Commander, new target!"

Khar wished he had brought another doorbell.  Simply having 50 of them and he could have collapsed the castle in on itself.  But there would have been no satisfaction in that.  And the stench from all the oxen needed to pull that load would have been unbearable.

Perhaps this Lord had felt too safe with the lack of civilian targets after the initial launch.  There was a lull as the massive trebuchet was maneuvered for the next shot.  Several large rocks were loaded as Khar lined it up.  "Fire."  The lever pulled, the large counterweight swung around.  The load was dragged back away from the target then lifted high into the air before being released on it's arc towards its destination.

Three large boulders slammed into what would be the King's Suite in Amber.  It should give him a nice new panoramic view of his surroundings.  The man should thank Khar for the remodeling.

The soldiers poured from the building finally, but at their head was something Khar had not expected, a woman rode, her hair flew behind her and she wore armor that shone like the sun.  Her eyes were such a vivid blue when he looked through the spy glass, and her face was one he recognized, from his bed long ago.

In fact, the army had apparently changed; there were almost all women there.  Women who looked as fierce as any men.  And carried weapons that matched any his army had.

Whether he would remember her name though.   That was a question.

Khar gave the signal and the troops moved forward.  Infantry and Archers marched to take position on the open terrain.  Calvary prepared for flanking maneuvers.  The barrage of rocks ceased as the gates opened and the enemy rode forth.

Khar cursed at the sight that met him through the spyglass.  Once the army was in position he gave final instructions to the commanders and rode forth alone to parley.  This Lord was one cowardly cur to send women out to do the fighting for him.

His steed trotted forth and stopped within shouting distance of the woman that rode at their head.  Visions of the 'Shining One' danced in his head for she certainly reminded him of that fateful day in her shiny armor.  The day he had lost his child.

They were a contrast.  Khar in his black plate seemed more like a spectre of death.  The woman in her shining armor could be an angel come to the field.  And they had met before under totally different circumstances.

"Coralyne."  He called across the distance.  He remembered her name.  "What are you doing here?"

Coralyne smiled, she had a way about her, "I won this place a few weeks ago, want to tell me why you are putting holes in my new home?" she arched an eyebrow at him, she had her sword and a bow and armor that shone in the sun, but it was a bronze color over white.

"So where is the original Lord then?  Don't tell me you bested him in single combat."  Khar obviously had his prejudices against women warriors.  His entire army would have given that away.  He was rather a traditionalist in that regard.

The general wasn't very happy about this turn of events.  To march an army only to have the prize already taken rattled his nerves.  Her timing had been impeccable.

Coralyne arched her brow and looked at him, "What you thought I spent all my time in dresses, sewing and pleasing a man?" she chuckled at the thought, "Come inside, we'll talk... besides there is someone I want you to meet."

"All the time I've known you."  Khar grinned back at her flirting.  "My men came here for a fight.  And now you've peeked my interest... again.  Let's see what you've got."  Khar turned and rode a short circle back towards his troops.  He held his hand in the air giving the signal for single combat.  A cheer rose from the hillside as the men started to bang their swords on shields producing a familiar rhythm.  That of the expectation of battle.

When his circle turned back towards her, he secured his helmet and drew the giant blade "Charcharoth".  It was a massive broad bladed bastard sword that Khar easily wielded in one hand.  The pommel was forged of black metal lacking any decorative designs.  The blade a well sharpened steel.  It was simply an implement of war.  The only thing that would stand out in a museum on display would be it's size.  The weapon was an indication of his preference for strength on the battlefield and he used it as such with powerful blows.  His other hand held the giant tower shield that matched his armor.  Khar guided the war charger with his legs as they picked up the pace, preparing for a charge.  Khar was truly an imposing sight.

Coralyne dismounted and drew a large blade of her own, it was smaller than his but suited to her shorter size, not that she was short, she was a tall woman, with graceful movements and a woman's figure.  She smiled as she took her place.  "Indeed... we shall see who's blade is superior... at least in the ways of metal, other blades remain to be tested later."

Khar noted that she dismounted.  That means she must not be confident in her horsemanship skills.  Pity...  The stallion picked up speed as Khar wasn't going to give her an inch of mercy for her decision.  The hoofs beats rang in time with the clanging of his men.

The initial blow was fearsome.  Khar brought his blade down on hers in an attempt to shatter it or at least numb her arm so she couldn't continue.  It was a very dominant maneuver designed to subjugate his opponent.  She deftly met the blade and wheeled.  The maneuver simply turned the force of his blow aside letting it dissipate away.  As she spun around her sword shot out once his had passed beyond harm and tapped the horse on the flanks with the flat of the blade.

The war charger continued on by as Khar turned to see that wicked smile he remembered so well.  He slowed and dismounted as they turned for a return run.  A click of the tongue and a pat on the shoulder sent the horse trotting off to his men.  Sword and shield in hand, he closed the gap once again.

This wasn't like the formal dance he had recently had in Amber.  There was more freedom here and more danger.  It was unlikely to end in someone's death, yet a serious injury was possible since Khar wasn't letting up or going easy on her.

He tested her.  The strikes and counterstrikes, thrusts and parries all designed to see just how good she was.  Could she have beaten the man he had come to kill?  He would know after this dance.  Khar was aggressive.  He closed in without fear, without hesitation.  His better reach would keep her on the defensive and his shield offered an obstacle should she try to dart in for a strike.

It was obvious he was enjoying himself.  Khar had a smile on his face like he hadn't had this much fun in decades.

A step rush brought her close to the massive wall of metal offering some protection from his sword.  A rapid peel off and away and she would have a clear shot at his flank.  She never got the chance.

Khar started utilizing the shield as a weapon in conjunction with the blade.  He pushed off with the shield surprising her and lifting her off the ground sending her soaring to land fifteen feet away.

Coralyne tumbled and regained her feet.  A few more testing strikes and counters and she tried again.  Closing on the shield she was prepared for his response.  She flowed like water away from the blow dropping into a crouch.  Letting the shield just brush the end of her hair as her head came back to clear the bottom of the shield.  He had over extended and she quickly shifted her weight and lunged in.

Too late did she realize he expected it.  His blade, now used in defense, did a short snap to slap her's to the side away from his gut.  It slide down the side of his armor near his hip... now useless in the close quarters.  The shield that had been the wall she had hoped to bypass now became her prison.  He brought it back in a steel embrace, pulling her to him.  His sword arm released his weapon and blocked any chance of escape on the other side as he grabbed her free arm and pinned it to her side.  Perhaps she had planned the whole thing.

"You lose."  That's when he kissed her.

Coralyne accepted the kiss, her eyes half closed as she smiled at him.  She wondered at his prowess, but she hadn't shown all she had yet either.  With a silken move as they kissed she suddenly dislodged him landing him square on his arse on the ground.   The Foreplay was far from over.  She was a Hellmaid and they gave little in their fights.

Her own side took up a great cheer now that she had taken the upper hand again.

Khar was slow to get up.  There was no rush.  She was feisty and he was somehow glad she had beaten him here.  Khar whistled to call the warsteed back to him.  He drew out a large spiked flail and Swordbreaker from their sheaves as the horse stomped in anticipation.

"So how did you kill him?"  Khar called out as he gave the horse a slap and sent it back off the field.

He started swinging the ball & chain in lazy circles as he once again closed on her.

Coralyne laughed, "That would be telling all my secrets wouldn't it." she nodded and her own horse came, it was a great beast, jet black with fiery eyes, demonic eyes.  She took her own flail and shrugged as she stalked him, she seemed taller now, quite buff for a female but also soft in places.  "He foolishly thought no woman could beat him, I showed him different, though I saved him for you, he's in the dungeons awaiting your... pleasure..." she purred softly.

"Then perhaps my initial shot did him in."  Khar whirled the wicked ball in a wide overhand arc to build up momentum.  The displacement of the air could be heard as it almost traveled faster than the eye could keep up with.  As he stepped within range, he tucked his arm in and bent the wrist.  The chain came in and looped around his elbow.  It's trajectory suddenly changed, Khar opened his arm back up and flicked his wrist out to release the ball in a straight shot at her instead of the expected arc from above.

"So what have you been doing with yourself lately?"  He queried as he followed up with a quick cut chop to attempt to disarm her with his other hand.

Cora laughed as she dodged both with some ease and sent her own attack forward, going for his back.  But he would be too fast to fall for it. "Sorry, he wasn't in the area where your nasty little balls hit."

Khar turned and stepped off to the side as her attack came at him.  He gave a devilish smile at the balls comment but restrained himself from his initial response.  "I see you still have a way with words."

The flail still whirled rapidly as he kept a tight circle with it attempting to draw her into parrying with her own ball & chain.  He was confident he could overpower her once they got tangled.

"And I would be careful what you call 'little'."  He smirked as he whirled in again with powerful sweeps and quick thrusts of the thick blade in between the spinning chain.

She chuckled again, their dance was beautiful, graceful, as the warriors clashed and moved and danced and swerved.  She was so lovely as she sidestepped and he returned the favor.  "Don't worry, I'm well aware that you carry a large sword and know how to use it... to great advantage."

"Minx."  He snorted yet couldn't hide the grin on his face.  His attacks became more aggressive with less pause between them.  Swirl, slash, cut, slash, thrust, swirl...  The combinations continued to vary, yet each was powerful and unyielding.  He advanced with a hunger in his eyes and pounded on her defenses attempting to leave her exhausted and defenseless.

Her laughter rang, she had stamina he had barely begun to tap, that in itself was interesting, she was holding her own as easily as he was.  Though finally she moved knowing he would wrap that chain around her but she could heal a bruise easily.  She used that moment to wrap him and draw him towards her as he drew her towards him. Her lips parted as she came in and kissed him wildly.

War & Lust.  If one were to propose a correlation and do a thesis project on it, Khar would certainly be a subject for interview.  Basic emotions that found their roots back to the beginning.  Practically every creature knows the drive to fight and procreate.  Some just drive harder than others.

The flail secured her arm as he pulled her in and deftly caught the blade of her sword with the breaker and forced it off to the side.  Evidently she was done with the preliminaries as well for she didn't put up much of a fight.  The kiss was one of wild abandon, the embrace one of animalistic passion.  Primal desire overrode any sense of modesty as their dance changed to something more intimate.

There was an intimate familiarity to her.  No learning curve.  No trial and error.  She had been his before and would be again.  Their previous meetings hadn't been on the battlefield and her thirst for combat was a revelation that excited him even more.

The excitement seemed mutual between Khar and Coralyne, but then again a hushed murmur came up and Khar heard two riders coming across the field from a third direction, the direction of Coralyne’s castle.

Chapter 03: First Impressions
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Kerryl pulled back on the reins of Lucian as he saw something that caught him off guard. He was expecting.. well he wasn't exactly sure what he was expecting, but to see his parents locked in battle or foreplay or something was puzzling. If it were someone else, it might have been considered erotic.

Mirjana had an impish look as she addressed the pair. And Kerryl decided that his respect for her went up a few notches. He tried to stifle a laugh.
Mira rode up with Kerryl and seeing the rather intimate goings on, cleared her throat.

"Khar... what are you doing... Aunt Cora... Really... I mean in front of your son too." there was mirth in her voice as she spoke.

Kerryl laughs out loud. "Mother, I'd ask who won the duel, but that would be a bloody stupid question."

Kerryl gets down from Lucian and leads him closer to the pair.
At the sound of someone approaching, Someone's going to die.  It was only a moment before the thought came out his mouth.  "Someone's going to die."  His men knew you don't interfere with single combat and you definitely don't interrupt what the duel had progressed to.  Someone was going to die.

Then that musical voice that sounded so familiar.  It was a wry fate that with everyone in Amber looking for her that she would stumble upon him at the worst possible time.  Khar hated fate.  He also hated the armor that they both still wore.  There had to be some fast release option available on these things.

He looked up without disengaging from Coralyne and snapped, "Mirjana, your timing is awful.  Go wait inside and take your boyfriend with you.  I'll deal with you later."  Something about Aunt and Mother tickled at the back of his mind but he was too upset at the moment to process that fully.  That the pair seemed to find the situation funny made it all the worse.
Mira chuckled again, "Why don't we all go back into the castle and talk, you'd think you'd be thrilled to finally meet your own son Khar." she nudged Kerryl and turned Andrea towards the Castle.

Khar looked down at Coralyne.  "What is she talking about?"  He wasn't sure he wanted to know the answer.  The mood was rapidly changing and he had a feeling he wasn't going to get it back.

Kerryl looked up at Mirjana and smiled. "I think we interrupted something and we have been formally dismissed." Kerryl thought to himself that he hoped that's not how he was conceived, in front of a couple of armies. How gauche.

He climbed upon his horse and rode behind Mirjana back to the castle.  "I'll be right with you... darling." Kerryl called out with a voice dripping of sarcasm. "Boyfriend, indeed! I'm old enough to be your great grandfather, and several more great's in the middle. Why can't my parents get a room like everyone else?" He sighs.

Mirjana laughed, "Age is relative Kerryl, especially in shadow."

She waited for him to ride with her to the Castle leaving her Aunt to work this out.
Coralyne shrugged, "he's your son, so what of it?  It's not like you came looking for me after that time... I told him about you and raised him well, don't worry Khar, I didn't fill his head with hatred at all, he's a wonderful son and a fine warrior." she loosened herself from his grasp and whistled for her horse putting her weapons away.

Kerryl nudged his horse forward, which fell in behind Mirjana and quickly caught up with her. He leaned over and quietly said to Mirjana, "I would have thought that we're a little old to be sent to the woodshed."

And that was that.  What would have been a memorable afternoon turned into a bomb dropping on his head.  Someone was going to die today.

Khar didn't offer any resistance as she got up.  He was too stunned to.  Had he known she had been pregnant, things might have been different.  Now he was reliving those days in his head.  He had taken her and left.  That was all he had wanted at the time.  He had had an agenda and sticking around wasn't in it.  But what would he have done?  It was a moot question.

Khar whistled and mounted up as the warsteed came to him again.  "I want to see him."  Khar called out to Coralyne.  "And your prisoner."

Yes, someone was going to die today.
Mira laughed softly, "Indeed, but then again, my big brother has had a shock today, I'm guessing this isn't the way your mother would have picked for you to meet him." she leaned over and kissed Kerryl's cheek.

Cora turned back towards him, "He's right there Khar... no one is hindering you from seeing him.  No one ever would have.  Don't expect apologies from me... you didn't want complications and I didn't feel a need to cause any." she looked and waited for him.  "You are a powerful man Khar, but at the time you wouldn't have wanted to be tied down.  And I had no problem raising him on my own."

Kerryl dismounted and approached Khar and Coralyne with a purposeful stride, because he was quite anxious to meet this Prince Khar that he knew very little about. His mother told him that they would meet when the time was right and this was indeed the time, as strange as the circumstances were.

Kerryl was a bit self-conscious about how his father would react to him. And he was slightly nervous about this encounter, under the circumstances. Kerryl looked somewhat out of place and out of time, attired in his colors of silver and gray, he wore medium gray slacks and high boots, white shirt, and a gray over coat. His gray fedora concealed his black hair that was graying around the temples and his bright silver-gray eyes were noticeable under the brim of the hat. His silvery saber lay concealed within the over coat, Kerryl looked more like something out of a noir film than a warrior and duelist out of Shadow. Perhaps he would prove to his father that he was indeed worthy as his son.

Kerryl approached the man he instinctively recognized as his father. He looked at him carefully, taking in every detail. The resemblance was uncanny and the bloodline could not be denied. Khar’s facial features were similar to his own but a bit more battle worn, almost like looking into a mirror. His father’s eyes looked darker and more pained and Khar’s hair was considerably longer than his own.

Kerryl stepped forward and extended his right hand. “Hello, father. It is an honor to meet you at last.”

Khar's eyes twinkled for a moment at the 'tied down' comment.  But that wasn't what she had meant.  It had been so many years ago.  He had had so much killing to do.  The story he had conferred at the party had just been the tip of the iceberg.  It was just the beginning of what he had become.  His baby had died and he had vented his frustration and anger across shadow in an unending war of vengeance.

That was what?  Over 200 years ago?  How would my life have been different?  How would Kerryl's with a father to raise him?  How would Coralyne's?  He knew he couldn't blame her.  She had no way to find him, to let him know.  If only...  These thoughts were running through his head as he stared at Kerryl with a scowl.

Bomb's sucked.

He was back on the ground as Khar studied 'his son', who was now a man.  The outfit certainly didn't fit.  He would blame Coralyne for that.  The boy needed an appropriate suit of armor.  The resemblance was there.  Damn her, she must be telling the truth.

He took the offered hand in a firm grip to test the boys strength.  She better not have raised a wimp.  It was an awkward moment.  "Cor... your mother says you're a warrior.  You know how to ride?"  He asked as he started to walk towards the castle.

Kerryl returned the grip with equal force and smiled, then released his father's grasp. Father's not certain that he has his genes. Perhaps Kerryl will just have to convince him, in his way.

Kerryl's eyebrow shot up and smiled broadly. "Ride? I suppose I do alright. I usually prefer the company of horses to most people." And he laughed. "Perhaps we can go riding soon and you can judge for yourself. By the way, nice horse you have there."

Kerryl walked to the castle along side his father.

Khar paused and gave Kerryl a measuring look.  He himself preferred the company of women.  He was going to have to have a talk with Coralyne on her concept of 'no problem raising him'.

"I have business to finish here first.  Once I'm done, I would like that."  A half smile touched his features.  Khar was walking with purpose.  Long strides that carried him toward Coralyne's troops and the castle beyond.

Once he got close to her lines, he paused, returned his flail to it's home and drew another weapon from the saddle sheath.  This one was basically a ball on a stick.  Speak softly and carry a big stick.  It had been a motto Khar had picked up in shadow somewhere.  The head looked like a smaller version of 'doorbell'.  The handle fused right to the smooth yet pitted rock.  The weapon was so dense it exerted a visible gravity effect.  Blades of grass would 'stick' without falling off.  Same with dirt, blood and bone.  Even sheets of paper would hang on if small enough.  In Khar's hands it was still obvious how heavy the weapon was.

Khar tossed the reins to Mirjana.  "Watch War for a bit."  Then almost as an afterthought, "And what DID you do to piss off Oberon?"

"Come."  He simply stated to Kerryl as he continued his march right towards the opposing troops.
Kerryl fell into step behind his father, not because he was used to following orders. It was because he was curious what was going on here in Janus. The only orders he had followed for nearly a century were those of his mother and grandmother, and father appeared to be a man who was used to giving orders.

He looked back at Mirjana who seemed miffed at being handed the reins of father's horse and said with a sly smirk. "I'd ask you to watch Lucian, but you seem to have your hands full." He released the reins. "Lucian, stay. And no biting! These men are on our side, so behave yourself. You can go over there to get some grass if you wish." Kerryl strode ahead to catch up.

What was mother's army doing guarding this place and why did father's army look like an invading force? He hoped that his questions would be answered purely by observation. I supposed the answer to the questions would be found where father was leading. But he couldn't resist asking his father. "What's in the castle that requires the need for an over sized cudgel?"

To his mother, he said. "Nice castle, mother. Whose was it? I like what they did with the main hall, plenty of ventilation."

Mirjana looked at Khar, "Piss off Father?  Did someone spy on me... and tell him about my pattern walk?" there was fury in her eyes now. "Hell... I've been walking that damn thing since I was 12.... Dworkin took me to walk it then." she muttered under her breath.

She glared and closed her eyes and a demonic man came forth from a glowing circle, "Watch the damned horses." she tossed him the reins and stalked in after Khar.
Kerryl heard Mirjana's retort and took a brief look over his shoulder. Then he whistled quietly, spotting the creature she summoned. "Nice trick. Twelve, you say? I am definitely looking forward to this."

Mirjana looked over, "It's not my fault I'm a prodigy within the family... nor is it my fault Dad hates grandmother and Aunt Cora with a passion."
"It belonged to a man called 'The Shining One', I decided it was time to see your father again and knew he'd come after the guy.  And the castle didn't have a skylight till your father decided to drop a big nasty rock on it." she gave Khar a little glare, "I was just starting to settle in."

"How unfortunate. I'm glad you weren't settled in there." Kerryl was impressed with his mother's advance planning. How very like her to anticipate and manipulate events, grandmother would be proud. Perhaps she had something to do with it too. It wouldn't surprise him at all.

Looking at his father, Kerryl grinned. "My father... Using a hammer when a fly swatter would do. Don't you use any messengers in your army? It'll take months to clear that rubble. He chuckled. The throne room isn't that important, but you might have destroyed their kitchens. What did 'The Shining One' do? I'm not going to ask what you are going to do to him. I'm certain it won't be pleasant."
"Come and I'll show you."  Khar replied to Kerryl's question.

"Walked the pattern?  That might do it."  Khar chuckled at Mirjana's statement.  He knew if he had set a specific rule on age, then he would be pissed if someone disobeyed.  He just assumed Oberon was the same way, not having really known the man.  She certainly was trouble.  The fact that she got Oberon's temper up gave him a bit of satisfaction.

Khar could care less who Oberon hated as well.  If the man had attempted to spend more time with him perhaps things would be different.  All he knew, is he wasn't going to make the same mistake.

"Bastard didn't even change his name."  Khar muttered to himself as he stalked through the parting army upon hearing the name.

"You could have easily waited.  You just wanted to beat me here and test yourself against him is all."  Khar winked back at Coralyne.  He wasn't sorry for that shot that announced the siege.  It was her own fault for not meeting him out there earlier.

Khar stormed forward with purpose.  He knew right where he was going and how to get there.  He headed towards the dungeons and it's prisoner.

"I don't hit what I don't aim at."  Khar replied slightly annoyed that 'his son' seemed to be worried about collateral damage.
Kerryl sensed a lot of irritation in his father's voice, most of it is probably aimed at this "Shining One", whoever he is.

But perhaps he also sensed some weakness in Kerryl. His feigned criticism was an off hand way to point out the needs of their combined armies for food and drink.

To Kerryl's way of thinking, it seemed to be a waste to lose those resources, for the sake of the armies. Perhaps it was obvious to the leaders of these armies and not an issue of concern for them. So Kerryl decided not to make it a concern either, let them care for their own men in their way.

"Never mind."
Chapter 04: The Shining One
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"Never mind?"  Khar stopped and faced Kerryl.  "The kitchens are fine.  Like I said, I wasn't aiming for them.  If you are hungry, go eat.  If you want to feed the armies..."  He paused as if thinking of something.  Perhaps a goodwill feast for the men would be nice.  "You have my leave to proceed."

Khar then continued forward and entered the castle.  He was unconcerned with who followed.  Perhaps Coralyne or Kerryl would move off to deal with other issues.  Mirjana was a mystery as to why she was there at all.

Khar walked to the throne room.  He studied the damage both ceiling and floor and nodded to himself at the results.  Any occupants that stared at him were ignored, unless they attempted to make some sort of comment.  If they were terrified, good.

He then moved down to the dungeons to locate his target.
Kerryl was confused at his response, but not put off by it.

"I'm not hungry yet father, perhaps later." Kerryl grinned at the idea. "But that's an excellent idea to have a feast for the men, it'll probably boost morale, since they've been deprived of their sport. Imagine, to end a battle without losing one man. I'm sure we can find someone to organize the feast in awhile.

Kerryl moves forward to follow his father. "For myself, I want to meet this Shining man. I want to see what all the fuss is about. I wouldn't dream of missing this."

Khar strode on as he talked.  "Call me Khar."  He had just been thrust into the role of father and wasn't comfortable with the title yet.  That Kerryl latched onto it so fast meant he was desperate for that male role model in his life.  Coralyne could never understand that part.  A boy needs his dad.

"My men know the score.  Every day we march is the day they might die.  If they weren't prepared to die, they wouldn't be here.  It's not a sport or a game you can walk away from.  This is life and death.  If you can end a battle without any loses, THAT is a victory."

Khar reached the cell he was looking for.  "Open it." He stared at the guard as he made the command and tested the weight on his mace in a subtle hint that not to obey would be bad news.  Either due to a sense of survivability or a subtle indication from Coralyne, the door was unlocked and the guard stood aside.

Khar entered to see a man chained to the wall.  Wrists were held by manacles in the wall and held just above shoulder height.  Ankles were on short chains which allowed very little mobility, just enough to adjust his weight.  The man was blonde haired and signs of a once proud ego still shown.  He looked up without recognition in his eyes at Khar, Kerryl and Mirjana (if she came).  He held nothing but a sneer for Coralyne.

Khar turned to Kerryl and said flatly.  "Kill him."  He held out the incredibly heavy mace for 'his son' to do the deed.
"Khar, it is then." Kerryl said, non-committally. He used the title father with the same inflection as one would use, Sir, General, Prince, Lord, or Mister; as a sign of respect and established fact, as he had been raised, not that of affection. Perhaps Khar preferred an informal approach and that was fine with Kerryl.

It didn't take long to reach the dungeon. It was pretty much like any other dungeon that Kerryl had visited. It assaulted the senses, mainly the olfactory senses. And it didn't take much to merit a permanent stay in the dungeon.

So this realm once belonged to the sorry creature, now caged in the cell on a short tether. Mother bested him in combat and made a present of him for Khar. An interesting situation. Kerryl wondered what the prisoner had done to make Khar so angry and he wondered what Khar was going to do to him, perhaps interrogate him? Perhaps torture him? Perhaps kill him outright?

Until he heard the order from Khar. "Kill him." And Khar held out the mace to carry out the deed.

Kerryl first raised his eyebrow, not shocked at the command, but genuinely surprised. The words, "Kill him" echoed in his mind. And the only incentive he saw for doing so, was his sneering at Mother and his father telling him to do so.

Kerryl supposed that in Amber, that is offense enough. Not by the rules in Hawthorne, a duel certainly was justified. He held that thought... in Amber... Why must I? Obedience? Certainly not. He wouldn't expect me to obey any other command, so that's not it. Is it customary to give someone else the thrill of the kill or something like that? No. He certainly doesn't think well enough of me to provide any such gift, if that is it. Several sets of rationale went through Kerryl's mind and he could only come up with one reason.

A test. To see if he was worthy of being an Amberite. Perhaps in some way to see if he was worthy of being Khar's son. He is certainly his Mother's son.

Kerryl faced Khar and kept eye contact, not backing down, emotionless. He didn't dare look to Mother or Mirjana for guidance, Kerryl knew that was a sign of weakness. Kerryl also didn't need to look at the man in chains to read him, he felt the look of contempt and hatred for Kerryl and for Khar. We were intruders in his land and as such, we were beyond redemption in his eyes.

"If I'm going to kill a man, I'd rather use my own weapon. If you don't mind, Khar." Kerryl notes the position of the surroundings and judges the distance accurately.

Kerryl withdraws his sabre, the metallic sound of the blade leaving the scabbard is an all too familiar sound to him and somewhat comforting. And in a lightning swift arcing motion, he points the blade at the Shining Man's breastbone, between the ribs closest to the heart. Not glancing at the man in chains, but eyes fixed on Khar.

He applied a bit of pressure of the blade's tip to the skin. A fraction away from actually breaking the skin. "I have no problem killing this man, but I would like to know why you are eager to see him die? If I'm permitted that knowledge. No matter. It's enough to me, that he sneered at Mother." He said to himself, I hope it's enough, I may be killing an innocent. So be it.

Kerryl leans into the thrust, piercing completely through the body, withdrew the blade, and slashes the man's throat and abdomen; all intended as killing stokes. The man falls into the filth of the cell. Kerryl takes a handkerchief from a pocket, wipes the blade, drops the cloth, and sheathes the blade. He then takes a breath.

Kerryl breaks eye contact and turns to leave. "It's done. Now, I'm thirsty." Kerryl leaves for the kitchen to look for a bottle of something.

Khar didn't move.  Neither was he moved emotionally.  He simply watched as Kerryl dispatched the man that must die.  It was a clean kill lacking the years of pent up anger towards a man.  It wasn't enough.

Khar waited until Kerryl had left the room but was still within earshot to reply.  "He killed your brother."  The father simply stated.

*BOOM*  The castle shook.  Not literally, but the noise from within the dungeons certainly could be heard throughout.  It sounded like 'doorbell' had made another house call.

Khar brought the mace down again on the remains of this 'Shining One'.  *BOOM*  The two and a half foot indentation into the cell wall certainly left little to the imagination of the fate of what once hung before it.  *BOOM*  The mace, 77x times denser than normal rock, plowed through man and stone again and again until there was nothing left to indicate the cell once held a prisoner, or had even been designed to be square.  Small pools of blood hovered within the mace's own gravitational field until Khar flung them off with a final flick of the weapon.

Khar turned and finally felt a sense of relief since entering this shadow.  He checked one item off his list to do while he was here.  It had started as a short list of one, but circumstances had increased it beyond that.  He wondered if he would be able to finish it all as he turned to head back up.

Kerryl left the room and briefly wondered why the man needed to die. Kerryl had killed the man with professional precision, like he had before, without anger and without emotion.

Then the echoes carried the voice of Khar down the hall to his ears.

"He killed your brother." Khar had said. Kerryl heard it and froze in his tracks. I had a brother? No. But, surely it must be so. Just as surely as I had a father.

"Damn." He thought. "Damn! Damn! Damn!" He picked up some pottery and other breakables within reach and threw them hard, to explode in shards. Breaking things didn't make him feel better and if he saw anyone, he was liable to kill them.

Not knowing why the man needed to die, he made it a quick and clean kill. "Damn!" he said again. If he knew that, he would have 'diced' the man alive. Why didn't Khar tell me why beforehand? He wouldn't return to face Khar, Mother, or Mirjana. His eyes welled up then he quickly shut them off. Show no weakness. Although he felt cheated. If he had a place to run off to, he would have left. No. There is unfinished business. Places to go and people to see, more family.

They're both dead and there's nothing more to do about it. Kerryl thought, and then he heard the explosions from the cell. Khar must be taking his anger out on the remains, from an inadequate job. "Damn!"

Kerryl continued on, to look for a bottle of something. They could find him later.

Khar slowly climbed the steeps back to the castle after totally ignoring the stunned look of the guard.  The man was no longer needed at his post.  Perhaps that was a relief or a trauma at the circumstances that required years of therapy.  The room had been hammered out of it's original shape like it was play dough and the prisoner no more.

Kerryl was nowhere in sight.  Khar decided he had better clean up his mess and went to locate 'doorbell'.  No point in leaving it here for Coralyne to hold over his head and complain about it for eternity.  Her memory was good enough he certainly didn't want to jog it daily be leaving his present there.  At least she would have a nice skylight when she put a new throne in.

Hefting the heavy siege weapon with a grunt onto his shoulder, Khar slowly made his way, step-by-step up towards the front gate.
Kerryl maintained his composure and soon reached the kitchens. After a brief inquiry, he was directed to the main dining hall. There, he received a bottle of wine from the steward. He took two and thanked the steward, who didn't put up an argument about it. Kerryl would reserve judgment on the quality until later, although the steward claimed they were a good vintage.

This would have been a good time to mention to the steward that a feast was desired for the armies as a celebration. But Kerryl was in no mood for it and didn't much care any longer about any of them. He was in a Shadow he was unfamiliar with and decided he didn't like this place. He wanted out of there, to go anywhere.

It troubled him greatly that he was falling into his old mood. But he had some difficulty in shaking it. He needed to drink and he needed to talk, but to whom? He certainly had no intention of drinking in Janus, not in front of strangers. He would either drink with friends or by himself.

Barring that, he was spoiling for a fight. He wanted to punch something or someone. The frustration level was growing and he needed something to dissipate it. Any castle resident he encountered along the way seemed to avoid him.

So, Kerryl headed back to the courtyard. If no familiar face was there, he would take Lucian and ride off into Shadow.

Mirjana was waiting, "Khar.. you didn't test him with a Kill did you... when are you going to let this go, you can't just kill every shadow of the man, you already long since killed the one who killed your son and his mother... " She stared at Kerryl.  "you didn't tell him it was just another shadow of that man either did you big brother." she was utterly irritated with her elder brother now.  She walked over to Kerryl, "Don't sweat it, but don't let him push you again either... there are times when my brother is an ass."
Their brief moment of solitude seemed to end as Khar entered the courtyard carrying his heavy load around the same time Kerryl and Mirjana did.  Then she just continued to ruin his day.

"What's this about spying?"  Khar commented with some irritation at her contradicting comments.  "And why are you still here?  You'd better get back home."

"Speaking of home.  Kerryl, do you want to talk to your aunt?  She'd be thrilled to hear from you."  Khar dropped to one knee and slowly rolled the weight onto the ground.  He then stood and stretched to loosen the muscles that had just been strained.

He reached into a belt pouch and pulled out a card.

Kerryl met Mirjana in the courtyard. Her look of concern spoke volumes. And her words replaced anger with confusion. Khar soon returned as well, carrying a huge and heavy object.

"Shadows? Mirjana, I don't understand how there could be more than one of that man. And Khar killed him already? I just... Wait. Now, I remember. I think I understand now, it's so confusing. Shadows of anyone out there somewhere in Shadow..." He let it drop. She knew what happened in the dungeon, she knew my father well. And Kerryl remembered some of the training. There are Shadows of people as well as places. Amber casts it's shadow everywhere. And there are even Shadows of me out there. Rather an unsettling thought.

"Home? You mean Amber. Yes. I'd like to leave this place and go there. I'd like to forget this Shadow, but I don't think that's possible."

Mirjana looked at Khar, "I don't answer to anyone but myself and the Unicorn for my actions, if father wants to take it up with me, he can but he won't like the answers he gets.  I'll take Kerryl to Amber, that was what I came for, to retrieve him and bring him home." her eyes were like sapphires brilliant blue and stormy at the same time, and cold as ice.

"No."  Khar stated in a commanding voice.  "He goes with me."  Khar turned away from having concluded the conversation with the rebellious youth.  Mirjana's statement just reinforced what he already knew.  No parental guidance and the kids grew up doing whatever they wanted.  For an Amberite with the power to do anything their imagination could dream up, that spelled disaster for a lot of people.  Khar's life and everyone he touched certainly would have been different.  He hoped it wasn't too late to save Mirjana.

He then faced Kerryl.  "No one should be denied their father.  I know all too well the results of that.  Come.  Ride with me so we can get to know each other."  So much time to make up.  Khar couldn't change the past, but he certainly wasn't going to pull an Oberon and not be there.

"Very well, Khar. I need to ride somewhere. Anywhere. And perhaps we need to talk as well." Lucian's ears had pricked up at hearing 'ride'. He snorted and moved closer, getting impatient and nudges him. Kerryl tossed one of the bottles to Khar and placed the other in his coat pocket.

He then grasped the pommel of the saddle and the reins in his left hand, the cantle with his right hand, placed his left foot into the stirrup, and leaped onto the saddle. Lucian was anxious to get moving and stomped the grass. He was ready to walk, trot, canter, and gallop out of here.

Once in position Kerryl looked at Mirjana. "If you don't mind, Mirjana, I'll ride with Khar for a bit. I don't know if there is a rush to get to Amber and a little delay shouldn't matter too much. Thanks for everything, I really appreciate it. Is there a way that I can find you later, perhaps in Amber?" Kerryl manages a smile and doffs his fedora. "I think things will work out."

"I'm sure your aunt will show up when you least want her to."  Khar snorted.  It had been so in his experience anyway.

Mirjana nodded and mounted Andrea and rode off towards shadow, leaving Khar and Kerryl to talk over things.
Cora paused and watched shaking her head, "You underestimate her Khar... you would be wise not to.  She is far stronger and more adept than anyone knows.  Good bye Kerryl, come back and see me soon."

"All I care is that she interrupted something she shouldn't have.  That means you and I have unfinished business."  Khar gave her a wink to indicate they weren't done.  Khar liked to win.  Their battle at best could be considered a draw.

Mirjana could be the pattern incarnate for all he cared.  As long as she stayed out of his business, he was content to let her do her own thing.

The revelation that he had a son now took precedence for Khar.  He didn't know whether to hit Coralyne or kiss her for that.  The rival emotions were put on the backburner to war that out as he left it at that.  She had known he was coming there, it wouldn't have been difficult then for her to have located him in shadow and informed him he was a dad.  He would deal with her later.

Realizing he still had a trump card out, he put it away for later.  Now that Mirjana had left, there was no need to try and distract Kerryl.

Khar moved to pick up 'doorbell' again.  It was easy to see the thing was heavy.  Even for a strong Amberite it was heavy.  A signal to his troops and they would bring the wagon to haul it off again.  That would be one less thing for Coralyne to clean up.  Too bad Khar's army was designed to tear down a castle and not rebuild it.  She would have to deal with repairs.

"Let's go."  He told Kerryl as he called his own warsteed.  'War' was simply named.  The massive black stallion was decked out in full metal barding.  It stood about the height of the largest earth horses and must have weighed well over a ton.

Kerryl smiled at Coralyne and blew her a kiss. "Farewell Mother. I'll contact you later and let you know the way of things."

Kerryl brought Lucian alongside Khar's War and noticed a stark comparison between the stallions. War was considerably larger, wider, and heavier than Lucian, Lucian was probably 2/3rds the size. War was jet black and fully armored compared to the shiny silver gray bare coat of Lucian. War was impressive as a powerful and probably tireless war horse. But War would have to work hard to out run, out maneuver, and out last Lucian. Frankly, Kerryl doubted that War could. And given a running start, Lucian could leap over War. War was an impressive mount, but so was Lucian.

The comparison between father and son were stark in contrast, and their choice of horses added to that contrast. Kerryl smiled at that, despite the differences, they will probably get along just fine.

"Lead the way Khar, I'm sure Lucian can keep up." He set his heel in to get Lucian going. Lucian broke into a canter, eager to run.

Khar and War were a good match.  The horse exemplified Khar's personality and added to the image of power and command.  The armored general on his impressive steed always boosted morale.

Khar couldn't hide a grin as Lucian pranced around wanting to run.  This was a warzone though and certain things had to be done first.  Giving commands the wagon was brought up and loaded.  The men formed up for the speech.  "The objective has been obtained.  The man is dead."  A simultaneous "Huzah!" came from Khar's army.  "An old friend beat us here.  The castle is her's by right.  It remains standing.  We march!"  A chuckle passed through the men at the 'old friend' comment.  It was obvious during their duel they had a history together.  The army formed up and prepared to head out.

Khar took the lead on War at a walk and the army slowly vanished in the direction it had come.

Kerryl settled Lucian down a bit, knowing the pace was going to be slow. After all, we had the company of an entire army. Lucian didn't mind a slower pace, but he was just as comfortable running for miles without breaking a sweat. And his idea of a ride involved a livelier pace.

Along with that, Lucian tends to have a gait that is, well... let's just say that it's a little less than that of a war horse. Although he tends to pound the pavement with a good bit of authority, he has a more regal bearing in his step. And compared to the other horses, he appeared to be under dressed. Lucian was easily able to match the gait of the war horses in their march.

Kerryl felt a little self-conscious for Lucian and perhaps a little for himself. They looked more than a bit out of place in this group. And yet, the soldiers were fairly well mannered, good natured, and professional when on the march. In this slow march, it brought back memories of the times when Kerryl had his own army and things fell smoothly into place again.

And we seemed to be moving a great distance in a short amount of time. Kerryl was certain that he saw some subtle shifting of Shadow. Some changing of grasses, the coloration of the soil, the density and size of gravel on the ground and the cloudiness of the sky. Having little else to do, it seemed like the perfect time to pay close attention to what Khar was doing and how he was doing it. And this way, Kerryl knew he could find his way back the same way, if he needed to.

But for now, it was watch and learn.

Chapter 05: Khar’s Camp
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The army soon arrived at a base camp.  Tents were laid out in rows and grouped by type.  The men moved with practiced precision as if they had done this hundreds of time.  Stories of this march circulated to those that hadn't gone.  The humorous ending would entertain the men for awhile.  Horses were stripped down, brushed, fed, watered and picketed.  A page offered to take Lucian.

After dismounting, Khar strode to the command tent, beckoning Kerryl to follow him.  He entered the large, roomy temporary headquarters and gazed at a pile of maps on a table.  After making a few notes on the one on top, he filed it away in a chest.

"So, who is Kerryl.  Who is my son?"  Khar looked at the man.  He couldn't even call him a young man really.  Kerryl was definitely an adult and Khar had missed his entire childhood.  Much like his father had missed his.
Kerryl dismounted and turned the reins over to the page and Lucian went along to be cared for. The familiar sounds and smells of camp returned as if it was only yesterday.

He watched Khar organize his papers and take care of affairs. Then he heard the question. “Who is Kerryl?” and he really had to think about it.

“It’s a long story, I suppose.” He paused to reflect a bit. He also took the bottle out of his over coat pocket, opened it, and took a drink.

“I was raised by Mother and Lady Titania, as you know. I wasn’t pampered as you would expect, other than I was noble born.  I saw their relatives on occasion and my Chaosian blood ran true. I was rather pleased when I did my first shifting. It was painful at first, but got easier every time I did it. I'll show you sometime if you wish. I never did visit Chaos, but I did see an occasional relative from there.”

“I had to work hard to prove myself and mostly I didn’t want to look like I was pampered. I carried my share of the work in the castle. I got a pretty good handle of everything it took to keep the castle functions working smoothly.”

“I learned how to swordfight before I started school. The training went hand in hand in our society, nearly a means of survival. I followed the standard education and followed it with extensive training in field medicine and animal husbandry. I learned the art of dueling and riding and I’ve bred and raised horses since I was a teenager.”

“When I turned eighteen, I joined the Hawthorne Cavalry.” He laughed. “I suppose you knew Mother was the Commander of the Cavalry. No one I knew could best her on a horse.”

“I trained under the best. And I served there until I turned 50. Then Mother turned the Cavalry over to me. She had other interests at the time and wanted a break from things. And during that time I got to visit several Shadows and saw a number of strange places. One of which is a place where I saw people dressed in this attire. I decided later that this would be my favored style of dress. I also plan to return there someday. You should see the women there. Amazing!”

“So, I led the Cavalry until I turned 185. It seems like a lot of years to spend in the military, looking back. Most of the times, our battles were legendary and Hawthorne greatly prospered from the bounty of newly made trade routes. In some of the battles, we didn’t fare as well as we wanted. I lost some very good men and the dearest of old friends.” He took another long drink.

“That was when I decided I had had enough of military life. I was tired of giving and taking orders. I was tired of sending men to their death, even though they were willing to die on my behalf. I saw men die, who I remembered as children running around the castle. We owed each other our lives many times over.  I cared too much about them to be the instrument of their deaths. And I just got tired of it. And a strong leader can’t let those emotions take control.” He took another drink.

“I contacted Mother and explained things to her. She was fine with that and was ready to take over the Cavalry again. She has been running things there since.”

“I went into seclusion for a time. I spent five years raising and taking care of my horses and avoiding people. That's why I said I sometimes prefer the company of horses, to that of some people. It didn’t take long before I returned to life in the castle and searched for a new purpose in life. I enjoyed seeing the children again, running around the castle, and all the day to day activity. I spent more time in the company of women, none exclusively though.” He smiled at that memory. “And occasionally I would get a visit from a cousin from Amber and from Chaos.”

“Great times and great kids, Mirjana especially. She was a good kid, she visited a lot. Not afraid of anything that I’m aware of and never lost a battle of wills that I recall either. She told me a lot about Amber and things that I am supposed to know. I wasn't aware of her plan for the introduction and interruption of your battle with Mother, she can be rather mischievous at times. And I would wager that Mother was in on that. The women in our family are tight as thieves.”

“You are probably wondering why Mother didn’t tell you about me. I wondered about that before too and I stopped asking her long ago. I can only guess that she knew that a family would only be in the way of your goals. And she had her own life that she wouldn’t give up either. You are both quite stubborn and I think that she thought that was the best solution. It may have been a concern that your enemies could strike at you through us, if they knew about us. Whether we would be a distraction or prove to be a vulnerability, who knows? Perhaps we would, or perhaps not.”

“Anyway, I found that I had a knack for training in dueling and in a bit of law and diplomacy. You may not know this, but my grandmother, Lady Titania is the Over Lady over the Rule of Hawthorne. And as such, she is the tie breaker of issues that involve the Council of Twelve. She made me her personal agent to visit various places, help with disputes that involved duels and enforcement of the Rule. I observed many duels to make sure that protocol was maintained. I’ve had to participate in a many duels and fill in as second in a few. I was for all intents and purposes, a Marshall or Law enforcer. And I pretty much get to do whatever I want, as long as I handle things fairly. And I think that I do a good job at it. But my title is simply Lord of Hawthorne. I’ve worked with grandmother in that capacity for over 50 years now. It’s a job I’ve greatly enjoyed, and it’s one that I’ve also had to retire from.” He took the last drink from the bottle. “And as you could tell, I don’t take things very seriously and I have a little problem with authority figures.” His grin was infectious.

“And that’s what brought me here. Lady Titania and Lady Coralyne gave me official leave to visit my relatives in Amber and claim my birthrite by walking the Pattern. My only obligation now, is to myself. And here, I’ve done all the talking. So, tell me about my father. Who is Khar?”

Khar grunted.  Who was he?  He was the bastard son of the King of Amber.  The product of an affair with the Queen's maid servant.  His mother died at the age of 2 and he didn't know his heritage until Oberon showed up on his 30th birthday.  Not the kind of story you wanted to tell your son to make him proud.

"Mother died young.  No father around to raise me.  Life was hard.  There was always someone around to take care of me.  They changed.  It seemed even the kind hearted people that would take me in didn't want an orphan around for long.  Or they knew something at the time I didn't and were afraid.  Once I was old enough I was taken in by the army.  That's why you see some kids around the camp.  All orphans as well."

"Then I turned 30.  This man comes out of nowhere.  Says 'Come.  Claim your birthright, son.'  I should have spit on him right there for having the nerve to finally show up in my life.  Something intrigued me about his statement and I followed.  Then I learned who I was and my place of origin." 

"I didn't get along well with my older brother nor the populace at large so didn't spend much time there.  I was happy to be somewhere where the people didn't whisper about me behind my back.  The attempt on my life made it clear I wasn't welcome."  Khar certainly wasn't real comfortable with spilling his life and its ugly side.  But it was something his son should probably know, if only to bridge the gap.

"Met a woman.  Figured we'd settle down.  Then..."  Kerryl already knew a little about that.  Khar certainly didn't want to go over that topic again at the moment.  This should be a good time with his son.  He changed the subject.

"So you're a duelist?  Let's see what you’re made of.  How about a test of skill against the men?"
Kerryl nodded at his tale. "Thanks”.

His father's story was certainly interesting, yet tragic. He could empathize with him about discovering things about himself at a later age. In Hawthorne, there were orphans, but to his knowledge they were taken well care of and there were plenty of people who wanted children. So, they weren't orphans for long. Supposedly different Shadows have different mores and attitudes. Kerryl would like to think that Khar's life would have been better in Hawthorne. But that is idle speculation.

Also, Khar was blindsided in his life. From his father, a host of adoptive parents, and by my mother. Probably by many others as well, the attempt on his life? Is that something that Kerryl would have to contend with when he reached Amber? Who would be behind something like that?

It was unfortunate that his other relatives didn't get along so well with Khar. Perhaps it was because they were brought from various places and weren't raised together. That would be a lot to deal with, a family of strangers trying to become acquainted. That would make it difficult to know who to trust, to care for, or to rely on. Or to love...

"A test of skill against the men? Sure. Why not? I could certainly use the work out." Kerryl didn’t mind accepting Khar’s suggestion and he suspected that Khar had ulterior motives, but that really didn’t matter. Kerryl really needed to work off some frustration and he really hadn’t had a good hard workout for months. Kerryl removed his over coat and fedora and left them in Khar’s tent, along with his saber and other belongings. Then they left the tent.

Khar explained the standard initiation of the army.  Kerryl and the men would only be wearing pants, no shirt, armor or other protection.  They would use wooden practice swords.  The purpose was to test the new recruits skill and toughness to see if they were qualified to join.

Khar summoned the infantry. "Men, this man fancies himself a warrior. Let's see how he handles the initiation."  The men chuckled and word quickly spread.  The initiation was one vs many.  A group of 10 men would surround Kerryl.  The men would attack first singlely then in groups depending on the skill of the recruit.  Those knocked out or disabled would be dragged out of the way.  They went until they beat the initiate into unconsciousness.  Khar needed to know if 'his son' could handle himself.

Khar led Kerryl and the growing gathering to the practice field of hard packed dirt in a bowl-shaped area.  This offered those further back a view of the event.  A sizable group formed on the hillside to watch.  Many would join in if given the opportunity producing an endless supply of men.  A weapon rack was nearby with rows of wooden practice swords and staves.

Kerryl went to the weapons rack and selected a wooden sword about the length of his own saber. He couldn’t find one the size of a main gauche but perhaps one wouldn’t be needed. Having one is mostly a comfort thing for a duelist, mostly as a guard for the off-hand.

He gave the sword a few practice swings to get the feel of it. The balance was off, perhaps from being overused. And being made of wood, perhaps balance was unlikely or impossible. And the grip was larger than that of a saber, it felt awkward but he had the credo 'adapt, improve, and survive'.

Kerryl entered the center of the ring and looked around at the men who encircled him. Kerryl grinned, putting on his best front, but had a bad feeling about this. When had he seen something like this set up? He was certain that he had done this before.

His first opponent was a man slightly taller than himself that stepped forward. Kerryl took his fencing position, faced the man, and saluted him.  The soldier saluted back and took the stance of a warrior. They circled each other, looking for an opening.  His opponent took a few swings to test out Kerryl’s defense.  Kerryl was able to parry and block the strikes easily, and then the soldier advanced and attacked in earnest.

He came at Kerryl with a full on attack.  The man attempted multiple head, throat and groin strikes designed to knock him senseless.  This wasn’t practice.  This went on for several passes and Kerryl knew that the man must be dispatched.  Kerryl took the offense and with a couple quick strokes, the man was knocked unconscious.  Another soldier stepped in and dragged the first one off, as another combatant quickly took his place.  Again his opponent came at him full on.  Kerryl dispatched him and a third took his place as the second soldier was dragged off.

The men didn’t fall back nor let up.  They kept the ring intact as more stripped down and filled the ranks, positioning themselves for their chance at Kerryl.  He dispatched the next man and looked around.  He saw Khar watching on expressionless.  His father gave no indication that the supply of men would cease.

At this point, Kerryl realized this wasn't going to end.  No one would walk out of the ring; they would only be dragged out. Kerryl knew the end result, but he was determined not to go down quickly or quietly. He recalled another initiation.  It was over 200 years since he participated in a similar event and he knew the purpose.  He would not disappoint his father, because Kerryl wasn't as weak as Khar suspected.

He also knew that the men weren't trying to kill him, only subdue him. Painfully, but not fatally. And it wouldn't do, to actually kill any of them. Kerryl knew that it would be too easy to kill any of them in a number of ways, but he would refrain from it.

He was working up a good sweat at this time, but had plenty of steam left in him. He was confident he could keep up this pace for hours. The swings were getting smoother and he knew to conserve his energy in the fights, with no wasted movements.  The less effort he expended on each man, the longer he would last.  Part of this is strategy and observation, but also it was a serious test of endurance.

After the fifth man was dragged out, the rules changed.  Two men came at Kerryl at the same time.  The attacks came in from different directions and it was getting interesting and more serious.  Defense was getting more difficult, but not impossible.

These men were good at fighting and weren't duelists. They were all out fighters, swinging hard with no finesse. They used brute force to beat down their opponents, and Kerryl deflected the energy of the blows out and away from him. It was something that was part of Kerryl's long years of training. Let the opponent wear themselves down, pick the right opening, and strike. Some of them took repeated blows to subdue. Occasionally a blow would get through from an unexpected quarter.

His arm was taking some painful hits while blocking some strikes with the off-hand, he needed a means for protecting that arm and that side a little better.

Kerryl called out. “Main gauche!”

Should have grabbed one when you selected a weapon.  Khar thought to himself.  So much for planning ahead.

Khar moved to the weapons rack as the two continued to press Kerryl.  He drew his giant sword, grabbed a wooden one and cut it down to size with a single stroke.  The general whistled and tossed the shortened wood to his son.  The men paused long enough for Kerryl to catch the weapon and ready himself.

The men paused until Kerryl caught it. He took a deep breath and indicated that he was ready. He was pleased that these men were honorable, and not striking him when he had stopped. He saluted them.

Kerryl knew that he could have made the main gauche immaterial, but he played the game according to their rules. And if his father underestimates him, that's well and good too. I have a few secrets of my own.

Although the break lasted only few seconds, it felt like long pleasant moments. With the main gauche, Kerryl could now parry the blows of a second fighter, while fighting with the additional blade. More strategy, agility, and endurance was required now, they could strike simultaneously. So it was necessary to anticipate attacks and make the most efficient use of strikes. When one soldier was knocked out, another replaced him. They continued to attack in pairs.

Kerry was hit more often and the blows would eventually take their toll. After five more men were dispatched, the number of opponents was upped to three. The fallen were dragged off as quickly as they were dispatched to make room for the battle. And the pace hadn’t slowed. This would only stop when Kerryl was the one dispatched. And he would put that off for as long as possible.

Once, the men nearly had him pinned beneath their onslaught, with three blades beating simultaneously from three close quarters. It was difficult to block the third each time. And the men knew that keeping up this type of attack would wear him down quicker.

Kerryl raised the blade over his head to protect his head from the pounding and lunged between the men. In this way, one of the men was between him and the other two. He used the flat of the blade, his off hand bracing the other end of the blade, to push upwards, lifting one man off his feet to fall towards the other two. They tumbled in a heap. It didn't take them out, but it had a desired effect of keeping them off guard and not gaining confidence. Soon, they were dispatched as well, to be replaced by others.

This went on for a seemingly endless time.

The wooden blade was swinging as quickly and efficiently as Kerryl could muster. The main gauche was splintering and becoming useless from the endless barrage of hits that would have been parts of Kerryl’s body. The three men attacked him from different sides and expertly shifted position to make it more difficult for Kerryl to keep track of.

The adrenaline was flowing and his blood was pumping so hard it nearly deafened him. The blows were flying in increased frequency. The percentage of misses was high, but the blows that got through his defenses were certainly taking its toll.

How long this went on, Kerryl had no idea. It was just a matter of how long he could keep this up. And the men would continue until Kerryl collapsed in a heap. Primal instincts were trying to take over and his body wanted to shift to protect himself, but Kerryl kept it under control by concentrating on the fight.

He would not change the rules of this game. And he couldn't trust himself not to actually kill one of them in his defense after shifting.

There was no way for Kerryl to know how long it continued, but his attention wavered from fatigue and pain and some solid hits came through his weakened defenses. Stars exploded in his head and all went black.

Chapter 06: Commander Kerryl
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Khar stared at the fallen form of 'his son'.  He smiled.  Kerryl had performed brilliantly.  He made it to the third phase and handled himself well.  He didn't beg for mercy or cry foul as the men advanced.  The lack of forethought on the weapon selection was a bit unsettling, but he had been unaware of the multiple opponents.  That was no excuse as he didn't ask about the rules in the first place...

He had fought honorably and distinguished himself.  Khar would give him an 8 out of 10.  He was worthy of joining and the men would respect him.

The field medic checked him over and stated Kerryl would recover with time.  He was unconscious.  He had severe bruising and a possible concussion but that was the extent of it.  No permanent injuries.  Khar had the body of Kerryl taken to his tent.

He was tossed onto a rarely used couch.  Solid black wood slats that could be broken down and easily transported.  Cushions of white with a sun pattern made up the furniture.  There was a matching chair nearby.  Khar didn't host much and military meetings were held standing up.  He only checked to verify Kerryl was still breathing then simply ignored him.

Khar turned to his maps and slowly walked around the table as he started planning his next campaign.

Kerryl woke up to waves of pain. There were muscles that Kerryl forgotten about, were complaining.  Dozens of bruises over his body were purpling and painful. Worse of all was the headache that pounded incessantly.  He slowly moved his arm, which now seemed to weigh about a ton, to feel the bumps on his head.  He thought to himself that his fedora probably won’t fit for awhile and that annoyed him.

Kerryl groaned as quietly as he could manage and willed his body to shift a bit to heal itself. He knew that his body had thankfully done some healing while he was out of it, but it would be days before he would be in perfect shape again.

He opened his eyes and looked around to discover that he was back in Khar’s tent. His groans had gotten Khar’s attention. The pain was making Kerryl irritable and he decided that he was rather pissed at his father for the deception, regardless if it was justified.

And he couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of his voice. “This ‘better’ make us even for interrupting your tryst with mother, which wasn’t actually ‘my’ fault if I recall. And if you have anymore tests, you can shove them. I’ve definitely decided that if this is what being your son is like, I’d rather remain fatherless, thank you very much.” He tried to manage a grin and flinched, because his jaw hurt too. He was certain that he had at least one blackened eye.

Kerryl tried to sit up on the couch and immediately regretted it, he had a dizzy spell from a very likely concussion. "I bet I look a mess. By the way, will you please stop making the room spin? You know you're damned lucky I didn't kill any of your men. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to keep from shape changing when attacked like that? And I could have driven those planks through your men as easily as driving a stake into the ground with a mallet. Nothing like hampering yourself to protect others. By the way, your men behaved quite bravely and honorably out there, you should be pleased with them. Tell them they did a damn fine job. I hope I passed."

Kerryl then fell back on the couch. "Don't mind my talking, I'm trying to keep focused and alert so I can tend to these injuries better. How long was I out?"
"This is your first and last warning.  You are in no shape to deal with the consequences of your hasty words.  Talk to me like that again and I'll make sure you are out for more than a couple of hours."  Khar said is a low but serious tone.

The man recently found out he was a father turned and regarded Kerryl for several long moments so his statement would settle in.  "Life is a constant test.  You excelled out there.  That was one of the top 5 performances I've seen for the initiation.  I'm proud of you."  That felt a bit awkward, but Khar shrugged it off.

"Now for what you did wrong.  You failed to ask about the rules of the initiation.  That left you unprepared.  You failed to select your paired weaponry ahead of time.  That could have made the difference between life and death.  Speaking of death.  You had every right to kill them.  But they would have continued to fight on until you fell.  You know why you didn't?  Because you are an honorable man Kerryl.  Like every other man out there.  You instinctively knew the rules and you abided by them.  You didn't kill.  You didn't seek mercy.  You displayed the utmost skill and courage.  You have the men's respect.  You're one of us now."

Khar motioned to a table near the couch full of food.  Fruits, a ham, bread, cheese and wine were available.  "Eat.  You need to regain your strength."

Khar turned and studied his maps once again.  "I'm giving you command of the light cavalry.  We march when you are ready."
Kerryl was certain that he had been simultaneously kicked in the arse and patted on the back and wasn't at all sure how to react to it. He was still trying to figure out their relationship and he felt he was too old to be treated as a lad, but it seemed unavoidable.

"Very well, I'll try to cut down that sort of talk in the future. It wasn’t meant to be taken seriously, but you knew that. I'm still trying to sort things out between us." Kerryl did some stretching of muscles to work some kinks out and he felt almost normal. The muscles would be stiff and sore for awhile and there was still some soft tissue damage. But he would live and be more careful and probably a little wiser.

"Thanks. I hoped that I performed satisfactorily and honorably. I hadn’t thought that death was an option and I suppose I should have, stranger in a strange land and all. I’ll remember that in the future. I’d given the initiation some thought and I should have asked questions. That was indeed a fair criticism." He paused to consider his words.

"I followed the lead of your men and gave myself no more protection than my opponent would have had; it wouldn’t have been fair for them. If it had been a trap and any of the men had taken advantage of the situation; say by using an actual blade or were shape shifters themselves and were using an unfair advantage, I would have shifted to toughen my hide to make their attacks ineffectual. When there were multiple opponents, I could have shifted my off arm to make it more armored, but again that wouldn’t have been fair. If I was denied a main gauche, I would have continued as I began. Being a small piece of wood, it wouldn’t have lasted long anyway, but it bought me a little more time. I appreciated that, any fair advantage is a welcomed one. And I do know how to fight unfairly if I must, but your men behaved honorably. It would be an honor to fight alongside them."

Kerryl noticed the food and drink and realized that he was famished. Self repair generates quite an appetite and the smell of the food nearly overrode hearing Khar’s last statement. "Light cavalry? Command? But I’m not... I mean I thought we were going to Amber and I’m anxious to get there to walk the Pattern. You sound as though we’re riding off to battle somewhere." He paused for a few seconds. "I can be ready to ride after I eat and clean up a bit. I’ll need a bit more time to get battle ready, but I can do that while riding. It’ll be an honor. When will we go to Amber?" Kerryl tried to mask his disappointment. He wasn’t anxious to be a soldier again. There always seemed to be more important things to do. One step at a time...

"Life is battle.  The pattern more so than anything else you've experienced.  That is if they even let us close to it."  Khar wasn't so sure he would be welcome bringing a bastard home to walk the pattern.  Oberon could be hypocritical that way.

"For now, eat and rest.  There's something I want to show you before we march."  He rolled up a map he had been looking at and tucked it into a case at his belt.  Khar hadn't removed his armor.  Black with a cape sporting the sunburst on a white background.  He wheeled and strode out of the tent, weapons clanking against his armor.

"COMMANDERS!"  Kerryl could hear him bellow once he was outside.  This was the assault they had prepared for years.  Final preparations were in order.
Kerryl wondered what it was that Khar wanted to show him. He quickly ate, feeling better and stronger as he did and his healing went faster. Khar’s voice sounded urgent, something was about to happen and he didn’t want to miss it.

He spotted his possessions and gathered them up to keep them close by. He looked around to see what was available for getting cleaned up. A nearby wooden cabinet held exactly what Kerryl was looking for. A military man wouldn’t have anything fancy like ceramic, glass, or fine metals like silver or gold. And it was exactly what Kerryl expected, for it was what he himself had used for so many years. There was an dark enamel covered steel wash basin and pitcher filled with water. It was designed for frequent travel and hard use. A bar of soap was in a drawer and several wash cloths and towels hung off the cabinet. A mirror was hanging from the back of the cabinet.

Kerryl used the mirror to examine his face and head for injuries. As expected there was a black eye, some abrasions, lots of bruising, and some dried blood in places from a few cuts. There were even a few splinters that he managed to force out. He looked like he just came from a bar fight and that was pretty much what it was like, but better organized. He poured some water into the basin and started to get cleaned up. The cold water helped invigorate him.

After getting cleaned up, he got dressed and strapped his blades back in place. Almost human again, he thought to himself. He put his overcoat on and tried his fedora. It was a tight fit as he expected, well, tighter than usual. After some minor shifting, the hat fit snug as before.

He took a hunk of cheese and some fruit from the tray, gulped them down and finished off the last of the wine in the bottle. That helped reduce some of the discomfort of sore muscles.

Kerryl decided that could rest while riding, he was certain that the men were getting Lucian ready for the march. His curiosity was getting the better of him and he went outside. First he went to check out the outhouse facilities. Then, he went out to watch the camp activities.

He was as ready as he was going to be.

He wasn't ready.  Khar could easily see that much.  Kerryl pushed himself even when down.  Khar liked that.  It was the kind of determination needed to walk the pattern.  It was also the kind of foolishness that entered unprepared and unrested.  But Khar could take care of that...

There was a celebration to be had first.  One that usually waited a couple days before it occurred with a new member.  Khar introduced Kerryl to the troops and announced he was his son.  A great cheer went out upon the announcement although some soldiers were surprised that kind of announcement hadn't been made more often given the general's appetite for women.  Oberon must be proud.

Khar walked the army making personal introductions and spoke of the individual units and their purpose.  Most of which Kerryl already would know of, a few specialized units might surprise him.  He introduced each of the commander's as Kerryl had been designated one of them now.


Khar stood there after the formalities were complete in silence for a long moment.  Then coming to a decision he walked Kerryl around behind the command tent to a roped off section that has seen no use.  It might be a little environmental preserve for some fanatical group as it didn't look like anything special.  Khar crossed the rope and led Kerryl to a bush and a rock.  "So you know who your father is."  He drew his sword and pushed back the bush.

Kerryl decided that movement was the best way to work the stiffness out of his muscles and it seemed to be doing the trick. He would sit and relax later.

Khar had taken Kerryl to meet with his men and Kerryl was pleased that he was accepted by them. He smiled and waved and greeted them as a fellow warrior. He knew they were Khar's men and not truly his own. And his own men were under the command of his Mother now. Perhaps one day he would have his own army again, if he ever found the need.

Kerryl met with the commanders and became familiar with them. They would be easy to remember, whenever they would meet again. Later, one of the men under his command in the light infantry would give him extensive training on the complicated commands that were given through hand signals, flags, formations, and other methods. Also, he would be trained on his responsibilities, what the procedures were, and who were the officers in his command. There was a lot to learn, but it would be similar to what he was exposed to for many years already.

The celebration assembly broke up, to return to their preparations. Khar walked Kerryl around the command tent to show him something. Beyond a roped off area to a bush and a rock. And Kerryl tried to figure out the significance to the rock.

He thought at Khar's words, "So you know who your father is.", uncertain if it was a rhetorical question or an actual question requiring some thought. It seemed as though he was waiting for a response, so Kerryl answered.

"I am certain that you are my father. How well one man knows another is uncertain at best. I think I am getting to understand you better. You have excellent taste in women, that goes without saying." Kerryl smiled at that. "You have a better head for military life than anyone I've met, even myself when I had my own command. You are purpose driven, but I don't understand the purpose. You have to be in control and you don't like to lose and I think your father has something to do with it. And you have a wicked sense of humor and a strange relationship with your siblings and I think it has something to do with your father as well. And yet, I think you are a little more complicated than that. You have honorable and sterling qualities, yet you seem haunted by your past. We probably have a good bit in common, but we've dealt with it in different ways." Kerryl shook his head. "I tend to over analyze things and talk too much. Perhaps my observations are off the mark and I'm out of line. I'd prefer it if we could speak freely. Everyone is wrong on occasion and I'm certainly no exception."

Kerryl looked at the rock and the surrounding area to figure out why they were there. "What is the significance of this place?
Khar just grunted at the analysis.  He answered the question.  "A reminder.  Be careful what you wish for.  Once you walk the pattern, you become a god.  Anything you want, you get.  But there are dangers."  He tapped the rock with the tip of the sword lost in thought for a bit.

With a final tap he sheathed the large blade on his back.  Khar wheeled and started to head out of the area.  "Come.  It's time to go."

Orders were given.  The army began to move.
Kerryl followed and gave assistance in preparations, where needed. Some tents were already torn down and others were being dismantled and packed away. There was plenty of work for all the men to do to get ready. It didn't take long before the entire army was ready for the move.

Kerryl gave some thought to Khar's words. "Once you walk the pattern, you become a god. Anything you want, you get. But there are dangers." And Kerryl wondered how he would handle that newfound Power and he hoped he would wield it wisely.

An enlisted man had prepared Lucian for travel and walked him to Kerryl. "Thanks for taking good care of Lucian, soldier." Kerryl looked around to see where the cavalry was organizing. He wasn't sure of where his men were positioned.

An enlisted man was riding to Kerryl and saluted. "Commander Kerryl! I have been ordered by Colonel Gable to escort you to the formation and to your command."

Kerryl saluted back. "Thanks. Lead the way, soldier." Kerryl mounted and followed him back to the formation. He was introduced to Colonel Gable and the other officers, in a flurry of salutes. He was presented to the enlisted men and command was officially turned over to Commander Kerryl Sawall. Kerryl was also presented with a personal aide-de-camp, Captain Darling. The aide would take care of secretarial tasks and an enlisted man was assigned to take care of Lucian.

Kerryl and Gable turned their horses and headed to the front lines awaiting their orders to depart. It was just a matter of time before the word was sent by Khar. During that time, Colonel Gable gave Kerryl a quick overview of how orders are sent and received and what codes and methods were used. There were some test run-throughs with his men and soon, Kerryl was comfortable with the procedures. Besides Colonel Gable was there to make sure that everything would go smoothly.

Privately, Kerryl and Gable discussed the arrangement. Gable didn't mind having a new officer over him, that was the way of things in the army and he understood and accepted it. And Gable knew that Kerryl depended upon him as his right hand man and he liked that, especially since Gable was there at the initiation, watching to see how the newcomer performed. He wasn't disappointed and welcomed having Kerryl to fight along side.

They passed the rest of the time talking about the horses in the light cavalry, waiting on the word to move.

Chapter 07: The March to Amber
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Khar led the troop over an easy hill to an old battlefield.  The grass had grown up over the devastation, nature had once again reclaimed it.  But signs of a rusted helm here or a sword sticking out of the ground there were left to signify to anyone what had transpired here.

They turned north.

The weather was perfect and the field wide.  Soon the grass gave way to a paving stone road.  The large flat stones had started in loose formation but soon were perfectly fit to one another and formed a wide thoroughfare for a march.  Khar rode slowly at the head atop War.  The might black stallion was bedecked in full plate barding.  The heavy cavalry unit walked in formation behind him.

Then the infantry.  Pikes, Swords, Javelins and Shields marched along chanting some marching hymn.  The day is great, It's not to late, to bash some heads in.  Khar ignored whatever tune they had chosen today.

An engineering unit and supply carts followed.  One particularly large wagon was pulled by 8 oxen.  A hefty load for such a small object.

Kerryl and the light cavalry formed the rear.  Scouts routinely ran out ahead and reported back.

The rolling plains gave way to a light forest.  A halt was issued and hunters went out to gather game that was plentiful in the area.

Khar called Kerryl during the stop.  "So what has your mother been up to these many years?"  It wasn't much of a conversation starter, but they both had her in common and he might learn some more now that they had more time to talk.
Kerryl led his men along the trails that Khar laid ahead of them. Kerryl could sense the subtle changes in Shadow. And as usual, he could easily backtrack through the same Shadows if he needed to, to return to any point they visited. But he couldn't find his way to Amber alone.

He was certain that it would be much easier to do, once he walked the Pattern. And he looked forward to be able to do that, he could almost feel the pull of the Pattern upon his soul.

But things would occur as they must. He was going to travel with Mirjana, but that plan had changed. Since he made the decision to follow his father and become acquainted, he must play it out. He didn't regret his decision, it was just the waiting that dug at him. The memory of the initiation was fading and he was regaining his strength as he rode. The slow gait lulled Kerryl in and out of sleep as he rode, occasionally nodding off.

Colonel Gable rode alongside Kerryl and made some amusing comment about his Commander not being used to riding a march. Kerryl responded that it was slower than he usually traveled and he was still a little tired from the initiation. Gable laughed at that and commented that their men were surprised that he could even get on a horse, let alone ride a march. They both laughed at that.

He would have preferred to have Hellridden through Shadow, just Khar and Kerryl, into Amber. But Khar has his army as his primary responsibility, and Kerryl supposed that Khar knew what he was doing. Perhaps far more than Kerryl could imagine.

When they reached a forest, a signal was given to take a break. The men dismounted and the horses were watered and fed. It was good to stretch the legs a bit and Kerryl went to rejoin Khar. Khar asked a question and he thought the straightforward honest approach was the best.

"Mother's mostly been in charge of Hawthorne's defense as long as I can remember. There are frequent wars going on between the Houses of the Black Empire. Political battles, vying for control like anyplace else. Mother spends most of her time defending Hawthorne and the House of Sawall, our House. I suppose like the rest of us, she has an occasional dalliance, but I don't know for certain. I never knew of any though. It wouldn't surprise me if she was still waiting for your return, even now. I got to see her on occasion, but sometimes she would be gone for months or years at a time with no word. I'd have to check with grandmother whenever I was curious. I could Trump her, of course, but I rarely use them."

"How are things between you and your siblings? And what is your father like?" Kerryl hesitates to refer to Oberon by name or even as grandfather, having never known him. "I know a little bit about them all, but not much."

Kerryl had no idea how difficult walking the pattern was.  Khar's slow pace would give him some time to rest.  The scouts report that he had actually dozed off in the saddle humored the general.  There was no need to rush.  The more rest he got, the better his chances.  Khar wasn't going to be such a hard father as to deny him a reasonable chance at surviving.

He waited for Kerryl's response during their break and grunted at the comment about Coralyne waiting for him.  Could she have waited for me?  Could she be waiting now?  That line of thought was a trap.  He shook it off.  "You have trumps?  Let me see them."  Khar took out his own deck of his siblings and handed it to Kerryl.

He explained faces and names.  Lazare, Aleksandra, Armando, Nicolas, Morrigan, Shayan, Dorotea, Braedon and Ilse.  He also mentioned Reinier and Mirjana who hadn't been old enough for their pattern walk party so Khar didn't have a trump of them.

"Your grandfather is an arrogant arse who doesn't have time for his ill begotten children.  The longest conversation we had was him arriving, saying I was his son, a prince of Amber and to come take my inheritance."  The bitterness Khar still felt was evident in his statement.  "Your aunts and uncles are more neutral and concerned about their own affairs.  Some tension, some goodwill.  I suppose that's typical."

Kerryl took out his silver Trump case and handed it to Khar. He would see the following: Lady Titania of Hawthorne (his grandmother), Lord Sawall (his grandfather), Lady Coralyne of Hawthorne (his mother), Lady Rosetta of Hawthorne (Queen of Amber, his aunt), Lord Mandor of Chaos (his uncle), Princess Mirjana (his cousin and aunt), a Trump of Kerryl, and others that are of no real importance or interest to Khar. One of the others that might catch his attention was a Trump of a lovely red-haired blue eyed beauty.

"I think that all of the Trumps were drawn by someone in House Sawall, I believe it was Lord Sawall himself. Sawall is very protective and caring of his House. I guess of all my relatives, I'm closest to Mirjana and Uncle Mandor. I've known Mirjana since she was a toddler, she's a sweet kid but more strong willed than any dozen kids I've known. I think that if you got to know her, you would have more in common with her than you could imagine. I have a great deal of respect and love for all of them. It is somewhat like that in our Ways, some tension and some good will. Between the Houses there has been constant conflict. So within our House, we are all closer because we have to be. Our House is our loyalty and our ties and where our trust lies. It is troubling to me, that it is not that way in Amber. That will be a bit of a culture shock for me."

"I spend so little time in Amber, you probably know more about the politics than I do.  Except for the rare coming of age party or one of Aleksandra's shin-digs that I have time and motivation to attend, you could count my number of trips on both hands."  Normal hands of course.  A shapeshifer could obviously manage much more than 10 but Khar wasn't referring to that possibility.

Khar shuffled through Kerryl's trumps.  He was a little curious to know Kerryl had a trump of Mirjana when he did not.  Kerryl was probably right that Khar and Mirjana had a lot in common.  That didn't mean they would hit it off.  Especially when she kept butting into his business at such inopportune moments.

Khar tenderly ran a finger down the side of Coralyne's card.  It certainly felt like a trump card.  He didn't doubt that they would work as well.  Why should he be so naive to think Dworkin was the only one who could create the cards?  Not with what he's seen in shadow.  Anything was possible.

"Who is this?"  Khar asked as he flipped the red haired blue eyed beauty up for Kerryl to see.  He then handed the deck back to his son.

So there were others out there that could trump.  Kerryl himself had mentioned he had walked shadow, so that wasn't limited to Amberites.  Khar filed that little bit of info away.  It really didn't concern him, but was useful to know the big picture.
Kerryl saw the Trump in Khar's hand and he froze. Seeing her image made his mind wander at distant pleasant and painful memories. Her image did that to him and he rarely dared to look at it anymore, fearing to lose himself in it. If love held power over another, she still held it over him.

"Her name is Lady Cassandra. We were once lovers and I hoped more. But politics and events made it impossible. I'd like to think that someday..." Kerryl shook himself out of that thought, that way of thinking was dangerous. It was her decision, not his, and he stopped trying to reach her by her Trump many years ago. The turmoil between the Houses and the ongoing Power struggles made their future together impossible.

He took the deck and pocketed it. "Thanks. I suppose we have something else in common, our tastes in women. It's even remotely possible that I have a son out there that I don't know about and you may have a grandson. But perhaps not." He looked away.

"Do you suppose Aleksandra will hold a shin-dig after we arrive, after I walk the Pattern? It seems unlikely to me that they would hold one until they knew I was worthy and related."

Like father like son.  Oberon wasn't there to raise Khar and he failed to settle down.  Kerryl without a father seemed to be walking the same path.  The grandson comment shocked him.  He had just found out he was a father, then to suddenly toss on that he was a grandfather as well?

Khar made a fist as Kerryl looked away.  Then let it go.  He wanted to punch Kerryl for that comment.  It would have been the kind of devious, stab you in the heart type of comment an Amberite might say to hurt someone.  It was the type of thing he would say.  But Khar couldn't fault Kerryl.  It was probably just a genuine statement as he seemed to regret the idea as much as Khar.

Khar shrugged at the possibility of a party.  He didn't venture to guess Ambers mood and possible reception of Khar's son.  "If you're not related, you will die on the pattern.  If you aren't up to the task, you will die on the pattern.  If you successfully walk it, once at the center you will be able to go anywhere your heart desires.  All of shadow will be yours."  Khar said matter-of-factly.  It was like he was talking to a soldier about to enter his first war.  Death was a possibility and Khar wasn't going to candy coat the fact.

Kerryl hoped that his words didn’t hurt Khar as much as it did him and it did hurt; he certainly didn’t intent to hurt Khar. He tried to be honest with him about that possibility, as he tried to be honest about everything else. And the possibility did exist as easily as it did not, Kerryl just didn’t know and he didn’t know which he preferred.

Shape changers have more control over their fertility than others and she would only conceive if she desired it. There was no way for Kerryl to know, but they talked about it. If only Cassandra could contact him, but he knew that was impossible. Kerryl would have to find her himself, if he dared to face the risks. And the risks were considerable. Did he dare?

Kerryl tried to sound as confident as he felt. "Thank you for being straight with me, I prefer that. Death is always a possibility, when the risks are that high. I am certain that you are my father and I intend to survive the Pattern. If I perish in the attempt, then Mother was wrong and I’m not worthy of my goals. If I survive, we’ll both know she was right. And I think we both know she is right. I’ll walk the Pattern and I won’t quit, of that I’m certain. Your initiation was more of a test of my willpower and I think I will face the Pattern with equal determination. And too much of what I want from life depends on succeeding. And I don’t plan to attempt it if I’m not fit, I’m not foolish. Well, not that foolish." He nearly laughed at that.

"I’ll be honest with you and myself; I’m not physically fit enough yet. It may take a day or so, but I feel stronger every hour. I’ll let you know when I’m ready. I am mentally prepared now and I was ready when I first saw you and Mother together. I had no doubts after that." Kerryl grinned at the memory of that.

Khar had just heard a disturbing set of statements to say the least.  He knew Kerryl wasn't physically recovered enough to walk the pattern.  That was one reason for the slow march.  It was good to know Kerryl recognized that he would have to be fully rested.  That he was ready to walk the pattern after seeing Khar and Coralyne rolling on the ground in front of two armies wasn't something he was even going to try to analyze.  Khar just nodded and didn't pursue it any further.

"Let's move out."  He said as he gave the signal to those nearby.  It was quickly passed along and the army packed up after their short break.  "We can talk as we ride."

Khar mounted War again and the black stallion once again took the lead as the subtle changes to the environment continued.  It was a strange march.  The road remained constant.  The weather was perfect.  No other civilization was encountered.
Kerryl mounted Lucian and the orders were sent back to the Light Cavalry, that Colonel Gable would lead the cavalry in this march.

Kerryl nudged Lucian to ride alongside Khar's stallion. And the slow march continued.

Very little was said as Khar began shifting the environment, he could see that Khar was concentrating on shifting Shadow and thought it best not to disturb him until he was ready.

Kerryl noticed the subtle shifts and paid close attention to the details. He could already follow Shadow paths, as could his horses. So, he considered observing the Shadow shifting as part of the preparation of being a Pattern initiate. Mirjana had told him that he would still require training afterward to perfect his control of it. And lots of practice would be necessary.

Khar's technique was profoundly different than Mirjana's. Mirjana's was more artistry, as though she was painting the scenery as she went. At least that was how Kerryl perceived it. Khar's style was more like piecing together the changes almost in a strategic manner, like watching a combination of chess and zig-saw puzzles. Again, this is how Kerryl perceived it. He thought it would be a fascinating study to see how they perceive the changes compared to others. And he was very curious what method of shifting would become his style.

When Khar took a break in Shadow shifting, Kerryl had to ask. "It was fascinating to watch you shift Shadow like that. When Amberites Shadow shift, do they all do it differently based upon their personality and style? Or are there set rules and methods that have to be followed?" Then he told Khar of his perceptions of the actual shifting and the differences between Khar and Mirjana.

"I have no idea.  I never cared to ask the others.  Once you walk the pattern, you just do it."  Khar said after Kerryl had ended the long silence.

The scouts reports were all clear.  Khar didn't expect any hostilities, he wasn't seeking it like he usually did.  The troops maintained their training though and continued their vigilance.

"What is it you seek in life?"  Khar asked of his son.  It was a simple question.  One Khar himself might have difficulty answering.

It took Kerryl a long time to ponder the question. He really hadn't thought about what he actually wanted from life. He was usually thinking of the short term and now he seriously thought of the big picture.

"At one time in my life I wanted to be the best swordsman and horseman in the Empire. I was young and foolish and thought that was all there was to life. As a Commander I wanted all my enemies vanquished and put an end to all the conflicts, to bring peace to my House. Later I sought escape from the conflict, because there seemed to be no end to the conflict. When I realized I couldn't hide myself from it, I tried to make a difference in another way. What I wanted kept changing."

"Then I found someone to share my life with and wanted it above all else, to have my own family. It was something I couldn't have. Now, I have a new family and a chance at a Power of my own. That's what I want now."

He pauses, wondering how naive this will sound.

"What I think I want, is something that is likely unattainable but perhaps worthy of the pursuit. The Houses of the Black Empire have been in conflict for probably countless years. The only way I see that I can get what I want, I would have to find a way to bring an end to the conflict. To unite the Houses of the Black Empire and end the conflict, or at least to make it manageable and bring it into balance or establish some sort of truce. The Pattern could help me attempt it. Perhaps if I had my own army, one that would dwarf those in the Empire, I could force a peace. But I don't want to start a larger war, just to end the current ones." He thought of what he said and wasn't sure if such a thing was possible or even made sense.

"I know... It's a foolish and impossible dream. It would be easier to get wasps and spiders to get along. Bottom line? I want to change the world, so I can have the family I want. Otherwise it won't happen."

"What is it that you seek in life?"

Khar rode in silence for a bit contemplating.  Then quietly said, "Peace."

He only gave Kerryl a moment to let the hypocrisy sink in before looking ahead.  "We're here."

Kerryl smiled at Khar's brief response. "I guess that's what I said too." My father, not very talkative. The irony didn't escape Kerryl's notice. Because he too thought that it would take war to bring about peace, because there didn't seem to be any other option.

Kerryl noticed that the shifting stopped and looked in wonder at the Forest Arden. His briefing didn't prepare him for what to expect. It looked like there was still a long ride ahead before breaking through the forest. There was a vast rolling grassy plain and trees that seemed impossibly tall. Every conceivable shade of green and brown was visible in the landscape. Certainly nothing like that was in Hawthorne or any other Shadow Kerryl was in.

He tried not to gawk, but failed.

"Incredible." Was all he could say.

Chapter 08: All Roads Lead to Amber
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Arden.  The forest from which all other forests were mere reflection.  "Here's where the fun starts."

Khar started issuing orders and the army deployed out.  A shield wall formed up and the archers prepared themselves.  The fire holders prepped and stood with their individual units ready to light the torches and then their unit’s ammo.  The heavy cavalry stood ready and back but was unlikely to be needed at this time.  The light cavalry ran a quick patrol down the flanks of the army to scout out any hostiles.  

Once everyone was in position, Khar signaled Kerryl to follow him and rode forward towards the forest.  Once within parley distance he stopped and waited for the representative to step forward.  "Let's see if they are as ill prepared as when I left."
Kerryl watched and waited to see what was transpiring. The awe he felt was being replaced with a sense of danger.

His old combat instincts told him that an entrance into Amber must be sufficiently guarded and protected. And that our appearance was already noticed. Taking a defensive position was prudent and Khar knew the procedures to gain them entrance. Hopefully. Trained archers could decimate an army as exposed as they were. It was best to follow Khar's lead.

And Kerryl felt that the two of them made excellent targets as they rode forward and abruptly stopped. Lucian felt restless, perhaps he sensed Kerryl’s mood. After all, did the men in the forest know who we were and why we were here? If there was a reason to prevent their passing, what would be the next move? Khar looked confident, but a little apprehensive. So, he tried to look confident as well.

Then they waited. But for whom?

"They are not the friendliest, but you would think they would have the courtesy to come out and welcome a prince."  Khar offhandedly commented to Kerryl.  Then he pondered aloud.  "I wonder if something has happened to them?"

Normally Khar wouldn't have even stopped for pleasantries and rode right on through.  This time was special.  The usual scowl was gone and a smile broadened his face.  At least it did until the thought that something untoward had happened in the forest.
A pair of Rangers appeared in front of them, "Hail Khar, Prince of Amber." they spoke in unison as they bowed before him.  They were still about 10 feet ahead of him.

The taller of the two took a step forward and spoke again. "Forgive the delay in our welcome but Prince Nicolas could not be found, Prince Braedon is in charge for the moment and it is quite unusual for you to bring an Army into Amber."

"You have to notify him every time you take a leak too?"  Khar snapped regarding his wait while they tried to contact Nicolas.  And they are scrapping the bottom of the barrel for commanders.

For the life of him he couldn't remember their names.  He didn't even recall if he ever was told any of the rangers names.  Typically any meetings were summed up with a nod of recognition.  He had probably spoken more words to his father than to this bunch of leaf huggers.

Brushing the irritation of having to wait aside, Khar resumed a friendly demeanor.  "This isn't a typical trip.  I would like you to meet my son, Kerryl.  I'm escorting him to Amber to claim his birthright.  Khar's son will march in like a hero, not snuck in, an embarrassment to the family."  The bitterness crept out during the last couple words.  He was determined Kerryl to have a better time of it than he did.

"I'm going to martial my men in the practice yard until our celebration is done.  Perhaps you two will be available later for a test of skill?  I have some excellent archers who will probably embarrass you."  Khar waited to see if they were up for it or if Nicolas kept his men so tightly wound that they weren't allowed any fun.

The Ranger did not bristle at Khar's words and replied.

"You may enter with your son then, as to your army, Amber is on a state of alert and we will not be accepting them in, if they wish to practice they may do so here, if you wish entry through force we are prepared."

Kerryl was pleased at his father's words, very pleased. And he could appreciate his sentiment. Kerryl intended to march in proudly to claim his birthright. And he was saddened at the thought that his father wasn't received with honors as well.

Hearing the ranger's response, was troubling. That was more of a slight than he expected Khar to tolerate from anyone. He was as likely to charge in now, damn them all, than to tolerate that. He hoped that it wouldn't come to that.

But Kerryl was ready, if that's what it took. He watched between Khar and the ranger to see how this would go and he was ready to go for his blade.

In for a penny, in for a pound. He thought.

Khar laughed.  The kind that starts normal enough then blossoms into a whole hearted from deep down inside laugh that a jolly man in red would be proud of.  War shifted and stomped a hoof having missed whatever was funny.  "That's the funniest thing I've heard in awhile.  Go home and make love to your wife.  Then have her thank the Unicorn that she still has a husband."

If he had tried that line on any other visit, Khar would have seen just how prepared they were.  As it was, he wasn't going to let some bark eater ruin his good mood.  He wheeled the stallion and administered some hand signals to the troops.  A whistle responded and the army started to break for camp out of bowshot.  Khar spurred War to a gallop and headed up the road towards Amber.
Kerryl led Lucian alongside Khar's War and matched the pace.

After they were out of earshot, Kerryl said. "For a second there, I thought we were going to have to fight our way to the steps of Amber. That ranger sounded like he was asking for a fight. Do they talk to Princes like that here? In Hawthorne, I've dueled and killed men for making slanderous statements like that against Mother or Grandmother. But I don't know what protocol is here." He grinned. "Of course, there's always later..."

The Rangers turn after Khar pulls his troops back and seemingly merge back into the great wood.

Some disappointed ravens watch from some of the tree line at the edge of the majestic wood.

"I'm not well liked around here.  The living reminder that the king wasn't faithful tends to put a thorn in the neck of those who feel Amber should be a perfect example for all of shadow."  Khar waved a hand as if swatting the rangers away.  "Forget about them.  You just focus on the task ahead."

They galloped on, Khar's hair streaming behind him as if he were charging down a retreating unit.  With Amber on alert, he hoped to have Kerryl out of here before things exploded.
As the two rode on from shadow into substance they felt a feeling that could only be explained as a person waking from a dream.  As if all behind them was fantasy, day dreams and mental hallucination and what lie ahead was cold hard reality.

The Arden wood was beyond that of a simple kings hunting preserve, it was majestic and resonated with a quiet sense of green power. The tree's some of which had stood for many, many centuries stood silent sentinels of the road they took.

In the tree's perched birds of many different species and an occasional wild boar or startled deer would cross the path as the two rode along.

Check points along the road noted Khar and Kerryl, though none made any apparent moves to stop the Prince's passage.

The two passed by a trade Caravan that was having a conversation with some of Arden’s rangers.

It appears peaceful almost idyllic in the wood. Any indication that Arden was in a high state of alert was clearly not apparent as they rode.

At this stage they are still in one of the border zones of Arden having quite some time to ride after entering the great wood.

Kerryl smiled and urged Lucian to keep up the pace. Lucian has been wanting to run for some time now and he seemed anxious to do so. "I think I can keep focused on that. I think that if I can wolf down some more food for energy, I'll be nearly ready. A good night sleep would be ideal, but I doubt if I could sleep here. I feel like a thief breaking into someplace."

Kerryl looked at his father and asked. "Do you think it's best to get in and out of Amber? Are we welcome here or are matters that bad with the others?"

"You'll be welcomed."  Khar called over the wind as they rode.  "If you had listened to me, you would be ready now.  Just get through the pattern to the center and you'll be able to leave by just focusing on where you want to go.  Make it a safe place as the walk is rather draining."

Reality.  Somehow that feeling always caused a dilemma in him.  He SHOULD want to spend all his time here, yet Khar preferred the somewhat dreamlike state of shadow where he had some control over things.  Once you were out there for awhile you didn't even miss Amber.  That's what he kept telling himself anyway.

Khar grinned as he galloped past the caravan.  Hopefully it was headed IN to Amber, otherwise he would know exactly what it was once it reached the encamped army and that could cause a scene, ruffle some feathers, then he would have to deal with the nattering of someone who cared... blah, blah, blah...

He gazed at the forest as he rode.  There was a reason this was his usual entry and exit to Amber.  It truly would be a shame to wage war here.  To destroy this forest that has stood for ages would be a great loss.  Then there was the ripple effect throughout shadow to consider.  No, they wouldn't dare deny Kerryl.

As the two rode on past the caravan and chatting rangers, a scent unmistakable caught Khar's attention the smell of blood.  It was as if rusted copper had been exposed to the air.

Then as the two rounded a bend they saw a smear of blood across the rode leading into the quiet depths of the wood.

So too he noted the sounds of animals were silent, something that even caught Kerryl's attention.

The blood smear was from some large creature and by the pattern of it perhaps a man.  In fact Khar was fairly certain that a man had been dragged into the wood.

Kerryl pondered his father’s words. “If you had listened to me, you would be ready now.” Of course, Kerryl’s weakened condition was due to following his suggestions as well. But he wouldn’t dare say that out loud. And Kerryl appreciated the irony at not being all together certain when to follow Khar’s advice, they are full of hard lessons.

Part of Kerryl’s problem lay in the root of his personality, which was that he hated to miss anything. Too much was going on since their encounter and too much was at stake to miss anything important. Sleep was a joy, but he tended to sleep best when very little was going on. And this wasn’t one of those times.

He caught up on much of the rest he needed while on the march and he felt pretty darned good now. His getting some food on a regular basis, even trail rations, helped even more to regain his strength. His body healed and processed the food as quickly as he ate. And he would occasionally raid the rations from his saddlebag while on the move. Even riding through Arden, he was going through the last of his rations. He was certain that Khar noticed it.

He was amazed at the landscape of Arden. It was nothing like he ever experienced and he hoped he would be able to visit here frequently. Even Lucian enjoyed running here, like he could run here forever. It was hard for him to express, but Arden seemed to be a more solid place, more real, and something unchangeable. He could somehow feel that but not be able to express it adequately. His eagerness to see Amber itself pushed aside any thoughts of resting at this point.

He hoped that they would be welcome in Amber. He wanted it to be a place he could go to, to feel at home. Hawthorne was his home, but there always seemed to be something missing there and he didn’t know why. Perhaps Amber can provide an answer for him.

It was at that point, that Kerryl detected the smell of blood and saw the blood smear on the road. His hand went to his blade and looked at Khar.

"Trouble here. What creatures are out here to attack men and drag them off?"

"Something smart enough to stay out of my way."  Khar galloped on without looking back.  He had heard stories but wasn't concerned with them.  Never had he had any problems traveling through here and he didn't plan to waste time on someone else’s problem.

Kerryl was hesitant to leave a mystery like this behind, but he knew that Khar was right. There are other priorities now and besides he thought it could be a trap or a means to delay us from reaching our goal. That seemed very likely.

He nudged Lucian to keep up. "Very well."

When he was alongside again, Lucian and War were galloping in sync. Kerryl somehow felt that time was of the essence and he needed to tell Khar something. And to ask him as well.

"About the Pattern, Mirjana explained the basics to me. I know that once I start, I must keep moving or die. That will be my only focus, to keep moving. And I know that I will be assailed with memories and visions, some that seem very real, and that I should ignore them and keep moving, no matter what. I understand that the Pattern does something to the fabric of our being and what it will grant me, although I may not know how to do anything with it, other than by trial and error. And I know that from the center, it will take me to where I desire. I don’t intend to do anything foolish, father, I mean Khar. I suppose we should determine where it should take me, probably a good place to sleep it off. If they have a spare room for me in Castle Amber, I could head for there. I’ll give you my Trump after we put the horses away, in case we ever get separated. If you have a spare Trump, I’d like to borrow it.  I'd like to be prepared for any eventuality."

"Do you have any more suggestions?"

As the two rode on they heard an inhuman roar that shook the trees, flocks of birds rose up into the air, their warning cries almost but not quite masking the roar.

It was hard to tell from where the roar originated as it was like a lions roar and echoed among the trees and was quite possibly heard for a mile or more.

A rain of leaves falling like snow from the great fluttering of birds slowly drifted down to the road.

A shiver ran down War’s coat at the sound, but Khar simply patted his neck and he kept on running.  Khar looked around at the noise in irritation.  If he had to stop to clean up Nicolas' mess he was going to clock that boy.

"Yeah.  Once you’re done.  Go home.  Bad things tend to happen when I show up here.  You needn't be involved in it."  It was true.  On every single occasion he could cite something amiss.  Take Aleksandra's most recent party.  Oberon walks in without a word to Khar and starts them all scuttling around like ants who lost their queen, Braedon challenges him, Lazare had sharp words for him...  That should have taken three separate trips but he had managed to squeeze them all in the same hour.

"That sounds good to me." Kerryl nudges Lucian to step up the pace a bit, who was more than happy to do so. Lucian is getting unsettled by the sound of that creature and neither of them wanted to find out what it was.

"I think that thing is getting closer, whatever it is."

The two feel as if eyes are on them for several moments the feeling fades as they both gallop off deeper into the woods.

Behind them they hear the distant beat of horse’s hooves on the road.

After a time more roars are heard though at this point it sounds distant.

As they have moved on.

Kerryl was alert, trying to detect if they were being pursued. "Whatever they were, it sounds like they are gone now. How much further is it to Amber?"

The blood curdling sound of a man screaming out in agony can be distantly heard and then silence.

Kerryl spied a strange form among the tree tops, something large moving among the branches like a monkey.  It was only for a moment but the green mottled fur disappeared into the tree tops not fifty feet from where they were on the road.
Kerryl was startled at what he saw and wasn't sure what to make of it. But Khar needed to be alerted, it's best to know what's out there. Lucian sensed Kerryl's mood.

"Khar! At treetop level, about 50 feet away! There was a large green monkey-like creature swinging from tree to tree. It may be the cause of the carnage. It's hidden within the trees now, but I think it's tracking us. Should we urge the horses faster or deal with it? Lucian is up for a faster pace."

Some leaves filter down from nearby trees.

Some low guttural sounds reverberate among the branches.
As if in answer some hundred feet away the two make out more movement among the tree's but it is very hard to make out among the ever green canopy.
"Those creatures move fast, whatever they are."

Kerryl leaned forward, tucking in closer to Lucian's head and held on tight to the reins. The pommel was pushed hard against Kerryl's stomach. He withdrew his sabre to have it ready. "Lucian, be ready. Steady, boy.!"

Kerryl knew that if one of those creatures appeared in front of them, that Lucian had a trick of his own that had saved them in the past. And that Kerryl had to brace himself for it. If it failed, this was going to hurt.

"Khar, if it appears in front of us, I'll distract it. You should have a clear shot at it."

Unknown to Kerryl, Shayan and Morrigan entered Arden from the castle at a Gallop, the screams of Lazare's strange experiments rang and the screams of some of the Rangers. The thud of hooves came towards them.  It would be a short time before they all converged.

From the trees in several places can be seen the green pelts of some bizarre apelike creatures.  Their heads are small and sleeker but hard to make out at this distance.

Suddenly the creatures hurled excrement at the riders as they hooted and howled shaking the branches violently.

As soon as Shayan heard the screams his sword was instantly in his hand and readied to deal with any danger.  Shayan had often felt that his eldest brother Lazare went too far in his mad biological experimentation and that it would lead to real danger for the family one day.  Shayan had heard from Nicolas about the trouble his Rangers had keeping Arden's paths clear of Lazare's many horrors.

Keeping alert for any sign of ambush with special focus on keeping Morrigan safe, Shayan said in a guarded tone, "It seems "Uncle" Lazare has been up to his old tricks again dear Morrigan.  I'm sure Nicolas is going to be thrilled when he learns about this latest monstrosity.  Please be wary and stay close to me as we ride.  If anything does attack, allow me to handle it... I'll not have you placed at risk just to satisfy Lazare's bizarre interest in flora and fauna!"

Shayan thought. Damn him... why can't Lazare keep control of his beasts!  I hate to leave the Rangers to handle this situation alone as it sounds like they're not having great success... but I can't deviate from our present course of action!  If my home is under attack, then I dare not waste a moment!

There appeared to be about five adult apelike creatures. The younger ones could be seen in the trees watching the events. One particular emerald furred ape beat its chest and hefts
a large branch. The smell from the barrage of excrement is particularly foul smelling and the horses react to the horrid smell almost immediately.

The rider’s constitutions protected them from losing whatever meals we were holding down, but the smell was indeed something that they wouldn’t wish to experience again, if it could be helped.

The other creatures dropped down to midway points on the trees to mimic the large one and broke off branches to wield as clubs.

With a better view, these apelike things have black jaguar-like heads. Their yellow eyes glint from the sunlight streaming in through the canopy.

Kerryl was nearly sickened by the stench of the creature's hurtled excrement. "By the Serpent! These are foul creatures." He shifted his sinus passages to filter out the offensive odors but not prevent air passage. Much better. Sorry I can't help you Lucian, but you seem to be managing well enough. He thought to himself.

"Who could be responsible for such horrors?” He urged Lucian to keep the pace.

Kerryl and Khar managed to out pace the beasts. The things rushed the road but too slow to keep pace. A loan long howl erupted from one of the creatures. Suddenly the creature’s ears moved about as if hearing something. Like a shot, they were moving into the tree top canopy.
Soon they disappeared among the foliage.

Within moments the sound of Lucian and War’s hoof beats were met by the sound of other riders. The stench hung heavy in the air one of the few signs of the creature’s presence.

Khar was becoming increasingly annoyed at the chattering and effect it was having on Kerryl.  Then it became obvious that this day wasn't going to be like every other day he had traveled through Arden.  The blasted things weren't going away.  In fact, they were multiplying.  Then they started hurling excrement at him.

War shook his head at the awful odor to indicate his displeasure.  He had seen many campaigns and been subject to the stench of the battlefield, but this indignity was too much to ignore as War broke his stoic countenance.

"THAT DOES IT!"  Khar shouted.  He had had about enough of these blasted denizens.  No one threw crap at him and lived to brag about it.  If Nicolas can't do his job, then he should be replaced.

Khar reached behind him and pulled out Carcharoth from its scabbard.  He readied his oversized shield and prepared to charge down anything that got close enough to swing at.  He didn't slow and hoped to ride right on by.  This was someone else's problem, not his.

Kerryl has his blade at the ready and is still hunkered down into the saddle, with Lucian alert to his master's command.

Khar galloped on with no intent on stopping.  His shield was held up in his right arm out over the horses head to provide some protection from the sudden offal weather.  His blade was held back low in his left for a quick slice if needed.

He galloped along with a stranger.

Upon sighting Morrigan and Shayan, Khar continued his charge moving over to the right side of the road to allow room for them to pass unhindered.  He did not slow.  Once he was within shouting distance he bellowed out.

"CAREFUL, THE WEATHERS CRAPPY AHEAD."  The splotch on his shield and would testify to that.  The stench would easily be smelt once they flew by.

Morrigan called out as she was riding towards the two men Khar who she knew and one whom she did not. ”KHAR!, hold up a minute if you will and can. I would like to ask you a couple of quick questions." Morrigan had begun slowing her horse hoping Khar would stop and speak with her.

Gazing at Shayan she flicked her fingers twice in an intricate pattern indicating something and then did nothing more that was visible to the eye.

Kerryl could hear the sound of hoof beats ahead and all were moving at breakneck speed.

He tried to make out who the riders were, through the rain of dung. He shifted his ears and eyes to make his senses sharper and clearer.

They were coming closer and he could make out the riders, one man and one woman. The woman was calling out to Khar to stop and she was motioning with her hand. 

"Khar! A woman on horseback is calling for you. They are heading for us and asking you to stop. There's a man with her. Shall we stop?"

Lucian bristled at what he saw and waited for his master's command. He tucked the blade back and away from their bodies.

Shayan bowed his head towards Khar in acknowledgement and said in a curious tone, "I see you've found a new friend Khar, won't you introduce him to your siblings?  I know you may not care much, but Mirjana has supposedly been located and is safe... I only hope the same will soon be said for Armando."
The long mournful howl had preceded Khar and Kerryl's approach to the twins.  Even the stench of something awful was on the air and they rode at breakneck speed from that same direction.  Khar showed no signs of slowing down let along stopping.

Something definitely was trying to stop Kerryl from reaching Amber.  First there was those insufferable Rangers who couldn't keep their own forest safe and refused Khar's help.  Then some bloodthirsty beasts eating honest travelers.  Now siblings!  Was there no end to the obstacles?!?

Khar didn't slow and he ignored Kerryl who seemed to want to engage everything they encountered.  With that curiosity, him and Shayan should get along well.  But Khar had an agenda and saw everything else outside of that as trivial, even quick questions.

"Get use to disappointment."  He called to Morrigan as he speed on past the duo.

Shayan frowned at Khar's rudeness, especially as it was directed towards his beloved twin.  In a coldly sarcastic tone, Shayan called back to Khar, "Well as always, you've made this meeting memorable Khar!  It's nice to see you've returned home with the same level of refinement to your manner and the same level of concern for your family as when you left!"

Khar brought his sword up to his helm for a quick salute as a grin touched his face on his way past them.  He had a surprise waiting for them down the road.  Unless Lazare's madness ruined their journey as well.

What Khar really needed now was a bath or hot shower.  It was going to take a day to get that stench out of his nostrils.  The poor groom that got to clean the horses was in for a surprise.  Khar would have to reward the poor boy.


Shayan nodded towards the stranger as he added in a more polite tone with a touch of regret, "Welcome to Amber silent stranger... a pity your introduction to it will be colored by your host's usual mode of presentation."

Shayan urged his mount along with Morrigan's to move forward and he raised his sword again in a defensive manner as he prepared to discover what Khar meant by "crappy weather".

While shifting and concentrating on the voices ahead, he missed his father's shouting, which were nearly drowned out by the horse's hoof beats. Noting that War was moving to the right side of the road, Lucian followed suit. Kerryl was easily able to maneuver Lucian around the duo and beyond.

As he saw the riders, they looked familiar. He saw their images on Trumps! But which ones? Of course! Shayan and Morrigan. They seem to be leaving Arden and perhaps they knew something that we should be aware of. Kerryl hated to miss out on something important and he suspected he just had.

Kerryl didn't think he was daft, but it was increasingly difficult to determine what Khar thought was important and how to react to these situations. Where he expected Khar to plow through, he laughed it off. When he expected Khar to stop to learn something, he plowed through.

And in Kerryl's mind, to ride past family who needed to exchange information, Kerryl thought was rude. Kerryl valued any information he was able to discover, because it usually benefited all in the House.

So, Kerryl just gave up trying to figure him out and focused on the ride ahead. Hopefully they would get there soon.

Morrigan rolled her eyes and shouted back at Khar, ”And So Shall You Brother," as he sped past. Rudeness from Khar was not unusual but this was a bit extreme.

"Well Shayan that's that. Shall we continue to make haste towards Fortunato. I am very concerned about what is happening there as I am sure you are as well." Morrigan asked even as she urged her horse a bit faster.

Shayan looked over at Morrigan with a gentle shake of his head and shrugged as he said in a resigned tone, "Yes indeed Morrigan, that is certainly that... though I suppose we shouldn't have expected, much less counted on, anything more from Khar.  The day he removes that huge chip on his shoulder is the day he might actually find out he's not as "despised" as he likes to think he is!  Let's move forward... but remain alert and move with a degree of caution."
They faded into the distance.
Kerryl was amused that his father saluted them as they passed, much better than a rude gesture. Kerryl hoped that Shayan and Morrigan would avoid the vile creatures that roamed the forest. He hoped that someone would hunt the creatures and drive them into extinction.

He wouldn't wish the House Jesby an encounter with those things. Not that it would matter really, most'd be able to shift their senses to not be affected by them.

Thinking that, he was loathe to shift back and have to tolerate that stench. But others would when they arrived soon. They'll have to stand it, I better be able to as well. He thought. So he shifted his senses accordingly and his eyes watered as he caught a whiff of it again.

Kerryl laughed in spite of it. "I don't think that we anticipated coming to Amber in this condition. I doubt that there is enough soap and water in the realm to get rid of this smell, it's worse than skunk spray. We may have to have our clothes burned."

"No doubt."  Khar foul mood was lifting a bit as he knew just up ahead he could spy the castle through a gap in the forest.  He still stunk.  His horse still stunk.  But his goal was close now and there was always that rush when the journey neared its end.

Unicorn: For the briefest of moments Kerryl feels as if he has shifted shadow without meaning too.  His father is no longer before him and the tree's are much more sparse.  Above the night sky can be seen.  The view is breathtaking and wondrous as if the dark of the night were oil and the stars in this Arden bright shining beacons of wonder.  A soft feminine voice comes from the air itself.  "That won't do let's tidy you up a bit."  Suddenly he felt the stink and excrement slide free from not only his own clothing, but his steed as well.  His clothing while maintaining the same color scheme shifted to more medieval garments befitting royalty.  Then in a flash before he had a chance to slow Lucian down he was back behind Khar racing along the road through Arden
Kerryl offered a silent thanks. He broke out laughing and spurred Lucian on with enthusiasm and a yell. Khar must have thought he has lost his mind, until he saw that Kerryl's appearance had changed.

He was still in his colors, silver and gray, but gone were the clothing that seemed so out of place before. No more fedora and over coat. Now they looked more medieval and regal. And Kerryl looked excited to complete the journey. And these clothes accentuated his form better, making him look more muscular than he did before.

Khar thought Kerryl had lost his mind when his son started laughing.  Obviously the trip had been too much.  The shifting of shadow too complicated for his innocent mind to grasp.  Then he looked over and saw the cause.  Khar nodded his approval.  About time the kid put on some proper clothes.

Kerryl felt much younger than his years and was excited about the adventure that lay ahead. It no longer troubled him that he may not be welcomed in Amber, and he decided that he would do his best to prove his worthiness.

And he felt thankful for the blessings that he had in life. More family to meet. And worlds lay before him. And he would open himself to the experience with a positive outlook.

"Khar, we must be getting close! I'm sure of it."

It wasn't more than a dozen strides than they came to the gap and the castle was visible off in the distance.  This was the real thing.  One wouldn't understand it until they saw Castle Amber for themselves, but it was as if every other dwelling ever seen, ever lived in was merely a painting compared to the real thing.  This was that from which all others were mere shadows.  The seat of power.

Khar studied Kerryl for his response.  It was always something to see their face when they first witnessed the sight.

The trees were thinning and a narrow gap in the forest appeared that gave a better view of what lay ahead. He saw a mountain range and a castle that was larger than any he had seen, and part of it was still obscured from his vision by the surrounding forest. The further they rode, the more he saw of it.

His eyes widened and his jaw dropped with shock and surprise. "Incredible! I had no idea." Was all that he could think of to say. It was hard to concentrate on the terrain and fortunately Lucian was doing that for him. But he was trying to take in all the details as they approached.

He said again softly. "Incredible."

Chapter 09: The Arrival
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Khar and Kerryl reach the main road into Amber. The road bends along the Cliffs. To one side is Amber's Ocean and the other is the beginning slope leading in the culmination of Kolvir itself.
Khar had a moment of doubt as to whether he was back in Amber or not.  The vision of a snake and a fall to the water below almost seemed new to him, as if this place had never existed before this moment.

War snorted.  Khar patted his neck.  "I know boy."  He set a quick pace, yet slow enough that they could still stop should something suddenly appear around a curve ahead.  He had a son to show off now and knocking the populace into the ocean probably wouldn't endear them much to that fact.

The trip so far seemed to take forever.  Arden seemed to stretch out for days and now climbing the stinking mountain was probably going to feel the same.

"That was your aunt Morrigan and uncle Shayan back there.  Sounds like they lost Armando.  Go figure."  He called back as they rode single file.
Kerryl followed Khar's lead.

Lucian still had plenty of steam left in him and they rode as close to the cliff wall as possible. Kerryl wasn't afraid of heights, but if they fell, he couldn't save Lucian and he was very protective of his horses. So they were as careful as possible. Lucian snorted his disapproval on some of the trickier places and Kerryl agreed with his assessment.

"I recognized them from Mirjana's Trumps."

"I wonder where the caravan's go to bring supplies to the castle? They certainly can't take this route. I wouldn't carry anything that I couldn't see clearly around, because you couldn't keep your footing."

As the two traveled on they came upon check points. The men in Amber's colors made note of their passing, and asked only once the name of Prince Khar's companion.

It could be seen that Amber’s troops stood in readiness, certainly on a higher alert then Khar had remembered when last he was here.
Khar simply responds with Kerryl's correct name at the first checkpoint as he steps in close to clean his shield by flicking bits of offal at the guard’s feet.  He waits for their reaction to the smell as he mumbles about the crappy job Nicolas was doing in Arden.  He makes no reference regarding Kerryl's relationship.

At subsequent checkpoints he starts making up new names with a flick of the thumb towards Kerryl as they rode by.

"Sylvester."

"Guido."

"Liao Cheng Yen."

"Horatio."

"Sue."
Kerryl held his tongue while going through the check points, he knew it was best to leave that to Khar, he was more familiar with protocol here.

The men at the check points were simple military functionaries, similar to public servants, Hawthorne had them too. All were usually by the book and with little tolerance for humor. Kerryl knew anything he might say would be wasted on them and he enjoyed Khar's attempt to goad them. The flicking of the manure was a good touch. Kerryl chuckled at that.

Kerryl laughed at the last one. "Sue? I didn't know you wanted a daughter."

As they rode through the cliff road, passing through each check point in turn, they saw someone else approaching on a horse from a distance, though as he moves closer it's fairly easy to see that it's Braedon. His face was slightly stern, as he rode to meet them.  And it's fairly apparently that he intended to intercept them, as he directed his steed into their path.
Khar shakes his head slightly at Kerryl's response.  Sure he could ride, sure he could fight, but he seemed to lack some pride.  Must be something else his mother taught him... 

Khar chuckled as he saw Braedon approaching.  "Look at that.  Arden is going to the beasts and his egoship is taking in a seaside view."  Khar commented to Kerryl missing the hypocrisy of his own statement.

He stopped and readied his shield.  "Great another delay.  Kerryl stay close.  Braedon doesn't know what honor is." 

Kerryl nudged Lucian into position alongside War. And he maintained a regal bearing, he would enter Amber as though he deserved to be there.

It was apparent that Khar didn't like or trust Uncle Braedon, but he had no idea why. No honor? He had no idea if that was true or not, but if so, that would certainly color his opinion of him.

Uncle Braedon looked at Khar with an expression that was difficult to read. Was it disapproval, anger, or minor irritation? Whatever it was, he got the impression that they weren't welcome. Kerryl met Braedon's gaze of suspicion with a slight smile and a nod of his head. For now he would reserve judgment of his uncle.

He watched his father carefully to see what he was planning, they may have to move quickly and he wanted to be prepared.

He rode closer but at a certain point, not quite at the point when he met them fully. He pulled up his horse to a stop directly in their path, then made a momentary salute to both of them with his fingers, simply waited for them both to respond to him, not yet doing or saying anything, waiting to see what Khar would do first, before he took any particular action.
Braeden heard a horse riding up behind him and he was soon joined by a woman he recognized from the ranger's, Kyrie Laithe was a warrior woman with a grand sense of humor.  She had long dark hair and wore green.  Her horse was a beast of dappled grey with intelligent eyes.  She had been in Amber as long as Braedon could remember and rarely seemed to age a day.

"Your highness." she inclined her head as she came along side him.
Khar had his shield facing Braedon.  His giant warsteed was decked out in full barding and stomped at the anticipation of battle.  Khar's other hand was hidden behind the shield probably preparing some lethal weapon.

Khar looked up from the object, inclined his head to Braedon indicating acknowledgement of the salute, smiled and then suddenly vanished in a flash of light.  The man with him vanished as well.

Braedon glances at Kyrie as she rides up beside him, then back toward Khar, just as he vanishes.  He blinks a moment, then chuckles slightly, shaking his head, it appeared as though another moment of potential conflict had been averted.  He then turns to the ranger who was riding beside him.

"Ranger Laithe, a pleasure to see you here today."  He smiled a bit at her.  "Anything to report?"

"Seems some of Prince Lazare's experiments have gotten a little out of hand.  His Capes... I'm off to hunt down a few and cull the tribe of them." she answered with a smile.  She was one of the few who could handle herself among even the Princes of Amber.  "Care to join me or should you return to the Castle,  Seems your brother Khar has brought his Son to walk the pattern... not that he was intending to tell.  I was coming to report to you... we stopped his army on the other side of Arden... Honor Guard my ass..." she laughed a bit. "An honor guard is usually around twelve to twenty, not an entire Army...you'd like one of his Commanders though, wears your face."

Aleksandra responded to the trump contact, "Ahhhhh Khar, well this is an odd angle to be speaking to you from."

Behind her is a large banner Welcoming Lord Kerryl son of Prince Khar.
Several castle staff are standing as if to greet a dignitary nearby.

She awaits his reply...

Khar shrugs at her comment as his eyes drift behind her and catch the banner.  "Cute."  He comments.

"Circumstances keep conspiring to delay me from reaching the castle.  You know I hate these things but pull us through and you can meet him."

Khar looked up, nodded and smiled at someone out of sight.

Kerryl overheard Khar's comment and casually reached across to get a handhold of War's saddle. And waits.

She reaches through touching his arm and releases a cleansing wave of energy that cleans his armor and clothing. For a moment he glows as if in starlight.

She turns for a moment, "Our guests are coming through immediately."

Then she pulls him and his boy through.

Some stable hands already stand at the ready with large tubs of water and soap.

"Ah Brother welcome back home and Kerryl, my dear sweet boy welcome, to Amber."


All around it was as if a party was prepared in Kerryl's honor.
Servants waited on the outskirts to greet the young man.

His aunt stood in a black gown as black as oil and speckled with stars.
Her pale features accentuated with makeup and her ice blue eyes sparkling with warmth as she greeted him.

Kerryl was pleasantly surprised at the reception, it wasn't what he expected. Upon hearing her voice, he dismounted Lucian and handed the reins over to a stable hand.

Kerryl approached the lady, bowed, took her hand, and kissed it. "Hello my lady, Aleksandra, isn't it? I get the impression we've briefly met before. Thank you for your reception and all the preparations you've made on my behalf."

Aleksandra smiles prettily, "My, my your boy has manners and upbringing are you sure he is yours Khar ?"

She smirks at Khar briefly.

"I have had hot water, and wash basins brought to your rooms in case you wish to tidy up further."

"If you would allow me, I can show you to your chambers in the castle, Lord Kerryl,  I am truly glad to meet you, our family isn't the most prolific and having a nephew makes me happy."  She looks at Khar, "And it makes me insanely jealous of your being so blessed Khar."

"Thanks for that."  Khar comments once through and the air of fetidness ebbed a bit.  He dismounted and tossed the reins to one of the stable hands nearby.  "Clean War up.  He's had a crappy ride."

Khar just sucked it up and gave one of those 'I will get you back' looks for her doubtful lineage comment.

"I wish it."  He replied to the washing up comment.  On that note, anger seeped into his voice.  "Where's Nicolas?!?  We had feces thrown at us on the way through Arden, some beast mauled a caravan AND his men refused the honor guard and friends that escorted Kerryl here through shadow.  I suppose they'll be left out there and not get to join the celebration.  All in all, it was the MOST insulting entrance to Amber I've ever had."  He glanced around to take in all her preparations.  At least some of his siblings had some decency.

He held a hand out to indicate for her to lead the way.  Khar would easily find his room, that token set aside for him.  He wanted to follow and take a moment to be sure they were going to treat Kerryl well.

As Khar spoke, Kerryl looked at the reception committee and all the decorations prepared on his behalf and was pleased. He smiled and gave a slight bow of thanks at the court staff that were sent to receive him. His staff in Hawthorne were excellent and loyal and he never failed to show them his appreciation when possible. Gifts and other signs of appreciation were commonplace there. He guessed that Castle Amber staff would be just as good and he would treat them with the same respect he gave his own staff.

Kerryl had the impression from Khar that they wouldn't be welcome, and to be in a rush to get in and out without any delays. And he had the impression that Khar expected some serious trouble in Amber that they should avoid, but there was no indication of trouble here. Everything looked perfectly calm and organized in Amber, and his Aunt made him feel very welcome. Could his father be mistaken?

Of course, Kerryl immediately recognized Aleksandra from Mirjana's Trumps. As in her Trump, she was in her colors of black and gold. The golden stars in her dress seemed to create a depth perception illusion. As though the stars weren't on the fabric, but distant and beyond reach within the fabric. And her movements made the stars seem to twinkle, an interesting illusion indeed. Her ice blue eyes were striking and intense, a bold contrast to her pale skin. Her hair was black, like Kerryl's, but with no hint of gray.

"After you, Aunt Aleksandra." He smiled and followed Aleksandra and Khar to the castle.

"Nicolas is off in shadow, a surprise really I thought that I could count on him to stay here and watch Arden, hopefully he will return and deal with those situations,  if we lost a caravan out there I will need to send a team to investigate."

She raises her eyebrow at his comments, "Well everything was set for your ride up to the castle, when you chose to trump in, that changed the dynamics."  She inclined her head and indeed trumpets did blare and the servants came to great Kerryl.

She walked with them into the palace.

It seemed everywhere the place was prepared to meet the new lord.
She stopped at Khar's door, "Alright let me show your son the way to his room, and investigate the report about Arden you gave me."

"It will be added to my long tally of things to investigate." She adds coldly.

"It would seem Mirjana is not the only Royal gone missing, though at least she is returning."

Aleksandra then glanced at Kerryl her mood lightening a bit, "Well nephew let me take you to your rooms, I hope that your entry in Arden doesn't color your perception of Amber itself, I want your entry to be a wondrous and joyful event."

Khar ignored the staff as they walked through the halls.

Khar didn't comment on Nicolas any further.  He wasn't doing his job and needed to be replaced.  That's how his army functioned.  Then again, Khar didn't pick men who would fail in their duty.

Khar simply smiled a bit at her trump comment.  Do the unexpected.  That was written in stone in any tacticians manual.  If you didn't anticipate what the enemy would do, you would be unprepared for it.

	quote:

	"It will be added to my long tally of things to investigate." She adds coldly.



"You need an assistant."  Khar replied matter-of-factly.  He had any assistants he required for the efficient running of an army.  If he had to do everything himself, there would be no time to make war.

	quote:

	"It would seem Mirjana is not the only Royal gone missing, though at least she is returning."




"Wonderful..."  Khar sarcastically dripped the reply.  She had stuck her nose in at a very inopportune time.  She could have easily waited a few hours, a day, several days.  Yea, several days, for him to finish.  Then sprung on him that he had a son.  Heck, it should have been Coralyne to inform him.  Mirjana should have had nothing to do with it.
Khar entered his room to get cleaned up.
"So Nephew, I look forward to spoiling you rotten, your chambers are on the next floor down."  She leads him to the door of his room which is a heavy dark oak affair with inlayed silver filigree his name at the top of the door in swirling design.

"I hope Victorian furniture is to your liking."

Kerryl paid close attention to the details of Castle Amber. He wanted to familiarize himself with every detail and learn his way around. The decor was amazing and the style had subtle changes in different areas, as though the style marked the personality of the inhabitants. Huge portraits and statuary lined the well lit halls.

Kerryl wasn't sure what Victorian style meant, but he was certain that it would meet with his approval. He looked at the door and smiled. He certainly liked the stained and heavily varnished woodwork over painted wood and the silver filigree name plate was a nice touch.

"Very nice, thank you. Are my other Aunts and Uncles already in Amber? I've been looking forward to seeing everyone. Shayan and Morrigan were heading out of Arden and I didn't get to meet them yet. You mentioned that Mirjana was returning. Mirjana and her siblings are the only one's I've met before, but I doubt that her siblings would remember me. Their visit to Hawthorne was much too brief."

His aunt walked along almost drifting down the hall in her long gown and she pointed out several of the murals as they walked, mentioning who the figures were in the murals, paintings and among the statuary.

She also described what each meant, some were scenes of war, others the signing of great treatises.  At least a few showed hunts in Arden.

More then a few statues were of Oberon.

Aleksandra smiled as she walked along, "I don't know why I am so happy really, your father probably poisoned your view of me, still should you chose it you shall have a place here in Amber."

"To be honest you could have met everyone last night, I had thrown a party and everyone was in attendance,  of course all that changed and now there are very few royals still within Amber, most are in shadow or heading that way,  though I believe your uncle Braedon is here still."
	Princess Aleksandra typed:

	Aleksandra smiled as she walked along, "I don't know why I am so happy really, your father probably poisoned your view of me, still should you chose it you shall have a place here in Amber."




Kerryl listened and took in all the details he could absorb. "Not really. He hasn't said much about anyone in the family. And I intend to keep an open mind. I think that he is a bit upset with Mirjana, in the manner in which I was introduced. I can't say I don't blame him, but Mirjana's always been dear to me. And he doesn't seem to trust many people, outside of his men. I don't think I'm what he expected for a son. Actually, he never expected a son. Some surprise. Perhaps 50 years ago or more, I would have met with or exceeded his expectations. I once lived the same lifestyle he does, but people change. Perhaps father can change as well some day. I'd like to have a home here as well."
	Princess Aleksandra typed:

	"To be honest you could have met everyone last night, I had thrown a party and everyone was in attendance,  of course all that changed and now there are very few royals still within Amber, most are in shadow or heading that way,  though I believe your uncle Braedon is here still."




Kerryl smiled at that. "We met Uncle Braedon at the gate. Father decided not to meet with him there for some reason, that's why he used the Trump. I got the impression that they didn't get along."
Aleksandra stops in her tracks, "Oh, I did not realize I saved your fathers life,  he has a duel with Braedon that was set for last night but events conspired to prevent it and now this."

"You mean your father didn't know about you."
She turns and places her hands on his shoulders, "Well your here now and you have family,  in fact you have many aunts and uncles, I am sure at least some will be happy to see you."

She turns and waits a bit then instructs some of the royal guard as to the situation in Arden, telling them to send an investigative team to check on this as it may effect Ambers trade.  She also tells them to provide the team some military escort.  "You will need to check with the rangers as to where this occurred, as well as ask for their tacit help."

As they move off and provide distance for the two royals she turns back to Kerryl.

"So tell me about yourself, I want to know everything, should I have some food brought to your room ?"
Kerryl was glad that Aleksandra was interested in talking. He hoped he could learn more about all that was going on in Amber. And he would certainly like some more food.

"Some food would be nice. I still need to build up my strength a bit more before walking the Pattern. It has been a busy journey here."

"Not much to tell really. I grew up in Hawthorne and was raised by Mother, Lady Coralyne Sawall. I knew nothing about my father, but Mother said I would meet him one day. I had no idea who and where he was. I didn't even know if he knew about me. I eventually gave up on asking. I had many other relatives that I occasionally saw from House Sawall, so I never really missed having a father. Looking back, I suppose I really had "

"I spent most of my time learning as much as possible about horses and fencing. I wanted to be a duelist and a horseman, as long as I could remember."

"After I left school, I joined the Hawthorne army in the service of House Sawall in the Black Empire. As I got older, I saw less of Mother. I eventually climbed the ranks and took my mother’s place as head of the Hawthorne army and later turned it back over to her. We were in continuous battles with rival Houses and allied with other Houses and I fought in those battles for over 100 years. I suppose the battles will continue for centuries to come."

"I went back to raising and breeding horses. And I later earned a post working for my Grandmother Lady Titania Sawall. She is the Over Lady of the Elders of Hawthorne. She and my Grandfather Lord Sawall are the heads of our House. As a duelist, I enforced the Rule of Hawthorne and was her right hand."

"During my free time, I visited other Shadows just to see other places. Some were more interesting than others. I liked venturing on my own."

"It was during those years that Mirjana, Ilse, and Reinier visited. Mirjana visited often, but the others never did return. I enjoyed having visitors in Hawthorne, because it was such a rarity."

"Grandmother told me that it was time to visit my father and would make arrangements. Mirjana came more frequently and spent time telling me of Amber and things that I would need to know when I visit. I saw her Trumps and she identified who they were, so that hopefully I would recognize everyone. They were a different style than those I was already familiar with, I didn’t know that others outside of the Houses used them as well, that was a surprise. My Uncle Mandor Sawall trained me in their use. I think you would like each other."

"Soon, it was decided that I should go. Mirjana took me to a Shadow called Janus.  Janus was recently conquered by Mother. That’s where Mother and Khar were reacquainted. And we interrupted their reunion. That is what Father was upset about."

"I continued my journey with Father and that’s pretty much it."
She listened to his story and nodded several times.
She then rose, "Wow you have quite a lineage young man, let me go get a servant to fetch us that food, and I shall be right back."

She could no longer hold off on the trump and after she had spoken with a servant about fetching two large breakfasts and some wine, she opened to it.
Prince Kerry’s Suite is described as follows:

The first thing one would notice is the dark stained oak woodwork, trim, and flooring against simple white walls. The style is pure Victorian. There are chandeliers in each room and all the furniture are in his colors, grays and silver.

The far side of the room has a small balcony that overlooks the stables and roads beyond, so that one can observe the activity. A small oaken table with chairs is on the balcony, so that one can enjoy the scenery while dining, writing, or having a quiet drink.

Inside the balcony rests an oaken roll-top desk, where any important papers would be kept and where work would be done. Stacks of lawyer’s cabinet bookcases are on both sides, filled with assorted books of interest.

Opposite the desk is an oaken bar cabinet with glasses and bottles of assorted drinks. On the cabinet, is Kerryl’s collection of Meerschaum bowl pipes and his pipe tobacco.

Along the walls on bookshelves are miniature statues of various horses and reference books on the care of horses. By the bedroom door on the right is a sword rack with an assortment of sabers from different places and different times.

On the left is a large fireplace with a white marble mantle and trim.  A portrait of Kerryl hangs over the mantle. In front of the fireplace are some comfortable chairs and a sofa. And a couple of quilts as coverlets.

The chandelier in the center of the each room spreads the light throughout the room.

In the center of the bedroom, along the far wall is a massive four poster oaken bed. It is covered with hand made quilts with simple designs and a couple simple pillows.

The oaken bedroom floor has a large throw rug that covers most of the room, that matches the woodwork. A smaller fireplace is on the left, with a design similar to the larger one. A small bathroom and an oaken wardrobe are on the right, where Kerryl keeps his clothing. A small sword rack is mounted on the wall, next to the wardrobe cabinet.

End of description

Kerryl went to his quarters, so that his Aunt could take care of her responsibilities. He had taken too much of her time, but enjoyed her company. He saw a fruit basket with cheeses and wines on the table. There was a note attached to it, welcoming him to Amber and signed by Aleksandra. He sat his possession on the desk and found a comfortable chair to rest. He closed his eyes and briefly rubbed them. He was certain that Aleksander would return soon.

He felt much better and made himself comfortable and relaxed. His healing was complete and knew that a little more rest would be nice. There was still time before he would walk the Pattern and he wanted to be at his best.

If it was the spirit that made walking it easier, then he was certainly ready. He felt great. But in reality it was his stamina that would be taxed the most and that required a little more rest. He didn't want to take any chances.

He decided that he absolutely loved this place. There was a quality about it that made it more tangible and more real, but he didn't understand why. Aleksander was certainly a dear and hoped that he would get along well with the others.

He nodded off for a time.

 Aleksandra walks over to Kerryl's door and knocked lightly on it.

"Lord Kerryl, are you there?"
There seemed to be no response from within the room. The door is closed, but isn't locked.

"Strange..."

She waited for the food to arrive and entered with the servant.
She looked for her nephew at that time.

Kerryl was asleep and was troubled by his dreams, unable to hear the door knocking. It was a dream that has troubled him for years and the end was always the same. And he always tried to change the result, but has yet to do so.

Seeing that he is asleep she took the comforter from the bed and covered him.

She looked to the servant, "Just leave the food for him there on the table."

She looked at the man now sleeping, and smiled a bit.
"Maybe the hellride here was a bit much.

She moved over to the balcony and opened the windows a bit so a clean breeze would enter the room.

She walked over to his chair and made sure he was comfortable. She then walked over to the candles to snuff them out so he could get some sleep.  If he was going to walk the Pattern he would need it.

After writing a brief note and leaving it on his desk by the food, she left so the young Lord could sleep.

Kerryl relived the circumstances that led to losing Cassandra, as he had for many years. It was still as painful in his dreams as it was when it happened.

Yet when she was taken away from him this time, instead of the enraged wakening that usually followed, something within him felt different. She called out his name. A spark of hope grew, giving him a confidence of purpose, not the fear of separation. He saw her features very clearly and his waking thought was Soon, my love... Soon.

He woke, sweating but unchanged this time. He rose from the chair.

How odd, he thought. The room was mostly lit from the outer daylight and the breeze from the window felt good. He looked around and remembered where he was. I'm in Amber. Good. He lit some candles on the table and saw the note left by his Aunt, next to the fruit basket. She wanted to see him before walking the Pattern. He was certain that she would.

He wondered how long he slept and thought that it was time to find out what was going on in the castle. He felt pretty good and after using the facilities and washing up, he was certain that he was in perfect shape. He changed his clothes, since the ones he wore were wrinkled and strapped on his weaponry. He then took inventory of his possessions and put them away.

He took some food out of the basket and a long pull from the bottle of wine, to wash it down. Then he was ready.

He left his room and started down the hallway.

Chapter 10: Kerryl’s World Falls Apart
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Kerryl headed for the main public rooms to see if there was any activity. He hated to think that he kept anyone waiting for his arrival.

Kerryl wasn't sure where anyone else would be, so he retraced his steps to the main hall of the castle and looked around.

Things looked pretty quiet around the castle and it was mostly servants milling around the halls. He had no idea when people would start looking for him and he had no idea when the festivities would begin, if there were any. He felt pretty comfortable in the castle, as comfortable as he had in his own home. Was this home as well? He wondered to himself. He soaked the atmosphere in while he could.

Kerryl didn't want to disturb the servants, so he found a well cushioned chair in a quiet spot and made himself comfortable. He withdrew his silver case and pulled out his Trump deck. He looked through them all, pausing at each one to regard them. Then he saw the one he wanted.

He held it before him and concentrated his will upon it. He gazed upon her features and smiled and waited...

Ilse hadn't been wandering the castle's corridors long, when she happened upon Kerryl's quiet spot.  She paused and watched him quietly, sensing that he was trying to communicate through a trump.  His features seemed familiar to her, as if they had met previously.  In fact they reminded her of Prince Charming.  Could it be Kerryl? she wondered as she waited patiently to be acknowledged by him.

The wide doors to the main hall swing open in synchronicity, becoming two architectural parentheses for the man entering the center of the aperture.

Prince Lazare, Cloak swirling behind, strides within, passing his hat to a servant, not breaking his pace as he moves, a herald announcing his arrival.

"His Royal Majesty, Grand Admiral Lazare!"

His eyes sweep the room, drinking in the tableau, before he speaks himself.

Kerryl's concentration was broken by the voice of the herald's announcement. "What the... Lazare?"

Kerryl put the Trump down and looked up, finally noticing someone standing nearby. A young lady was regarding him with amusement and curiosity. He looked at her lovely features and smiled, knowing that he saw her before on a Trump recently, but mostly he recalled her face from her childhood. "Ilse? Can it really be you?" He stuffed his Trumps into a pocket and rose from his seat.

He reached out, took her hand, and kissed it. He released her hand and made eye contact. "By the Serpent, it has been so long. How have you been?"

Ilse was quite lost in her own little world as she studied Kerryl.  She had been recalling an old story in which Kerryl played the part of her Prince Charming, when Lazare announced his presence.  She gasped slightly as she was startled out of her daydream, and her cheeks turned a pale shade of pink.

She offered her eldest brother a smile before turning her attention back to Khar's son.

"Kerryl," Ilse greeted with a warm smile.  "I thought it was you!  We saw the banners when we returned from Hawthorne."  She allowed him to take her hand, and her blush returned when he kissed it.

"I'm well, all things considered.  I do hope you've had a pleasant journey...how long have you been here?  I imagine Aleksandra has already gotten a room prepared for you.  Have you met your aunts and uncles yet?" Ilse asked him, eager to show him all of Amber.  "Lazare is just over there..."

It looked like they both had a host of questions to ask and this seemed a good time to get reacquainted.

He took her arm in his and walked down the hall towards Lazare. "The trip was strange and eventful, we arrived intact but tired. Arden was a beautiful place. A splendid room was readied for me by Aleksandra and she's the only relative I've talked to so far. I've been asleep for some hours, so I don't know how long I've actually been here. You could start by introducing me to my Uncle Lazare and then perhaps we can take a walk and get caught up on family events. So, you were in Hawthorne? I hope all is going well with our House. I was just trying to Trump Mother to let her know I made it to Amber, I was hoping that someone from House Sawall would be here to be my guest when I Pattern walk."

Kerryl let Ilse take the lead to see his uncle.

Lazare looks at Ilse with a fond smile, though his face dissolves into a quizzical look at her escort.

"Ilse!" he smiles "The world's turned upside down, but you're here to provide an island of stability."

"Yes, Reinier and I went to Hawthorne in search of Mirjana.  We didn't know she was summoned there to bring you home.  It's a long story really..." she said, pausing her steps.

A hint of sadness could be detected in her tone when she continued, "I'm sorry your trump call was interrupted.  I'd very much like to talk to my own mother."  Another pause, as the princess glanced in Lazare's direction.  She wondered briefly if he knew about their mother.  She then added, "There is a member of House Sawall present in Amber...besides you of course.  Lord Mandor.  I've only met him today, and he introduced himself as "Uncle."

It was pleasant to hear her voice and he could detect a hint of sadness in it but couldn't determine why. Something to do with our mothers, perhaps. Kerryl recalled that as a child, she was quiet, calming, and sensitive. She seemed to be so as an adult as well. Her smile was warm and contagious.

He would pursue the reason for her brief sadness later. He took in as many details as possible and it just triggered more questions. But they could wait.

Kerryl smiled broadly. "Mandor? That is good news, thank you. I suppose my Uncle has already found one of the ladies in Amber to charm and spend his time with. It is good to see you again as well, it has been so long."

Ilse flashed him a smile before starting to walk again.  "It's so good to see you again.  Come, here is Lazare."

Ilse led him to her brother.  "Uncle Lazare," she said in a playful tone.  "This is Prince Kerryl, our nephew.  He's come for his Pattern Walk."  She turned to Khar's son and said, "Kerryl, this is your eldest uncle, Lazare."

"Kerryl..." Lazare echoes the name...a more serious tone entering his own voice. "And who claims you for their son, Kerryl?" Lazare's note is curiosity, shaded with a little doubt, though in no way hostile.

Kerryl turned his attention from Ilse and faced his Uncle Lazare. His uncle was an impressive figure who seemed as fond of Ilse as he was. That alone, made Kerryl like him immediately. Kerryl smiled, bowed slightly, and reached out his hand to shake his Uncle's hand. "Hello Uncle Lazare, or should I say Your Majesty? I'm not certain what is the proper form in Amber and I don't want to presume on any familial titles. It is indeed an honor to meet you, sir. My father is Lord Khar of Amber and I'm the son of Lady Coralyne of Hawthorne, House Sawall."

Lazare grumbles in response to Kerryl's comment on titles.

"An overeager herald thinks to curry favor." He replies "Among family, I am Lazare...'Uncle' in you must add an honorific."

His eyebrow quirks a bit at the rest of Kerryl's comments. "I must say that you are rather more animated than your father gave us reason to suppose you." Lazare explains.

"How long have you studied the theories and metaphysics that drive the Pattern, that you feel ready to wager your life upon it?" He wonders, then.
Kerryl smiled at the comment regarding the herald. "Thank you Uncle Lazare. Since you are my father's brother, it is probably proper that I should use the honorific until I am considered more worthy and more part of the family. I'll try to answer any question you may have."

"I am slightly familiar with father's views and circumstance, and I can understand his position and anger. I would like to think that had he been raised in Hawthorne, he would have been different. He hasn't shared his perceptions of his relatives, so that I might develop my perceptions fairly and honestly. He only shared the circumstance of his upbringing and he seems to have issues about legitimacy."

"Although I was raised without a father, that didn't matter in our House. I was a Lord of Hawthorne and was raised with the respect and honor due to any member of the family. And Sawall is a proud House. My mother told me that she would tell me who my father was, when it was time. I finally discovered who he was and it was arranged for me to meet him. It has been an interesting experience getting acquainted with him, even though we have different personalities."

"Regarding the Pattern, my cousin Mirjana has spent some time preparing me to walk the Pattern. And father has given some advice as well. I've had experience in traveling Shadow and observing others, so I understand the fundamental dynamics involved there as well. Mirjana was confident that I am ready."

Kerryl shook his head to show that he isn't all bravado. "I know that it may seem foolish to be confident to be of the blood, only because my mother says it is so. But having met father, I have become even more certain. I am aware that if the Pattern rejects me, I will die. So I am not entering into this lightly. I intend to persevere and be worthy, if I am permitted to make the attempt."

Lazare nods in understanding as Kerryl speaks. "There'll be time later to discuss that." He allows, then nods to Ilse. "It would be...awkward to have a new kinsman die because a too-hasty decision was made."

"I presume you took the land route." Lazare states more than asks. "How did you find your journey?"

Kerryl grinned. "The journey through Shadow was pretty uneventful. Arden is a wonderfully scenic place. It was a shame that it was necessary to rush through it, to avoid some ill-tempered animals."

As Kerryl spoke, Ilse recalled her first Pattern walk and how difficult it was.  Surely Kerryl will master the Pattern and return a Prince of Amber.  She smiled at her nephew, for there was no doubt in her mind of his parentage.

"Lazare is right, the Pattern isn't something to take lightly.  You'll have to be well rested and in perfect health...but I'm sure you've heard that a million times," she said to Kerryl.

She returned her brother's smile and listened to the two men talk of Kerryl's journey to Amber.  "Ill tempered animals?" she asked with concern.

Kerryl recalled the unpleasant experience. "Yes, some green ape-like creatures with cat heads. They move pretty fast high in the trees. I think they killed a number of people in a caravan, perhaps some rangers as well. They have a method of attack that is quite foul and we didn't stop to check for survivors."

Kerryl smiled. "Thanks, Ilse. Yes, I know that it will probably be the most exhausting task I've ever experienced. I got some rest on the journey and some sleep after I arrived. And I've been keeping my energy up along the way. I think that I'll be ready when it is time."

"*IF* it is time." Lazare puts in, politely, yet firmly. "It is a crown decision, of course, but if the King remains absent, I shall have to act in Loco Parentis, and I will not act with undue haste....I do hope you understand." Lazare nods to Kerryl.

"A poor brother would I be to your father were I to let you march to your death for being under prepared." He adds. "Perhaps a consultation with Aleksandra is in order?"

"Our sister was speaking to Lord Mandor Sawall in the courtyard...oh, forgive me, Brother!  I forgot to mention that we have another guest!"  Ilse was unsure if Lazare knew Mandor.  "It's possible that he may have news regarding our mother."  As soon as the words escaped her lips, she wished that she had not said them.  Lazare didn't know yet that they shared the same mother...let alone that she was missing, possibly dead.

Kerryl heard the word if and his mind jumped back in time to when he thought that he would have to sneak in like a thief in the night to prove his heritage. He preferred to do it honorably and resigned himself to be more patient. His stomach felt a bit soured.

Kerryl tried to put on a good front. "Thank you for your concern, Uncle, I appreciate your thoughts of caution. If you think a consultation with Aunt Aleksandra is in order, so be it. I can be patient."

Kerryl heard Ilse mention Mandor and that he was with Aleksandra. Of course! She would greet the guests and Kerryl knew that they would get along famously. But she also mentioned our mother. She referred to Lazare as she did so, not Kerryl.

Kerryl thought, That didn't make any sense, unless Lady Rosetta was also Lazare's mother. And that makes no sense at all, no one in Hawthorne ever mentioned other relatives from Amber. And Rosetta was considerably younger that I and Lazare must be older than I. What does she mean and is this why she seemed sad?

Kerryl had to wait and learn more.

Lazare looks sharply at Ilse, and then arrives at a snap-decision. "Take me to my sister, Ilse." He says. "We all have much to discuss and I'd rather not do it in the open like fishers at market."

Ilse knew that she had said too much.  Lazare's sharp look had confirmed it.  Her concern for her mother invaded her thoughts, and she had let it slip out untactfully.  Yet, maybe some good will come of this, she thought to herself.  The sooner we understand our mother's intentions, the sooner we may be able to bring her home!

"Yes, Brother," came her simple answer.  And she led the way to the courtyard...

Oh, Mum, please be okay, wherever you are...

Kerryl fell into step behind them.

There was no way he would miss out on this. He was looking forward to seeing Mandor again. Anyway, Aleksandra wanted to see him before walking the Pattern. And he wondered what the story was with Aunt Rosetta, Ilse's mother.

A young courtesan approaches the gathering bowing, "Your Highnesses, and company."

He stays bowed for several moments before standing straight again.

"Have any of you perchance seen the Princess Mirjana, Princess Aleksandra has asked us all to try and locate her."
Ilse paused to address Wilhelm.  "Yes, Mirjana has been found, Sir.  I believe she's in her suite as we speak."

The young man smiles "That's wonderful news, thank you, your highness, I shall see to it that Princess Aleksandra is informed straight away."

He waits calmly to be dismissed or further spoken with as the royals deem it.

Khar soon appears on the lower levels with his usual pissy look.

Ilse offered the servant a smile.  "My sister has already been informed, but thank you, Wilhelm.  And we were just on our way to meet her."  The princess thought for just a moment.  "Wilhelm, would you mind doing a favor for me, please?  I believe Amber has another guest...could you see to it that a room is prepared?"

"Of course your highness is the guest male or female...?"

"Hmm?  Oh, male...his name is Mandor," she replied.

"I shall make one ready straight away your highness."

He bows again before departing.

The castle for some reason seemed a bit foreboding suddenly as if a dark cloud was settling over it.

"Thank you," she called after Wilhelm.  As the castle darkened, Ilse shivered involuntary, but she shook it off.  It's only a cloud...

"Well now, where were we?  Oh yes, the courtyard."  Ilse started out once again.

"RRAARHH!!!"  Khar let out a howl of frustration and anger.  He didn't have words to describe the emotions that had just crossed his face with that contact.  He turned and punched the was full force with his gauntleted hand to vent.

He was suddenly a scary image to behold as he was filled with rage.  He turned towards the nearest servant and threatened, "WHERE'S KERRYL!"  Not much of a question, but he got his answer at the trembling point towards the courtyard.  The rumors about his personality worked wonders in this situation.  Although this incident certainly wouldn't put him in the staffs good graces.

He turned and ran in that direction with no intent to stop.  The extent of delay of his trip would be to shout at any servants up ahead, "KERRYL?!?" and redirect his route as needed.

(Not exactly sure where everyone is, but I expect the others would have arrived at the Courtyard, per Ilse's post.  If not, Khar may intercept Kerryl in the hall.  Regardless, Khar will be heard long before he's seen.  His voice can carry across a battlefield, it should be easy to identify him from a distance.  On his way to the Courtyard...)

In the courtyard, Ilse saw Aleksandra. "Alek...have you got a moment?" Ilse called to her sister.

Aleksandra watched them escort Mandor to his rooms
and noticed Ilse coming with her brother and Kerryl.

"The Castle seems to be refilling as quickly as it emptied out,
of course Ilse I have time for my little sister, what brings such a handsome trio...?"
"Lazare wishes to speak to us all..." she said plainly.

Aleksandra smiled, "If it is official business perhaps we should go to one of the conference rooms, if not I am always happy to hear what my brother has to say  ?" She raised her eyebrow quizzically.

"KERRYL!"  Khar's voice cuts across the remaining distance of the courtyard as soon as he spotted his offspring.  "LET'S GO!"  He commanded with no indication he was to be disobeyed.  Khar was pissed.  That was clearly evident.  Yet there was also an underlining tremor in his voice, one of fearful concern.

Aleksandra turned startled by Khar’s sudden yell to his son.
She looked at Kerryl a moment and the other's quizzically.

Kerryl was waiting for Lazare, Ilse, and Aleksandra to have their discussion when he heard his father call out. He was startled at the urgency of it.

He looked at the three relatives. "Is something going on that I need to be aware of? The last time I heard him this angry, was in Janus."

Kerryl turned to the sound, not sure what to make of this. "I'm over here, father!"

A servant came running out behind Khar and headed to Aleksandra handing her a note.

Meanwhile in the Shadow Janus:

The Shining One stood over the shattered army enraged that he could not crush the other army that had fled through shadow.

He dropped the blonde haired woman to the ground a sickening crunch as she landed in her own blood.

His thick gauntlets clicked as he balled his hands into fists.

"Bring me her child find him NOW !"

A flurry of men moved off from the blinding figure before them.

His men cleared a path as the Princess strode through, she had a sword that flamed in her hands.  "SHINING ONE!!!" her voice cut through the air as she stood there.

"I will not allow you to do this... back off and leave the field... or I will bring in all and destroy you here and now." she meant it, she could see Coralyne and a tear slipped down her cheek.  She was pale perfection wearing shimmering armor now.

The Unicorn help her if the rest figured out she was gone again.  But her seeing had led her back here.  And it seemed too late to save yet another of her family.

"You had best stay out of this lest I cast you into the Abyss, the deeper darkness of that place is where you belong betrayer."

He laughs, "Though I should thank you, for slipping up and acting so predictable, you leave a trail as clear as the path of a tornado, even your father cannot save you should you dare to raise blade against me."

He picked up a spear from the back of one of the fallen it glimmered then shone like the sun.

"Leave now, or join her."

"you underestimate me... and my path was not hidden, but in plain sight, I did not know you were so mad as to attempt to destroy another.  Back off again, before the rest of your children arrive to see you this way." she was ready for his attack.  He would not kill her but she hated having to use the power that ran through her veins.

"Your own deceptions are a thing of madness too, I do not have to strike you down for my anger to be known, you by your very actions stand opposed to Amber, you would see it fall and you expect them to aid you, perhaps
some the traitors but the rest are mine and have proven their loyalty for centuries."

He hefted the spear and looked at it's tip before hurling it through shadow.
It burned holes as it traveled.

"So stay then when they arrive I will know my enemies."

Mirjana raised her hand and called out and the spear came to her hand drawn back through shadow.  "How dare you call me traitor brother... Amber is as much mine by right of blood as yours... my birth is as hallowed as your own and I will not let you destroy it with your insanity." she looked at him with pity.

"Predictable, enjoy what comes."

The Golden glow started to surround her soon she was a gleaming figure of blinding light.

When she could see again the figure was gone and she herself looked like the Shining One.

"Son of a..." Now Mirjana had to move.  She had to rid herself of his enchantment.  "Great... like Khar is going to buy this one..." she had to leave now... she collected Coralyne's body and made her way out into Shadow.  She would break the spell momentarily but first she had to save Her dearest friend. She knelt and gave her life to Coralyne, that did break the spell but it also left Mirjana weakened and near death herself.  "Keep.. them safe.." she whispered as she fell into a deep coma.
Back in the Courtyard:

Aleksandra read the note and stood there shaking her head slowly.

"Lazare,  I wish to show you this before we take any action."

She then looked at Kerryl, "Janus, you say do you have a trump of it?"

A hard look of genuine concern crossed her face, "I need to trump the others."

Then Aleksandra staggered gripping her head, "I am getting a trump I believe by the strength from Morrigan."

Kerryl was confused. "Janus? No, I don't have a Trump of Janus. That was a newly conquered Shadow, by my mother. I just have Trumps of relatives. I only visited there for a short while with Mirjana to meet father. Mother captured the Shining One for him and I killed him. Why would we need to go there?"

He realized the urgency in her voice. "Mother? Is she? No!" He hurriedly gets his Trump deck out and sorts through it for the Trump of his Mother and concentrates on it.

The trump is only faintly cool, no contact comes though.  Only a feeling of death and dying comes from it.
Kerryl's eyes flare to blazing red, his anger pushes him to the edge of changing form. He wants to strike out at something in futility. "NOOOOOO!"

He does his best to open the contact with every ounce of his will; if nothing else, to be able to reach her and pull her to him before she dies. Someone will die for this and I don't care who he is.

He howled in frustration, in a voice that wasn't quite human. "NOOOOOO!"

Khar stared at Kerryl who suddenly had a migraine or something even though he hadn't even told him about Coralyne.  "Get your horse.  We leave immediately."  A cool expression was shared with the others in attendance.  It seemed his 'happy' homecoming had been cut short.  I hate Amber.

Kerryl felt it, his mother's call growing stronger and then not only a trump contact but logrus as well as the contact grew stronger and stronger.

Hearing Khar's voice, Kerryl slowly regained his composure. But kept his fist clenched tight upon the useless Trump.

"Very well, I'll get Lucian. Aunt Alexandra mentioned Janus, it sounded urgent. My first thought was of Mother. I tried her Trump, she was dying and I couldn't reach her. She may already be dead. I don't know how we can get there quick enough, but there has to be a way."

"Damn! I'll kill the bastard who is responsible. With or without gaining Pattern. And when I come back, I'll brook no talk about delays of walking the Pattern from anyone. I'm going straight there, when I return to Amber." He didn't say if.

Kerryl turned to Aleksandra. "Be a dear and please let Mandor know what's happening, he can reach me by Trump, but I'm not waiting. He'll want to know and we can bring him to us."

Aleksandra looked to Kerryl wincing in pain, "I feel someone else may be in danger, please Kerryl take some royal guard with you and Khar, they are powerful you may need them."

She steadied herself, "Ilse do you still have that scroll, please give it to Kerryl so that he has a way back should things get to dangerous, I don't have any others on me."

Aleksandra couldn't hold back the trump anymore, "Yes...?"

Kerryl turned to run to the stables.

Kerryl froze in his tracks, feeling the tingling of a Trump contact and opened to it. He felt a familiar mind and smelled blood. "What the...?"
Coralyne saw her son and breathed a sigh of relief. "Is your father there... Kerryl I need both of you.. now.  Mirjana... I don't think she's going to make it... she gave me her life... to save..." she couldn't speak more, she held her hand out to him.

"Mother! Thank the Serpent, you are alright." The relief on his face was momentarily replaced with another shock. Mirjana is out of it and he doesn't see her moving. Coralyne resists Kerryl's pull and is trying to pull Kerryl through to her. "Very well, mother. KHAR! Come here, now!" He reached through the contact to hold onto her and to hold the contact open, afraid to lose them both. "Khar, Mirjana is dying! I'm going there, with you along. No option."

Kerryl heard Aleksandra and waited for Khar to get there and for Ilse's return.

He certainly took after Khar with his manner of speech.  He was also going to pay for those comments, even if said under duress.  Khar stepped around so he could look over Kerryl's shoulder and verify Coralyne was ok.  He had to talk to her so consented to go through.

Khar simply turned and started for the stables himself.  His jaw was set and his face grim at Kerryl's foolish explanation to storm the pattern.  If things weren't so dire at the moment Kerryl would be laying on his back for such rash statements.

As far as Kerryl killing the bastard, that would remain to be seen.  Khar normally wouldn't have blinked an eye at the hasty SOS.  Coralyne had never contacted him before.  The only conclusion would be it was a trap, except for the compulsion that drew him to the man.  He had to go.  He had to kill.  There was no other choice.

But Kerryl was still full of surprises.  Khar thought he heard Coralyne's voice.  Then Kerryl seemed to confirm it.

"Morrigan, what !!!,  listen a lot is happening here in Amber as well, Mirjana has gotten into trouble with possibly a shadow of father, I don't know but what I do know is Khar is greatly upset and his son too at the moment."

She took a moment to breathe and continued, "I cannot depart Amber but, I need to send aid to a shadow called Janus, and I will see what I can do if aid is needed there in your realm, but I fear for Ambers safety something is seeing fit to pull us from the homeland, to me it seems that way at least."

Aleksandra rubbed her temples slightly, "Are the things that attacked your realm Capes,...?  Khar had some problems with them, or was it some other kind of apelike creature ?"

"Harumph."  Khar snorted at the comment.  The damnable things were minor annoyances at best and lucky they weren't all butchered.
Aleksandra nods, "Capes, well they look like apes but also like felines,  I never really had much call to do biological examinations of them, but they are green furred,  If you and Shayan can, crush whatever army opposes you and return to Amber we may need you here,  hell Mirjana may need us in Janus but I will not leave Amber without defenders."

She said the last emphatically.

"I think Kerryl, the young man that came with Khar, is in trump contact with someone possible Mirjana, I cannot tell since you contacted me at the same time, stay in touch with me so I can verify if this is the case."

"Someone just wandered into your realm ?  I can only think that it must be one of the blood as the two of you saw fit to seal that place, listen do not allow your resources to dwindle they may be needed to protect not only your realm."

Aleksandra looked over to Lazare and shook her head.
She then turned her concentration back to the trump.

"How heavy were the losses suffered ?"

Ilse watched with wide eyes as the chaos developed around them.  Who would do such horrible things?  When Aleksandra asked her for the scroll, she simply nodded and ran up to her room to get it.  When she returned, Fritz was her shadow and her sword was at her side.

Ilse approached Kerryl to hand him the scroll.  "Alek said it would work like a trump to bring you home," she said to him quietly.  "I'm ready to help in anyway I can...Mirjana needs us..."

Kerryl looked at his cousin and took the scroll. "Thanks Ilse. I'm worried about Mirjana too. I'd like for you to come along, but it may not be safe out there. I don't know what we're up against and you may be needed here if we have trouble."

Aleksandra turned regarding two of the royal guard "You and You go with the boy and make sure he is protected, I shall be displeased if harm comes to him."

The two armored warriors nodded gave a slight bow to Princess Aleksandra and moved to Kerryl.  "We shall serve to protect you, your highness."

Kerryl doesn't notice any reservations from Coralyne. "Thanks Aleksandra. Thanks men, hopefully your services won't be needed. My priority is caring for Mirjana and protecting Lady Coralyne. You will be returned to Amber soon, I hope. Are we ready?" Kerryl is ready to send Khar and the men through first.

"Don't toss away their lives."  Khar said to Aleksandra as he stared at the guard.  It didn't matter what Aleksandra said, on the other side of that contact, they would have to deal with Khar and it wouldn't be conducive to their continuing health.

Ilse was hurt by Kerryl's decision, but she knew he was right.  "Here, take this too," she shuffled through her deck of cards and pulled out Mirjana's.  Ilse briefly glanced at the card she had made during a practice exercise, before handing it to her cousin.  "Your father has my card, and Alek's too...call us if you need help," she added.

Ilse reached up and hugged Kerryl, then pulling back, she looked into his grey eyes.  "Take care of yourself."

Then Ilse moved to stand in front of her brother, Khar.  She placed her hand on his arm.  "Bring them back home safely," she said to him, knowing that he was better suited to bring back Mirjana than she was.

Khar cared little for Mirjana.  He would have preferred to finish her off and get her out of his hair.  But if Ilse wanted her back, then he would do so.  At least until the meddling little vixen stuck her nose where it didn't belong again.  He nodded fondly to her.

Aleksandra held up her hand then to the guards, "Very well Khar, you remove my shield of protection from you, don't let pride overrule caution."  Her ice blue eyes flashed with a bit of anger.

Kerryl heard Khar's words and acquiesced. They probably would get in Khar's way and that would be unfortunate for them. Then something else occurred to him that had troubled him, but he couldn't quite pin it down. And thought of another plan.

Kerryl returned Ilse's hug.

"Thanks, Aleksandra. I have an important task for your men instead, if it is alright with you. Stay with Princess Ilse and protect her at all costs, she is my kinsman with roots in Sawall and if we are targets, she may be as well. Ilse, thanks and please be careful, try to find Reinier. Make sure all is well with him. Let's go father."

Kerryl reached for Khar's hand. It troubled Kerryl that he started to sound more and more like his father. Kerryl was used to being in charge of his own actions and decisions for many years. And being a reduced to the status of a child in everyone's eyes grated on him.

Aleksandra nodded, "Ilse is, and shall remain under my shield, just take care of yourself, your my only nephew and I'll not lose you! and for heavens sake bring Mirjana home as well."

Aleksandra gave a soft smile to Ilse.

"Ilse, if Kerryl's words are so then we must see to it our other guest is like wise under protection at the least that he is aware of potential harm."

Kerryl had forgotten Mandor. "Yes, thank you, please let Mandor know of the events. He has my Trump as well. We'll return as soon as we can, I don't want to lose my family here either."

"Don't take everything at face value."  He shot back at her leaving that for her to ponder.

"Whose Mandor?"  Khar asked Kerryl.

As they head through the Trump contact Kerryl replies. "Mandor's my Uncle from House Sawall, Mother's half-brother. He's very charming. I hope you will like him, we may need his help. And he's the best man you can hope for to cover your back when you need it. I expect a Trump contact the moment he hears the news. He'll be furious that Coralyne was attacked."

Kerryl and Khar vanish from the Courtyard.

Chapter 11: The Shining One and the Cursed Spear
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Coralyne pulled her son and former Lover through.  They found themselves on a bloody battlefield, and near Mirjana was a  golden spear that still glowed and a rip through shadow was visible in the air above the battle field, wind swirled in it blowing odd things here and there in the shadow.  Coralyne was holding Mirjana.

She looked at Kerryl and Khar, "She gave up her life force to keep me from dying.... and she stopped him but he cursed her.. made her turn into him for a moment.. probably hoping Khar would kill her for him, he couldn't kill her... But giving up her life force bled away the spell." she was upset that was obvious.  "Damn him to the abyss for this... for harming her... she's like a daughter to me... and she wouldn't let him kill me."

Kerryl saw where they were and he wasn't at all pleased. Why would the middle of a battlefield be safer than Amber? He hugged his mother to console her, then he held her face in his hands and met her gaze.

"Mother, I feel the same as you. And I don't want to lose either of you. Ever! But please listen! On this battlefield, we are sitting ducks. They may come back. We have to find a place to care for Mirjana. I need to know why you didn't want to come to Amber. It's very important. Who was responsible for this and why wasn't Amber safe? Tell me, please! I am not familiar with this Shadow and I need you to tell me where you know would be a safe place. We need to get you both safe. Please!"

He briefly turned to his father. "Father, if you has a suggestion, I'd love to hear it. I regret my words and tone earlier, but Mother wanted you here as well. I know you aren't particularly fond of Mirjana, but I'd gladly trade places with her to keep her safe. I'll change forms and you can put Mirjana on my back and I'll carry her anywhere we need to go."

Coralyne stared, "We aren't safe anywhere... don't you understand... we thought the Shining One was just a Shadow.. but he isn't.. he's real.. very real... He's.... Oberon.... he would have killed me but she put herself between us.  So he attacked her.  He wants you dead Kerryl, any child of his children... he has slaughtered them all." her eyes were wild.

The revelation hit Kerryl and he finally understood. In his mind, such thinking and behavior was pure insanity. And he realized how fortunate he has been. If he had traveled with Mirjana or stayed in Janus, Oberon would have found him already. The change of plan, going with Khar, kept him out of Oberon's reach. But barely. But he found them instead and he would certainly return again. Something must be done to prevent that.

"By the Serpent! He must be utterly insane. Mother, perhaps you are right and there may not be a safe place, but anywhere is preferable to staying here in the open. We have to go someplace that he wouldn't expect. The further away from Amber, the better. Could we get the protection of Lord Sawall or someone in our House for you both? It's worth a try. We have to try. I can keep moving and draw him away from you both."

Khar took in the battlefield.  He estimated the army, the strength, the tactics used.  He walked over to Coralyne and looked her over.  He gently put a hand to her chin and rotated her head left to right examining any injuries to see what was used.  He then looked into her eyes and let slip a look of caring that lasted but a moment before he turned away.

"The Shining One is dead.  I wouldn't know about the place if he wasn't.  If Oberon took his form then he meant to send me a message.  I know a place that should be able to help.  I won't be able to stay though.  I have business to attend to."  He stared at the spear for a bit.  "How far is Hawthorne?  You arrived quickly last time I was here.  Perhaps they can speed our journey."

He saw the golden spear and picked it up with the brief look at the 'hole'.  This wasn't an honorable weapon...

A Golden glow wrapped about Khar shining brightly soon he became a figure cloaked in sunlight.  An insatiable unreasoning rage filled him as he looked towards his son.

Kerryl listened intently to his father. That sounded reasonable, we could get to Hawthorne in a short while. He could find his way easily. His father stopped talking and he saw the glow and the hatred in his eyes.

Kerryl backed up and away from the women, keeping some distance between himself and his father and watching very closely for his next move. His father would have him outmatched, but if he was controlled, would he be as good?

Is this what happened to Mirjana and perhaps to all of these supposed Shining Ones? Kerryl felt the fear in his soul because he didn't want to harm his father. But he would have to do something.

He slowly forced the change to his Nightmare form and kept Khar's attention forced upon him, but he chose the demon form with claws. That would give him some protection with armor and hands to work with. He would not use a blade on his father. Kerryl thought. Damn Oberon to the endless pit for doing this to my family. Come on lad, concentrate... The change should be complete in a moment... no sudden moves... be defensive and alert... be ready to move quickly... don't get flat-footed...

Kerryl watched him in detail, any muscle movement to anticipate his attack. "Father, you are being controlled by that damned staff! Snap out of it! I'm Kerryl, your son! The Shining One, Oberon, that maniac that calls you his bastard, is controlling you. Do you want to be his puppet? Him of all people!  Fight that murderous butcher! I don't want to fight you."

Coralyne looked at her son, "We'll have to bring him to the point of death to stop him... it's the only way... he'll end up like Mirjana.  She was trying to keep this away from any who could be harmed by it."

She reached out and grabbed something with her logrus and before he knew it, Mandor arrived, his uncle was elegant as ever, with lace cuffs on his shirt and the black of his elegant vest and pants.

Kerryl was distracted from watching his father, by his Mother's movements and saw some black tendrils leave her hands and terminated into nothing. Then as the tendrils withdrew Mandor appeared. Kerryl never heard of or saw such magic before and to see his mother use it, startled him. "What in the name of the Serpent was that, Mother? Mandor! It's good to see you again! My father is possessed by that spear, watch yourself and don't touch it!"

He knew his attention was diverted from his father for enough to cost him dearly, but corrected it as quickly as possible. Hopefully it was enough. "Very well, Mother. But be careful!" Curse me for a novice.

A single crimson drop of blood, perhaps Coralyne’s, drips down the edge of the spear head it's color tinting the glow with ruby flames...

The center of the sun's light stared at Kerryl seemingly unaffected by his plea.
"I know your heart, your ambition.  You think you can rise and take everything from me?  Kill me?  Erase the name of Khar from MEMORY?!?!?"  His anger seemed to intensify the heat.  It wasn't real, but the sunlight seemed to burn hotter with his anger.

Khar did nothing to interfere with Kerryl as he sought to change except give a look of disgust.  He kept on taunting his son.  "You are weak.  How could a son of mine not seek battle?  Not THRIVE on battle?!?  You will learn servility and NEVER oppose me AGAIN!"  The large sword was drawn now as well as the golden spear.

And indeed it will change.. she isn't hurt anymore
He turned to Coralyne.  "AND YOU!  YOU DARE GIVE BIRTH TO SUCH AN ABOMINATION!!!"  The Shining Khar took the necessary step to close within range of her.  The spear came around in a sweeping motion, trying to catch her legs and lift her off the ground.  At the same time the sword came around in the same arc and attempted to pierce her exposed back severing the spine.

Cora's arm came up and caught his sword and with strength he hadn't known she had he flew backwards, though kept his feet with his new found power.

"You will never harm my son... or me.." her rage was cold and calculating.

She spun with a huge sword, now matching Khar's height and build, but instead of shining, her form seemed to swallow the light from him.

The Spear pulsed the light going from golden to an electric blue and it was as if the shadow became more of an ordered thing even the holes burned through the shadow earlier sealed up.  To those of chaos the feel of orders fury was tangible in the air.

Mandor appeared and taking in the situation he released a ball that floated before Khar.  The order of the spear held it at bay but still it would keep him from approaching Kerryl, Coralyne or Mirjana, or Mandor.

Kerryl withdrew his blade to defend himself and his mother. Lords, she moved fast! Thanks, Mandor.

Saber and claws against his father's blades. He couldn't believe that his father truly felt this way, although he knew that warfare WAS his life. It wasn't Kerryl's. And he knew that his father was probably consciously or subconsciously disappointed with him. Deep within him, Khar felt those words.

It mattered not that Kerryl was as seasoned as either of them in battle, centuries of fighting, Kerryl knew that Khar thought that Kerryl was weak. And unworthy. No. Don't go there. Ever!

I...AM...and...this...ends...here...now...

"I serve no one, father." Kerryl said flatly and at his full size, he lunged.

He used his saber to block away his father's blade and used his clawed hand in an upward jab to punch him on the jaw with all the strength he could muster, while trying not to overbalance himself too much.

The punch seemed to connect and may have jarred him a bit, but not noticeably. Kerryl used the momentum and his strong legs to avoid his swinging blade and leap out of range. He turned and faced Khar again and decided upon another tact and hoped it wouldn't cost him his life.

Kerryl leveled his gaze at Khar trying to reach the mind within forcing his will into his father's mind. Trying to match hate for hate and trying to convince himself of his own words, which hurt him as much as he hoped it would enrage Khar. "Pfaw! And to think I called you father. Without your weapons and armour you're no better then the men I beat in your petty little initiation. I took it easy on them for your sake. What a joke. You hide behind your armour and weapons and your pathetic excuse for an army. Your brothers laugh at you, you as much as said so yourself. Your father enjoys your suffering, dangling you on his string. And you call me weak? You and your little army are pathetic. And you think you're worthy of ruling Amber? Or my mother's love? You haven't the stomach or the nerve to face me without your weapons and me in human form. I know the weak one and it's not me. I'm not anyone's puppet. Go ahead hide behind Oberon's skirt and his little toy that controls you and be his faithful puppy. Fitting. For the bastard you are. You deserve no better..."

Kerryl stuck his sword into the ground and began shifting back to human form. Kerryl motioned for Khar to come to him. "Come here... Susan."

Shining Khar's analysis of the newcomer was cut short by a punch from his own son.  He didn't take time to admire the guts of the move as the raw hatred for the punk still ruled him.

The hit on Khar's honor worked.  Ignoring the others who seemed afraid of him.  He whirled both weapons and stabbed them into the ground.  "I should have beat you more as a child.  Even better to never have spawned you or your brothers and sisters.  That can be corrected."  He stepped in front of the weapons so Kerryl would have to go through him to get to them, yet still within the radius of the spears influence of order.  He didn't even dwell on the hypocrisy of paranoia being generated by a weapon of order.  His child wanted him dead.  He wasn't going to let that happen.

Gauntleted hands clenched and prepared to pulp Kerryl into submission.

The SPEAR flashed when stabbed into the ground far away Khar could feel his men heading to do his bidding in his minds eye he could see his troops preparing for war.  Each one glowed slightly a small symbol of fealty and purpose he had but to let them know his wishes and they would move.

Small tendrils of blue shot light sealed the two combatants off from the others.
For the moment it seemed Coralyne, the unconscious Mirjana and Lord Mandor were safe.

The metallic ball slowly orbited them and informed Mandor of the metaphysics of what was occurring.

Kerryl stepped forward with hands raised forward, one clenched fist, the other palm open, in a stance combining boxing and wrestling. And being loose and nimble to move quickly, speed may be more important than strength. He knew that other styles may be called upon, but this would do for now.

He faked a few swings to test his father's reflexes and handedness strengths and weaknesses. And not overbalancing himself. If Khar lunged to grapple, his stance was ready for that too. His open palm ready to block punches. Hard and soft, just like in training. He watched for his father's move.

Shining Khar didn't know who.  He didn't know why.  He just knew the one that MUST die.  He raised his hand, fingers spread to the horizon and called out.  "DESTROY JULIEN!!!"

Then his attention was back on Kerryl.  A small delay, then he could get on with business.  But this one needed a lesson.  A lesson pounded into his soul.  Unswerving Loyalty.  Obey or suffer.  Obey or die.

Khar normally favored his left hand.  Kerryl knew that much from the time they spent together.  He had grabbed the spear with his left hand, but also used that giant blade of his in his right.  Analyzing handedness probably meant gaining little advantage vs an Amberite.

Shining Khar came at Kerryl.  He was in no hurry yet didn't waste any time.  He simply walked towards his son.  The spear's barrier should limit the area.  The blinding light limit his effectiveness.  Defense wasn't necessary unless proven to be.  Khar simply came right in.  A quick step to gain position outside his swinging arm and minimize the effect of his opposite hand.  A block & grab to gain control of Kerryl's attacking hand.  Khar's other hand coming in to secure a hold on Kerryl's torso and soon he could wrap him up and break his body.  After that it wouldn't take much to break his mind.

Kerryl figured that his father wouldn't try any finesse moves. His father seemed to detest finesse and prefer brute force. Just a different way of doing the same thing. Khar would just come in and overpower Kerryl and try to snap him like a twig. It would be like trying to stop a charging bear, probably worse.

Kerryl was focusing on his training in Hawthorne and in Shadow. He had to develop a style that fit him well, he needed to keep improving himself. Crucial for one who faced the unexpected daily as a duelist and in defense of Hawthorne.

Kerryl hadn't led a sedentary lifestyle for the last 50 years, as his father would 'think'.

Kerryl even blocked out the outburst, ignoring any distractions. Whoever Julien was, he could only hope that stopping Khar, here and now, would make a difference. Then we could contact the others.

Recap explanation of the position for simplicity sake - Sorry: Khar half-stepped to his left (Kerryl's right) and Khar used his right hand to grab the back of Kerryl's right hand and push it toward him to secure him sideways. Thus securing the right arm.

Khar moved in to 'attempt' to wrap his arm around Kerryl's waist with his right hand on Kerryl's right hand and his left hand reaching around 'behind' Kerryl's waist (on Kerryl's right side) also to trap the right arm around his body.

Soon, Kerryl will 'nearly' have his back to Khar as he reaches through and around his waist.

End of recap. Looks bad for the boy. Sorry about the confusion. This is easier with two bodies face to face.

Kerryl knew he was outmatched on strength. But there were other means, if there was still time and opportunity.

Khar had another advantage that Kerryl didn't and it was about time that was rectified.

Kerryl willed some structural changes to his form as Khar reached to move in.

The surface of his body quickly hardened to his maximum ability, into an exoskeleton, and grew razor sharp spikes on every square inch of his skin (but not on his palm and bottoms of feet), approximately an inch long, becoming a walking pincushion. His fingers elongated into sharp spikes and a single sharp horn grew from the center of his forehead.

Kerryl hoped that he would cause Khar to release his grasp on his hand, even through his gauntlets or at least make it difficult to keep his hand clenched. And if he completed reaching around, he would have to deal with the spikes.

Would it be enough? Kerryl wondered.

With control of Kerryl's one arm and a hand grip on his opposite waist, Khar rotated Kerryl's body away and forced his controlled arm up so Kerryl's punch would have to travel across his own body AND avoid his own arm.  It should minimize the assault if not make it ineffective altogether.  When Kerryl stepped forward he positioned Khar a bit behind him.  It should be a simple matter for Khar to rotate his own body to pull Kerryl backwards for a throw to the ground.  If Khar is stronger, that is.  By following the fall, he would crush the whelp and be positioned on top of Kerryl and be able to control things from there.

The annoyance of his son became a 1000 points of pin pricks changed his plan.  Khar stepped backward pulling Kerryl with him to keep him off balance.  He stepped back off to Kerryl's right side giving up the option of a bear hug.  Dropping to his left knee he used his right hand to trip Kerryl back over his right knee in an attempt to drop him to the ground.

Mirjana roused a moment, glancing over she looked to Mandor, "The spear, you have to get it away from him." she had to swallow for strength to speak more, "affects those, of the blood." she collapsed back again.

Kerryl was pleased that he got some of the desired effect, but this wasn't over by a long shot. And it was embarrassing to get tossed and tripped so easily. He just didn't have the strength to grapple effectively. And it was difficult to see him in detail, due to the sun-like glow. Kerryl kept seeing floaters. A slight adjustment of his eyes, filtered out most of the glare.

His father pulled him off balance backwards to unceremoniously dump him on his backside or balanced backwards over Khar's knee, which was what he didn't want.

Come on, Kerryl, focus on training and stop messing around. Bend like the willow.

As Kerryl fell backwards over Khar's knee, he rolled into a ball and over and past the knee. His fore arm was still caught fast, so he couldn't escape, but he allowed the shoulder joint to swivel and rotate, the exoskeleton was ideal for being multi-jointed. And when his back hit the ground, he sprung both his legs up in the direction of where his left chin should be, to connect with both heels at full strength.

Kerryl thought as he kicked out. If I'm successful, it may cause him to break his grasp and nurse a sore jaw, to give me a breather. And if I only glance his chin, the momentum should still carry me away from his body and I will be facing him on all fours (or three's), with him on my right. Smart man, I'll grant him, on his left knee he's protecting his vitals. Very reminiscent of typical wrestling positions.

He threw full force into the kick and hoped for the best...

Spikes scraped against armor as Kerryl failed to land on his back.  He had but a moment to marvel that Kerryl's shoulder hadn't dislocated.  Keeping a lock with his right arm and his weight on the pinned arm so Kerryl couldn't escape, Khar turtled up for the expected kick.  Leaning forward and huddling low so the impact occurred before Kerryl hit his maximum force, Shining Khar tucked his chin down and let the feet ricocheted off his helmet us and away to dissipate the force.  It was like kicking a rock at a bad angle.

His left hand followed with a punch to Kerryl's pinned shoulder seeking to pop the insect like arm joint free from the body.

Kerryl groaned with the punch to the shoulder.

Now on all three's but one shoulder pinned to the ground, he decided this was getting tedious. He recalled some of the more irritating creatures that are found in Hawthorne. Tiny Critters who really don't like to be picked up or stepped on and show their displeasure. Similar to stinkbugs on Shadow Earth. He knew that his father's memories of the ape creatures in Arden were still fresh in his mind.

Concentrating through the pain from his shoulder, he shifted his tear ducts and sinus cavity to have protective filters. Then he altered his sweat glands under the spikes, which became hypodermic needle like. The glands constricted and shot out an oily substance in all directions through the spikes. Kerryl could still smell the acrid odor, but wasn't affected by the worse effects.

It had some unusual properties. First, it's very slippery and not water soluble. Secondly, it has the properties of tear gas.

And Kerryl tried to pull himself free of his grasp.

Mandor tossed one of his Steel orbs and as it lightly touched Mirjana she vanished into it with a swirl of reddish light.

He then turned to Coralyne, "My dear lady, please allow me to handle these two gentlemen, it is my duty to make sure the lovely ladies of my homeland are safe, please you must go for while they fight, our true enemy may still yet be moving to strike you down."

Coralyne frowned, "Very well though you know I can well take care of myself, get the spear to me.. I'll get rid of it... or put it somewhere far away.  And when Khar recovers, tell him I don't ever want to see him again." she waited a moment before vanishing on her own.

Mandor was about to have a Steel orb carry the spear without touching the cursed thing.

Slowly as if a dark pall had been cast spears everywhere in shadow became dark things.

Christ’s side in some shadow was pierced by a spear.

In another a Celtic god killed his parent with one.

In another a spear allowed Hitler to seize control of the world.

Stars that shone with a gold radiance dimmed.

Solar Gods felt their power waver and felt the hate of someone they did not even know.

A blanket of semi darkness swept out across shadow.

Even into the shadow where the two gods fought.

The Shining one's spear shuddered into the ground before Mandor’s orb could reach it the spear had dimmed and fell into a crack in the shadow.

The trembling earthquake from this knocked Mandor to the ground though Coralyne through difficulty remained standing.

The Orb with Mirjana slowly floated back to Mandor.

Kerryl recalled when they first came to this spot on the battlefield, that they were sitting ducks. And after Coralyne's explanation, Kerryl knew that they must get out of there at any cost. It was just a matter of time before they would be found.

He didn't want to lose Mother. He didn't want to lose Father. And Lords, he didn't want to lose Mirjana.

Had his perception changed from taxing his body so?

Or had what he feared, come to pass?

He only knew that they had to get out of there.

And he knew, somehow he knew, that they were too late.

Too bloody late.

As the light of the Spear dimmed and it fell into the fissure the Blue cage about Khar and Kerryl wavered and exploded outward quickly vanishing.

Mandor and Coralyne were hurled back through shadow suffering burns from a manifestation of order.

As Mandor regained his feet all his orbs came zooming back to him including the one with Mirjana floating within it.

Cora picked herself up and walked over and with bodily force now threw Khar away from her son.  "Don't you ever.. come near us again." she hurled at him, her eyes blazing furiously.  "Keep your damned Amber curses... MY SON will be raised in Chaos from hence forth."

Mandor is not as quick to rise he groans as the burns in him don't heal.
His normally stylish and debonair clothes scorches with lines of fire that he pats out.

"Coralyne No don't get close to him." Mandor’s eyes looked worried as he rolled to his feet.

He was about to rip the arm of his son out.  That would sufficiently humble the bastard and then he could move onto the REAL target.  Suddenly his olfactory senses were assaulted and his eyes started stinging.  BLAST HIM!  Khar yanked hard to separate the appendage from Kerryl but he slipped free as Khar fell back and rolled to his feet in a crouch.

He stood up ready to continue the fight.  Then the world darkened and the light in his head was snuffed.  The migraine was intense, like an ice cream headache magnified to amber level.  He was still trying to recover from it AND the stench AND his eyes when the earthquake dropped him back to the ground.

"WHAT THE ...?!?!?"  Khar snarled as his mind was suddenly his again and he tried to sort out the bizarre string of events that recently led him here.  He was still angry but no longer focused on Kerryl.  In face it was as if he totally forgot the man was there.

"WHERE DID THAT BLASTED THING GO!  I'M GONNA MAKE TOOTHPICKS OUT OF IT!!!"  He yelled to no one in particular as he stood and gazed around looking for the spear through his red teary eyes.

Khar was in no mood for foreplay after what he just went through.  He couldn't fathom why he had tried to kill her.  "What just...."  He just blinked in her direction with a look of confusion as she overrode him.  "What are you talking...."  He started to say when she continued screaming and dropped a bomb.

"NOW YOU'VE GONE TOO FAR!"  He retorted in her general direction although not quit focusing on her.  Blasted hellfire porcupine.  He was still angry and she reignited that anger.  "YOU HID HIM FROM ME FOR CENTURIES!  MY SON WILL KNOW HIS FATHER!  BESIDES, HE'S A MAN AND IS IN CONTROL OF HIS OWN DESTINY!"

What the blazes is going on!?!?  A lot just happened that made no sense to him.  Friends, Foes, Order, Chaos it all seemed to have stood on it's head and then scattered to the ends of shadow leaving a dark smear on everything.

Cora was still blazing at him, despite the burns on her arms, "I know you Khar.. you've been an ass since the first day we met and I'm not letting you hurt our son or me ever again." her eyes flashed as she stared into his eyes, her breasts heaved with her anger.  "your family is poison... your own father released that horrible cursed weapon."

Kerryl couldn't take it anymore. He moved to step between them and he winced with the pain shooting through his shoulder.

"Mother, Father. Stop this, please. Mother, we both know that he was under the influence of that staff. He couldn't stop himself, as much as I tried snapping him out of it. And as much as he was intent on killing me. Father, you must have no idea of what happened or you would be at her feet begging forgiveness, even though you couldn't stop yourself. Believe me. So, I know you must have no memory of it. This has to be discussed and settled between you. Mother, father may be an arrogant ass, but he cares deeply for you. Otherwise he wouldn't be here. He wants to be with you, although he's not very good about knowing how to tell you."

Kerryl grabbed both their arms and brought them closer on each side of him. "Now listen to me, both of you. And no arguments. Father, you will listen... please." Kerryl looked at Khar with a leveled gaze. "I love you both and I'm not going to be fought over, like I was some mewling infant. You two will discuss what each of you experienced, so you know and understand what the other went through. And hopefully try to put this behind. And discuss this calmly, as we get Mirjana and Mandor, and get the abyss out of this bloody place. Mirjana still needs our help. And by the Serpent, we will heal her! Agreed?"

He looked at them both to get their decision. "Agreed?"

"How do you know it was Oberon?  What's this talk of curses?  Who in shadow is Julien?!?"  Khar's anger was receding as he looked over his shoulder with a touch of uneasiness.  It was as if the sudden darkening was a sky reaching entity that watched him with a sinister grin.  He tried to brush it off as his mind playing tricks on him.  "I'll deal with my father."

His brain hurt.  He remembered her, but also many others that were similar.  How many had he killed?  No, those weren't his memories.  They were that glowing spear.  "If I recall right, the first time we met you had other things on your mind.  If I was so intolerable, why did you marry me?"  He did remember that, didn't he?

Kerryl stepped in and had his say.  Khar was now looking around him to view her.  He tried to ignore the stinging in his eyes and it made his vision a little unreliable.  Plus he still stunk!

Khar interjected words here and there as Kerryl had his say:

 "I wouldn't have killed you.  Even then I knew enough you were my son.  An no dominating spear was going to make me kill my son!"

 "I don't beg."

 "I..."  He had begun at the caring comment.  It was true, but he certainly wasn't going to admit it.  Neither did he deny it.

Agreed?!?  There were bigger things happening than this spat.  He knew Coralyne would be back.  He was the first one she had contacted when she was in trouble.

"I remember.  He started, staring right back in her eyes.  "I remember attacking you.  I also remember killing you 3 times.  I remember a score of weddings, yet I also know I have never married.  I remember this unrelenting hatred to kill my prodigy.  Yet that doesn't make sense with the overriding goal to protect my family.  I don't know what that damnable spear did to me, but I'm going to find out."

"If you never want to see me again.  My loss.  But Mirjana needs your help and something bigger than all three of us has been set into motion.  I would like Kerryl's help in rectifying that.  If he wants nothing to do with me, that's his choice."

Kerryl tried to make some sense of his father's words. The spear left fragments of memories but little else. Still, he is being obstinate. "Father, I will relate the events to you and explain what you missed. Perhaps it will all make sense and help you figure this all out. If you wish, I will do that as we take care of Mirjana. But first know this. When you were under the spear's influence, whoever sent that spear wanted all of the grandchildren of Oberon dead. And it was Oberon who attacked Mother and nearly killed her. And you did your damnedest to accomplish the geas of the spear. And I won't tell you how close you came, but I wasn't going to let you go through Mother and Mandor to get to me. We faced each other man to man. I said some hurtful things that I hope you never remember and if you do, you better know I never meant a word of it. I did everything I could think of to break that control, and trying to keep from killing you at the same time. Every Shining One must have been under the control of that spear. And for awhile, you were The Shining One!"

Kerryl paused and looked at his father. "You need to know some political details of Hawthorne and I will explain it to you when we have more time. I have no say over my fate. None. But know this and it better soak in. If you think I went through all that, and for you to say I don't want to see you again. And if you think that I'm not doing everything in my power right now, to do so. You're sadly mistaken! And if that Amberite pride is so damned important to you, you are going to be a very lonely man. You have some decisions to make. And for both our sakes, I hope it is the right one." Kerryl turned quickly before his father saw his eyes. And he wasn't waiting for his response. It was between his parents now, whether he believed it or not.

Kerryl decided it was time to check on the others. He hadn't spoken to his favorite Uncle yet and he hadn't had a chance to hug his dear cousin.

Cora was stunned by her son's outburst but then that motherly pride glowed in her, he was her son, making sure they all knew they were wrong in some way.  She stopped and settled back, she motioned to her Half-brother and waited for a moment.  To let Mandor fix Khar's stench.  IT was getting to even her and she could imagine poor Khar.

Mandor held up his hand and patted the trump deck at his side.

He then continued his conversation with Ilse.

Kerryl knelt over the form of Mirjana, while Mandor was in Trump contact. Mirjana. His friend, his cousin, his teacher, his student, and his closest confidant.

He wanted to hold her hand and kiss it, but she was in the protection of Mandor's orb. He remembered how she used to say her name on her first visits to Hawthorne as a youngster, and he occasionally called her that name, just to tease her when she needed cheering up. He watched her grow up and he didn't want to watch her die.

"My dear sweet 'Jana. Why did it have to come to this? I'll never be able to make it up to you for selflessly protecting Mother. And never forgive myself, if I lose you. I'd gladly trade places with you to make things right again. Please stay. I swear, I will do whatever I can and more to bring you back to us." To me...

Mandor turned to Kerryl and the others, There is a fire in Amber Castle, I believe I can help their I know you are all just getting things together but I believe Ilse and Aleksandra may need our aid,  I am not sure how prepared for fires Amber is."

Kerryl looked up to his favorite Uncle and tried a smile. "I would prefer to stay with her. If Mirjana is going to Amber, then I'd like to as well, if it is alright, Uncle."

Kerryl pulled the sword out of the ground, where he left it and sheathed it. He was ready.

"You just now barely escaped Oberon’s Wrath, if the castle is on fire it may be his will that set the blaze,  I don't mind your company Lad, but you might wish to wear a face other then your own."

Still he looks to Coralyne, "Of course he is your son, I would not presume to bring him unless you wish it so."

Cora nodded, "Go Kerryl... I tend to forget you are a man grown and well capable of taking care of yourself.  My own fault... Khar and I will work this out." she wasn't going to lose her son, not over Khar.  But her own personal feelings were very confused, "Mandor.. at least one of your quick spells.. get rid of that stink."

Mandor nodded and set an orb to orbiting Coralyne and Khar.

"Give it a moment or two the stink is very real and not a thing of shadow." he smirked at Kerryl.

"Not a problem, there was an old pal of mine on my favorite Shadow." Kerryl adjusted his features. "I think I can fake my way as him. Or should I try for some who looks older?"

Chapter 12: Ash in Amber
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Mandor checks him over, "That will do."
He then opened his palm and his orb returned and with it the stench lifted.

Cora watched them leave before returning her attention to Khar.  "So, let's talk." she motioned and soldiers brought out chairs for both of them and retreated far away.

As they enter and move into the castle, it seems like time stands still for a moment, a hiccup if you will and then servants are running towards Alek’s, Ilse and the rest.

"FIRE... IN THE ROYAL SUITE!!!!" is screamed several times.

Ilse flashed her sister a fearful look!  "Fire?" she asked, almost in disbelief.  Then it donned on her that Oberon might have been in his rooms.  "Father!" she exclaimed.

Aleksandra's eyes grow wide.

She quickly hands Ilse Mandor’s card "Quickly contact Mandor and inform him as to the message from Mirjana, and about Kerryl’s fears for the Sawall House, regardless he has some interest in seeing to it our mom is found so please contact him,  I need to go, I need to help stop this fire."

She rushed off ripping a piece of cloth from her garment to wrap about her mouth and nose.  She headed towards the fire.

Ilse took the card given to her, and stared at Mandor's form as Aleksandra spoke to her.  Glancing up, she asked, "Our mother?  You knew all this time?"  It was then, that Ilse witnessed her sister tearing at her garments, rushing off towards the Royal Suite.  "Alek!" she called after her.  Knowing she wouldn't be able to stop her, she added, "Do be careful!"

"Why is our world crumbling before us?" she asked the Manx cat at her side.  Fritz only offered her an apologetic sort of look.  She sighed, "The Unicorn help us..."

Ilse looked down at the card in her hand.  She did her best to expel her worries from her mind, and concentrated on her uncle's card.

Mandor felt the card he had given Aleksandra was being used.
He opened to it but was surprised to see Ilse.

"Ilse, I am sort of busy at the moment but you should take Mirjana and keep her safe."

"Mirjana?  Then she's safe?  Khar and Kerryl?  Are they there too?  And what of Kerryl's mother?"  Ilse suddenly realized that she was wasting her uncle's time.  "Sorry," she quickly.  She reached out with her hand, expecting Mirjana to clasp it on the other end.

Mandor places a steel orb in her hand and smiles.

"Things look to be resolving themselves, I think your gentle presence may help them all, perhaps you can come to us ?"

"There is a fire here in the castle," she told him.  "But I'll come if you think I should."

Ilse looked down at the orb in her hand.  "Mirjana?" she asked softly.

"Fire.....? Perhaps then I should come to you."
He turns briefly talking to some people out of view.

"Yes, in Father's suite," she tells him as he turns away, presumably to alert the others.

Mandor arrived aided by Ilse and pulled another man through with him.

"Hello Ilse, thank you for the transport."

He opened his palm and the steel orb hopped back into it.
"I will keep Mirjana with me for a time, right now you said there was a fire ?"

"Anytime, Uncle," Ilse replied with a smile.  She was truly happy to see Mandor.

She watched in awe as the silver orb floated back to its master, and she decided to take his word on it that it was Mirjana.  That's when she noticed the other man standing there.  Ilse offered him a warm smile, the same she would offer any guest to Amber, before turning her attention back to Mandor.

"The fire is in the Royal Suite.  Aleksandra went to see what she could do.  She asked me to contact you.  Come with me, I'll take you there..."

The stranger tried to remain in the background, trying not to attract too much attention. To follow and help out if needed. He smiled back and nodded to the lovely lady that Mandor called Ilse.

"Hello, miss. Ilse, isn't it? Princess Ilse? Lovely! I've never met a real princess before. Oh, I'm sorry, where are my manners, my name is Ash. I'm very pleased to meet you, Princess. I'm an old pal of Kerr's, he's kinda tied up and I owe him some big favors. I thought I'd offer to help in any way I could and I wouldn't take no for an answer from him. So, here I am. The Royal Suite, eh? Lead on MacDuff."

"Pleased to meet you, Ash," came the greeting accompanied by another warm smile.  "The royal suite is this way," she said, leading the two men.

Ash returned her smile with a wry grin. Go figure. Some women, you just can't fool.

"Groovy." Then he followed her closely down the hall. And concentrated on a little shifting.

"Kerryl is a bit tied up?" she asked Ash.  "I do hope he's okay...his family too.  Tell me, were they able to save his mother in time?" came her next question, just as they rounded the last corner leading to the royal suite.

"Yeah, he's cool and makin' tracks as far away as he can. And his fam' is having a quiet chat. She's fine now. Ol' Kerr was glad of that, but he's worried about his cousin now. As I understand it, this babe, er sorry, Princess Mirjana, gave up her life forces to save his Mom. His Grandpappy was the one who tried to off her. Now that my pal knows that he is on his Grandpappy's bad list of 'things to do', he decided that Amber was a good place to avoid. Smart thinkin', huh?"

"Oh, there's Alek," she commented, confused by the lack of fire in that area.  She offered her sister a crisp linen handkerchief.  "What happened?  Is...is Father alright?"

"I just put out the flames but the heat is still intense, whatever caused the fire it was not a natural one,  I plan on going in as soon as it isn't quite so lethal."

Her eyes glanced all about.

"Oh Lord Mandor, I am glad to see that you are well, but who is this ?" She inclined her head at the newcomer.

Ash looked at the lady who spoke and he gave a slight bow and grin. "My name's Ash, my lady. I thought I'd offer whatever help I could."

Aleksandra nodded slightly.

"As much as I am relieved to see that you are well Lord Mandor, I have some grave news, but from the sounds of it you already know about Mirjana and Kerryl's worries ?"

She closed the door tot he royal suite somewhat standing before it.

"Please allow me to deal with this current matter, with my sister Ilse and I will be able to attend to you as soon as we are done here."

"Very well." Ash replied, wondering what grave news she referred to. He thought it best to tell Ilse what he could, in case they hadn't been alerted already, so they could make use of the information.

In the back of his mind it troubled him that Ilse showed little reaction at hearing that her father was the one who attacked Coralyne. And Aleksandra was within earshot and heard him as well and also with little reaction. He thought there would be some slight shock of disbelief or something, but they acted as though it was old news. Perhaps it was.

Ash had wondered at the wisdom of Mandor's decision in coming here to put out a fire, when he thought the wisest decision would be to beat it outta town, perhaps even high-tail it to that Chaos place that Coralyne mentioned, wherever it was. He never doubted or questioned his decisions in the past before. And Ash wasn't about to let Mirjana be taken anywhere, without knowing she would be cared for.

But in the Throne Room of all places? Why? Did Mandor want to find out if the King had killed himself in the fire? To see if that spear was here and destroyed? To see what the situation was in Amber? Why?

Ash usually saw a trap for what it was and simply didn’t stick his hand in it. Then another trap would usually be sprung by moving away from the other trap. That was the nature of all traps. Eventually, you have to decide which trap you prefer.

Ash could see Khar's face now. He knew that Khar disapproved of Mandor's decision and Ash's as well.

But Ash kept asking himself the same questions. Where else could we go? What else is there that can be done? The problem remains. And running away won't resolve it. He hoped that Mandor knew what he was doing.

Meanwhile, he kept working on his gear. It was nearly complete and charging up. ”Mandor, I never got the chance before to thank you. For everything. Do you have some hunches you are playing out? Things could get ugly here real quick if the fox returned to his lair.” And he gave him a dubious look.

Mandor looked to Ilse, "My dear it would seem that you have things well in hand here, I will respect your sisters wishes but should you need me do not hesitate to contact me."

He then glanced at Aleksandra, "I shall be in the rooms that you so generously provided for me."

He turned briefly to Ash, "Come on Ash."

As he walked along away from the women, he looked over at him and growled lowly, "You could have chosen a more sensitive name."

Ash's jaw dropped, which made it look larger than it already was. "Ohhh... With all that was going on, that had never occurred to me. I thought that it was better than his full name, Ashley. I never liked it any better than he did. I considered a few identities and he seemed the most useful. And changing his name didn't occur to me. If I named him something like Earl or George, it makes it more difficult to keep in character. Too easy to make a mistake."

"I've almost got this toy ready and I'm afraid we may need it any second. You know that I've never doubted your instincts before. But... Will you please tell me why we came here? I've been dying to know. If you know who is actually here, everything is going to go to blazes in a hurry and we are toast. Blast, I'm doing it again. Don't tell me that you subscribe to the old adage this is the last place he'd look, do you? And you don't think for a moment he is going to be found in that room, do you?"

Mandor glances over at Ash and gently rests one of his palms on his lapels.

"Sometimes you do indeed say more then you need too, I am here for my own reasons though you have my protection, still you must keep in character and I am a visiting dignitary so why don't you act the part of a manservant."

As they walked along, "No I doubt that he was in that conflagration but you never know he has made many enemies, all kings do, If I did not return here and remained in shadow who do you think would be the main suspect  ?"

Mandor almost glided along the halls while speaking with Ash.

"I had planned to keep in character until it was safe to come out of hiding and Mirjana can be cared for."

Ash moved to keep up and looked at Mandor curiously.

Indeed, Ash had a tendency to be talkative. Mandor tended to be a man of very few words. He hadn't actually thought it to be much of a problem. Yes, the intent was to stay in character. If Oberon returned or if someone else had that spear, Kerryl would be the target. Whereas Ash may not. But... suspect?

Did you ever have the feeling that everyone knew something and you didn't? Or someone told a joke and you were the only one who didn't get it?

Well, that was the feeling that rushed through Ash. And he didn't like that feeling. He supposed that it was little things that built up. The most recent was Coralyne, with that tendril trick. Something that he had never seen before. Anywhere! And she had never demonstrate a talent like that before. And she mentioned taking Kerryl to Chaos. He'd heard the word occasionally, but usually when it was spoken in Hawthorne, it was in hushed tones in quiet conversations. He tended to pass it off as something unimportant.

"Mandor... why would you be a suspect? What do you think they will find in the Throne Room?"

Mandor looked to him, "Simply due to my presence here, I suspect that if any other visiting dignitaries or others were here during that fire they will be asked to stay,  Fire is not my style but it is something I am capable of to be honest I am surprised that Princess Aleksandra didn't detain us,  perhaps she is worried about finding something bad in the royal suite, after all if the King of Chaos were to go up in smoke it may be months before his family hinted at such a thing."

That seemed sensible to Ash, but it nagged at him. Not knowing what was going on and if Kerryl was safe or not. He doubted that it would be safe until Mirjana was recovered, Kerryl walked the Pattern, and all signs of the curse was gone. And he wasn't going to feel safe until that happened.

Whether Oberon was in there or not, Ash didn't know. Just because the curse seemed lifted from Khar, that didn't mean that the danger from the spear was ended.

His main concern was Mirjana, and staying one step ahead of the curse. The rest of the occurrences could sort itself out. He tried to alert everyone with whatever he found out.

But Mandor seemed to have another agenda besides witnessing his nephew walking the Pattern. But what?

"That's sensible. Very well, then we can anticipate being in lock down for a period. Then this seems like a good time to take care of Mirjana. Are we going to do that now? If you have other plans, I could address that myself. It seems that the longer we wait, the more dangerous it is for her."

"She is safer now then nearly anywhere else, and getting the best medical attention, when she is out of coma I will know it."

He went to his room and sat in a comfortable chair.

"Have a seat while I prepare a few things, and don't be so anxious, while what your father and you had planned would indeed allow you to go where you wish, it would also be a beacon to attentions you may not wish at this time."

Mandor looks out the arrow slit window eyes widening slightly.

"Interesting."
He rises releasing his orbs which circle the room in lazy patterns.

As they do so he moves to the window.  "An eclipse here in Amber, I wonder if it is reflected."

Ash was pleased to hear that Mirjana was receiving the care she needed. Yes, he was anxious. He's been anxious since he was called by Titania and was finally given permission to see Khar.

Since then, he has been on the road, met Khar in Janus and killed a Shining One, faced Khar's army's initiation, rode with the army to Arden, and was pursued through Arden by green apes. He met Aleksandra, Ilse, and Lazare and then back to Janus to help Coralyne and Mirjana. Faced a murderous Khar under the curse of the spear, and then back to Amber again. The purpose of his journey kept getting postponed.

When the curse was lifted from Khar, a blanket of semi darkness swept out across Janus. An eclipse there as well? He recalled something that Mirjana once said as she prepared him for his ordeal. Someone with Pattern can effect events in other Shadows using its Power, something he would be able to do. And Amber casts it's reflection throughout Shadow. What affects Amber, could cascade or ripple through Shadow. Did he hear that right and is that what she meant?

"That's good. I'd appreciate it, if you told me when she was conscious. I'd like to check on her myself. And if its not too much of a bother, there are things I've been wanting to know. But to answer your question first, I didn't notice if there was an eclipse in Janus, but didn't the sky grow darker when the curse was lifted from Khar? If I remember correctly, I think that Mirjana indicated that what happened in Amber could reflect throughout Shadow. So, I suppose it is possible. What would it portend? And who's attention would be attracted by gaining the Pattern? I thought that was the wish of our Grand Lady Titania."

Mandor half smiled, "I could send you to where she is, but that
would be a bad idea for the time, as to whom it would be a beacon for
I think you know."

"You know something Ash there are other people that are effected, beyond your friend Kerryl, by what happens here, I know it is hard but sometimes it is best to simply observe rather then act, but I do understand your eagerness and I will speak to Ilse if no one else as to your wishes."

Ash tried not to look very disappointed. "I'm sure you are looking out for the best interests of your nephew and House Sawall. And I know that he appreciates it. I'll try not to be over-eager for his sake and just observe."

"I'm sure that word has been passed among Kerryl's Amber relatives, but has Mirjana's mother been told? He hadn't seen her during his visit and I'm sure he would want her to know of Mirjana's condition. Lady Rosetta would certainly want to know."

"As I said, I had a couple questions, if it's not to troublesome for your humble manservant to ask. You are aware of my endless curiosity, you helped develop it after all. And to be observant. So, it's only natural that I ask you about something I observed. Coralyne told Khar that she would take Kerryl back to Chaos to raise him there. Where is Chaos? And what was that trick with the black tendrils that she used to bring you to Janus?" Ash hoped that it wasn't a question that was inappropriate. But it wasn't certain to know without asking. That was just Ash's nature.

Ash completed the work on his toy, all that was needed now was a test run. It was fully charged and the safety was set. He slid it into the sheathe behind his back.

Mandor remained strangely silent, perhaps contemplating the answers to Ash's questions.

"Mandor, one other question, while you are thinking over the other questions. We know that there is a curse that involves "The Shining One" and probably Oberon. And it involves eliminating Oberon's grandchildren. Kerryl and others seem to be the focus of it. We know that Kerryl was one target. Have you ever heard anything about this cursed spear? Any theories? The sky darkened as the curse was lifted from Khar. There may be a direct connection, but I don't know enough about it to make a guess. Any details about it, might help explain what is happening."

Ash hated waiting around, not knowing. Not being able to help. Waiting was the worst part. Lately, he's had to either wait or get beaten. Well, perhaps waiting wasn't that bad after all...

(Moved to main rooms)
He didn't know what happened within the Royal Suite, but he felt for Aleksandra having to deal with the fire alone. He decided that he liked her. He hoped that the fire in the Suite was only an accident and no one was hurt. He wasn't even upset with Oberon enough to wish that upon him. Where had Lazare gone to and where are all the others?

Finally, Ash wondered how things were going with Khar and Coralyne and hoped that they were at least being civil.

Mandor turns to Kerryl, "Well, it would seem that one of amber's blood has uttered dark words,  the solar phenomenon is not a thing of magic, it is something different closer to a curse like the spear."

"All right, Ash perhaps your mother was right Amber it would seem is about to become a focus of much strife, I can sense distant Chaos growing in power, not an entirely bad thing but too much so would unbalance the very nature of the cosmos."

Ash had thought that it wasn't over by a long shot.

"The spear or its curse is causing the eclipse? What can be done to correct it? How can we restore the balance?"

Mandor looked back at Ash, "No the spear's curse is different what is going on out there is a curse against Amber, a fading of the light,  I can think of something that may restore the balance but it is something that some might not wish."

Mandor sent an orb in a slow orbit around them.

"What is that device you placed on your back, and incase your curious I am sealing the space so we may talk more freely."

Ash took out the device to show Mandor. "I used the ring from Titania to shape it. If someone is gunning for Kerryl, I thought he might need better firepower. I decided I needed a longer range weapon, besides a sword. Crossbows are so bulky. And since the Remington is in Shadow, I thought I'd come up with a better one. This is an upgraded Boomstick that should work in most places. It looks like the old double barreled Remington, but it's powered by super-compressed air, stored in the stock. And it fires slugs, without any need for shells or casing. It'll cut down on jamming and is self reloading. I'm hoping it'll pack quite a wallop and I'm sure that it'll be pretty noisy. It needs a real test fire to make sure it works, but that's not feasible."

"Actually, I'm hoping I won't need to use it, but it may come in handy. A curse against Amber itself, you say? What's the plan to restore the balance? Our relatives here gives us a vested interest in protecting Amber." He twirled the rifle by the trigger guard and slid it over his shoulder and back into the holster.

Mandor nodded slowly, "I think a royal marriage a union between Kingdoms may help stabilize things, indeed I was sent to check on ancient treatises with Queen Rosetta, when I received news that she had gone missing."

He smirked , "As to those tendrils of uncreation your mother used they are her birthrite a power that is not called on easy as it's very presence rips and rends shadow and even things of reality if given the chance, a potent deadly but very hard to control power, that is why your mother wished you to come here, the power in this place is more stable, sublime and less dangerous."

That caught him off guard. "A royal marriage? Hmmm. Who would be the lucky couple? Someone from Amber and someone from the Black Empire, obviously, but who did they have in mind? Aunt Rosetta has gone missing?" He recalled Ilse's sadness earlier and thought that it might have been the cause. Is Reinier out looking for her?

The tendrils did sound pretty deadly and it looked like she handled them pretty well though. "I see. The plan was for me to walk the Pattern, but it seems that Lazare insisted that I get Aleksandra's opinion that I was fit enough. I think that Mirjana and Khar provided me enough training to know what I should do. And I feel pretty fit, even after the thrashing I got from Khar."

Mandor chuckled darkly, "Don't get me wrong Ash the power here may not be as wildly unpredictable as the power of the Black Empire as you say, but it is deadly and unforgiving, so it might not be such a bad idea to talk with Aleksandra she has probably more experience then most with it, especially if her elder brother defers to her as you say."

He scowled a bit, "As to whom should get married, I doubt any houses would risk one of their female members marrying Oberon,  his lose grip and cursed condition represent a danger most would not risk,  Perhaps though Lazare would be a better candidate for such a betrothal."

Ash grinned. "I'm certainly not taking it lightly. There's no way to know if it would reject me or not, but it is something that I must do. And that's understandable, not choosing Oberon, especially if he is unstable and under the influence of the spear. Lazare would be a likely candidate, being the eldest. Hard to tell how he would feel about it though. But who would be the bride?" And as he said that, he became afraid.

Mandor smiled, "Well your mother is one of the braver Ladies of Chaos, she would be up to the task,  though any house may seek to make ties here, my own included."

Ash was definitely thrown for a loss. His jaw dropped. "I don't know how stable that would make things, if the first thing to happen was, that there would be a fight between brothers. Coralyne may be a real catch, I do have my personal bias's for her of course, but is she really amenable to marrying Lazare over Khar? That could be disastrous. Perhaps Coralyne and Khar." Ash laughed about that.

Ash thought they would need to give it some serious thought. "Who in our House did you have in mind? And with whom?"

"Ah for now I shall keep wistful thoughts to myself, as soon as we are able to freely move again I think we will be able to discover more as to what is possible."

Mandor then rubbed his chin, "Coralyne and Khar, hmnnn well that would be a definite step up for you my boy, but it would also place you on several peoples to be removed lists."

He wasn't sure what to make of that. "It seems that having Coralyne as the bride, does that to me already. Whomever she marries, wouldn't want me around either."

Something occurred to him as a possibility and he thought he'd throw it in for what it was worth. He did a quick run up and down the Amber family tree. A sneaky grin. A possible lead in to another... "Would it work if a male from our House married into Amber? Wouldn't you be eligible to marry? Aleksandra seems extremely nice. You are a half cousin of Ilse, but Aleksandra wouldn't be anywhere near related. Both Oberon's daughters, but different mothers. And Aleksandra isn't from House Sawall. What do you think?"

"You really should keep some thoughts to yourself you know, though if truth be told that situation would work out quite nicely,  still Lazare is the next in line and I doubt he would step aside for his sister."

Mandor then held up one of his orbs, "Ah, Mirjana seems to be doing better though it will be some time before her full life force returns."

Ash smiled. "My uncle, always the bachelor. Yes I know, but I couldn't resist it. But does it have to be the one who would be the next in line for the throne?"

Ash liked hearing that Mirjana was doing better. "That's good news. How long would you guess that it would take, for her to be up and around again?"

"Barring a blood bath, yes that is the usual means of succession."

Mandor slipped the orb into his pocket, "Hard to tell with life force, it was not a physical wound that can be patched up Ash, it was a spiritual one."

Ash shook his head. "I don't think we want that. Not at all."

He thought about this life force and wasn't at all sure what was needed to build it up again. Perhaps if he understood more about it. "Mandor, what kind of energies would or could be used in restoring life force? Has she lost the Pattern within her as well?"

"I would say your lessons for today are through, I had warned you that you talk too much sometimes, but if you think things through.  I am sure you will know what it takes to restore life force, as far as Pattern that is not my forte."

Mandor looked a bit exasperated.

He sensed Mandor's building frustration and knew that he tried his Uncle's patience. "Very well, Uncle. I thought talking these things through, would be better than staring at the walls, while we are waiting for our hosts to decide on what to do with their guests. I'll observe the eclipse and see how it is progressing. And thanks for the chat."

Mandor waves his hand dismissively, "Oh don't worry about it, I guess I am just a bit frustrated as to the current situation as well, after all I almost lost family as well and all these questions made me dwell on that."

"Thanks. Perhaps I'm dwelling on it as well and talking too much, sorry to bother you with it as well. I just hate not knowing and hate waiting. It may not sound like it, but at a time like this, it's good to have you here."

Ash walked to the window to get a look at the eclipse and wondered about it.

Mandor perked up and answered the trump, "Yes...?"

Mandor grew rigid and nodded, "I understand, Ilse, Reinier and you have my most sincere condolences, I shall do as you ask and insure the very best from the homeland in this regard, and please should you need me for ANYTHING else, do not hesitate to ask dear lady."

Mandor looked into her ice blue eyes suddenly his hand rose to his pocket where he withdrew a kerchief which he passed to her.

Ash looked at the eclipse, but it was no eclipse at all. At least an eclipse could be explained by an object passing in front of it. No this was different and terrifying.

The Amber sun was slowly darkening as though a battery was losing power. It was still too bright to stare at, but it was definitely growing darker. His mind wandered. He felt like he was entering a trance-like hypnotic state. In this state, Kerryl saw a string of images that chilled him to his core.

Kerryl saw in that darkened sun, the image of his father battling the Shining One. A battle in which the Shining One's wounds were reflected in the sun, darkening more and more. Finally Khar thrusted deep into the Shining One and the death wound created a darkness, the likes of which Kerryl had never experienced. Even in the womb he felt life about him. This though was a darkness devoid of all life, all sentience, all possibility.

Then a glimmer of light... and He saw a shadowy figure, his father Khar gripped in his hand was a spear of light. The sun flared back to life. But when all was clear to see again, Kerryl saw...

His own children, though he didn't have any yet, he knew they were his; two beautiful little girls and a strapping young boy and each run through the chest by what appeared to be a spear thrust. The words of his father echoing in Kerryl's mind about never opposing him.

When he saw the final image, Kerryl fell down to his knees, finally freed from the trance. "Nooooo." He quietly sobbed. "By the Serpent, please no. Don't let it end like this."

Mandor quickly glances over distracted by Ash

"What is it, Ash what happened  ?"
Mandor moves quickly over to the young mans side to look him over.

Ash took a moment to compose himself. Mandor's calming support brought him back from his dark despair. He rose to his feet and his knees were weakening. He fell back against the wall, but kept upright. "You wondered what the dimming sun portended. I pondered that while looking at the sun. I had a vision, but it felt real and I was locked in its sending. I have no idea of the source of the vision and I only hope it isn't a glimpse of the unchangeable future." He calmly reported the details of the vision, but he had difficulty at the end, when he described seeing the death of his future children at his father's hands.

"The curse wasn't lifted as we thought. And you were right, it is tied to Amber. I can only guess that it means that Khar will kill the Shining One, not his Shadow, but the real one this time. And that death will bring about the darkness that ends life. And not just in Amber, but throughout all Shadow. And only Khar becoming the new Shining One, will bring the light back."

"But the cost of him becoming the Shining One, will be that he will kill his grandchildren, because the other curse will take hold again. Perhaps the curses are linked, I don't know. It won't be me that he goes after, the next time. I saw them die by his hand, at the end of that cursed spear."

Ash tried to steady himself and he leaned on his Uncle. "Mandor, I can't let that happen. And if I have children, now or later, father must never know where they are. I won't put them at risk. Ever! But we have to somehow stop him from killing the Shining One, if it isn't too late already. And getting rid of that spear may not make any difference."

Mandor arched a pale brow, "That was some vision, so someone cursed your father to kill then become the Shining One."

He shakes his head slowly, "I myself just found out from Aleksandra that she discovered her mothers body,  I know you need me at this time, but I promised her that I would arrange a proper burial and inform her kin in our houses."

He looks steadily at Kerryl "You lost concentration your normal features have returned, will you be all right while I go about my task ?"

"I'll be fine, thanks. I didn't realize I changed. Poor Rosetta, her children will take it pretty hard. I can only imagine how they are taking it. Yes, please go and take care of Aunt Aleksandra's request. Queen Rosetta deserves full honors and the House will certainly want to know. Don't worry about me, I was just shaken up."

A shimmer appeared from Mandor's ball containing Mirjana and the young woman stood before them.  "Go Uncle... It is time for Kerryl to receive his birthright.. she seemed suddenly strong again.

"I will watch over him."

Then he saw Mandor's orb shimmer and his cousin stepped out of it. She appeared before him and her voice confirmed that it wasn't his imagination. He couldn't contain his excitement. "Mirjana! You're back!" He advanced to embrace her to verify what his senses told him, his relief was apparent. The despair he felt from the vision was being replaced with a feeling of hope. He looked back to his Uncle. "Thanks, Uncle. For everything. I'll catch up with you later, it looks like we've all got a lot to do." He shifted his features to that of Ash again.

He released her and said. "Now that you are back, I'm ready."

Mandor seemed surprised not an expression that was familiar to his face.
"You recovered very quickly my dear, I had not thought the life force of my servants would have been enough to restore you, while I agree his birthrite is his due,  I just worry that it may be a beacon for our enemy."

Mandor then looks to Kerryl, "Your in good hands, I though have some very sad news to deliver, and Kerryl you take care of Mirjana as well."

Mandor took out some trumps to contact Saphirra's family back in Chaos with the news of the discovery.
"I understand. I'll get Mirjana caught up on things. And I'll take care of her."

Ash looked at Mirjana and tried to figure out where to begin. "Some things have happened since you were gone. We need to find a quiet place where we can talk and not be disturbed for a few minutes. You need to be caught up with events. I'm assuming the identity of Ash, an old pal of Kerryl and Mandor's, because Kerryl is being hunted down. It may affect your plans and decisions. And you may need to check with others who are probably worried about you. Where would you suggest?"

Mirjana nodded, "I know.. being here is what revived me.. the pattern is my blood... and it rejuvenates me rapidly... not that others need to know all this.. come, we can retire to my rooms."

She led him up the back stairs towards her rooms.

"That's good to know. I was just asking Mandor a host of questions and I wondered about replenishing a life force, not knowing what was involved. I had wondered if the Pattern could be used to help, but we hadn't gotten that far in the discussion. And I didn't think Mandor would know much about the Pattern's qualities."

Ash followed her up the stairs. "Things have been rather hectic and the situation seems dire. And although I feel fine, I may not be in good enough shape to tackle the Pattern without some rest first. You can assess the situation first. But it's important we talk before I get any rest."

Mirjana opened the doors of her suite and let Kerryl in.  "Thank you for taking care of me... it was beyond what I would have asked of you.  The Pattern is rejuvenating for me, but not necessarily for everyone, to most it is exhausting the first few times, but the pattern is related to me in a way more like it is to Oberon... you see... I'm not really his daughter... I'm his half-sister."

That caught Ash by surprise. "You mean that Dworkin and Rosetta are your parents? I would think that Oberon would be a little upset about that."

"Perhaps that closeness to the Pattern gave you more of an insight to what Oberon could do, that his children can't. And possibly know more about what he has been up to. When did you know about being Dworkin's daughter? That would make you my Great Aunt on my Amber side. You're pretty young to be my Great Aunt." Ash chuckled at that.

Ash took a seat and motioned for her to do the same. "As for doing more than I needed to. I've been looking after you since you were a toddler. And we've been together most of your life. I have a vested interest in keeping you alive and in one piece. And unfortunately, I need to break some bad news to you. I thought you'd rather hear it from me."

Mirjana laughed, "no.. no my dear Kerryl... it would be difficult to explain, but Rosetta was not my mother, not really.... I'm related in another way to Oberon,  and now we must take care of your chance to walk the pattern... so I am going to take you to a different pattern than the one in the castle... I'm going to take you to the Primal, we have work to do." she handed him a drink she'd made, it would energize him and prepare him for the arduous task ahead.

This was apparently Ash's day for strange discoveries. He wasn't sure about what to make of it all. He knew he still wasn't any safer than before, but he would soon achieve his goal, to receive his birthrite. That may make all the difference in the world.

Mirjana's background isn't what he always thought. Another family secret, to protect her perhaps? From what? What was the reason? "Not Rosetta's daughter? Not my little cousin? Why the secrecy? It looks like I have some catching up to do as well then. Very well, but there are still things you need to know. I'll tell you on the way to the Primal Pattern."

He took the glass and drank the contents. "Bottom's up!"

Mirjana smiled, "There are always things to tell.. secrets to uncover, but you and I must retrieve something of great importance or Amber will be bound into darkness."

She took his hand into hers, "You are dear to me Kerryl... because when I was a child you were always there for me... and as I've grown you've looked out for me... no one else has really done that for me, other than Ilse..."

When she took his hand, Kerryl relaxed and let his true form return. Ash wasn't the man she was talking to, it was Kerryl. And that was how decided he would face her.

"Mirjana, you've always been dear to me as well. As a child, I knew you needed someone to keep you out of mischief. You were always too curious for your own good. Fearless and fiercely independent as well."

"I watched you grow up and tried to be there when you needed a friend or confidante. Hawthorne is such a lonely place at times and you brought a bit of a spark to the old place. You were missed whenever you left for Amber and I enjoyed hearing you talk about it during your visits. And no one was prouder than I, whenever you excelled at anything you studied or attempted."

"It was wonderful to see my sweet cousin grow up and know that she really didn't need me anymore. It always made me happy whenever you visited after then. Because it was something you wanted to do, not just get shuffled between the Houses."

"I had been lonely for so many years, hopelessly trying to fill a void in my life. And all through Shadow, I found no hope. Your presence had filled that void. When you had fallen, I thought I had lost you. I don't want to lose you again."

"I'm with you all the way in this. We need to stop the curses that affect Amber. I just received a vision, while I was with Mandor. And I think I understand what is needed to prevent that darkness. But the cost of it or failure, terrifies me and I feel you should know what I saw. My 'future' children will die at the end of that spear. And by Khar's hands as a result of that curse. We have to stop the curse. Somehow the death of The Shining One will cause the darkness and Khar will take his place."

She nodded, "To destroy the spear is beyond even me... but perhaps.. if we join forces with others, we could... put it out of reach of all, and protect the future from it's curse." her eyes met his.  She took his hands into hers. "You I trust to help me with the first part..." her voice lowered now.

[Private to Prince Kerryl: She whispered, "We must retrieve the Jewel of Judgment from Oberon, he is lost to us till the spear is no more, but we can protect Amber's future.  The jewel cannot be lost, it is paramount to the pattern, part of it encased within.  And only by traversing both can we take it and imprison Oberon.. he still lives despite what the others think."]

Kerryl met her gaze and shared her commitment. And he hoped they would somehow survive this ordeal together. "You know my heart, 'Jana. Just as I would for Hawthorne and House Sawall, I will do all I can for the sake of Amber and protecting my family."

"Are there any of Oberon's children you can trust to help you protect Amber? Will the others even believe you, unless they see it for themselves? What can I do to help put it out of reach?"

"We both know that Mandor may be right, yet it seems the best way. Perhaps the only way."

[Private to Princess Mirjana: He softly replied. "The Pattern may act as a beacon for Oberon and he would find me. Where can we find the Jewel or will he have it? And what can I do?"]

She hugged him close now resting her head on his shoulder, "you've always been my Prince Charming... I loved it when Ilse would make up stories about you... "

[Private to Prince Kerryl: She paused and spoke softly again, "He has it... but we can get it from him.. there is a way that even he can't prevent... but it's dangerous to both of us... if one fails, we both fail... and if we fail, we die."]

He returned her hug and his senses were stimulated by her closeness. Part of being a shape shifter, one's senses were more acute or tended to be so. Her perfumed hair and body felt, well, perfectly natural and comfortable against him. Feeling something he never sought or considered before from Mirjana. He had only felt that way for... for... "My sweet princess, I've never considered myself that way, but I always wanted to be there for you. I never considered..." He let the thought drop.

He heard her whispered thoughts and his voice lowered to match hers. He knew the risk of action and he knew the risk of inaction. The vision of his children were foremost in his mind. Death was a likely outcome taking either path and doing nothing would certainly mean the death of his children, if he somehow survived. He decided that he would rather confront the danger than to continue to run from it. "I will not fail you, my princess..."

"Nor I you Kerryl.. not if I can help it." she held onto him, her body pressed so close to his.  She was loving the feel of his arms around her. "Now.. I guess we should relax for a bit and then head out."

At that moment, he couldn't think of any place he'd rather be, than with her. And there may not be another chance for them. And he could think of nothing else. "Yes, for a bit..." He caressed her soft cheek with his hand, slowly lifted her face, and gently kissed her soft lips.

Her eyes closed as she let her lips part and kissed him back, it was like a dream for her.  A dream that she never wanted to wake from.  And yet all too soon it might end for both of them.

Kerryl tried very hard not to think about what might happen later, because he didn't know if he would ever get to hold Mirjana like this again.

His dear sweet Mirjana. He cared for her, for a long time. And he cared so deeply for her now. Kerryl knew that he wanted nothing more than to make her happy and make this time with her last forever.

Everything else could wait...

(Fade to black.)

Chapter 13: Revelations!
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While Kerryl and Mirjana are otherwise occupied…
Ilse followed her sister into their father's chambers.  "A spear," she asked, confused.  "Could anything have survived this?" she muttered, glancing about.

Fritz stayed close to the door of the room, not wishing to dirty is paws on the soot and ashes.  His amber eyes watched the two sisters as they searched the burned-out room.

"Um...Alek?  Did you happen to catch what that Ash fellow said?  The bit where he mentioned 'Kerr's grandpappy?'"

The two entered the room the smell of burned furniture, alcohol and then suddenly it was revealed the smell of burnt meat.

Glancing around Aleksandra was the first to catch sight of a slight skeleton on the bed.  Another skeleton with more flesh on it though far too burned to make out other then it having been a man.

From the pattern of the fire it could be seen as if an explosion of some sort took place.  As things were knocked over in such a way as to indicate such an attack.

The only thing Aleksandra was glad for is that she had not stepped aside to allow her little sister into the room.  Her eyes went wide and her fingers rose to her lips.

"Ilse you stay here do not enter this room, do you understand !"  He manner was beyond the serious businesslike demeanor she usually presented.

"I need you to alert the royal and castle guard that the Castle is to be sealed, I don't wish anyone leaving or entering at this time, can you do this for me."  Her ice blue eyes held an intensity in them.

Ilse's first thought was for the welfare of her father.  Without thinking, she asked, "Father?  You've found him?" fearful of what answer would be returned to her.

When Aleksandra turned to ask Ilse to alert the royal guard, she couldn't help noticing her sister's icy blue eyes.  They almost seemed to glow in the darkness of the room.  Perhaps the situation and the seriousness in Alek's tone only made them appear that way.  Regardless, Ilse knew her sister meant business, and she wasn't about to cross her.  "Of course, Sister.  You know I'll do anything you ask of me," she replied, slightly put out.

Ilse turned and left the suite.  She hurried down the hall with Fritz at her side.  "I don't understand," she told the Manx.  "I'm not a child.  Why does everyone feel the need to protect me all of a sudden?"  She paused to sigh.  "Not that I mind so much, it's just that I have so many questions..."

"Ilse, I'm sure they're only doing what they think is best for you," the cat said to her.  "You're one of the youngest, and a vulnerable target in their eyes."

The princess stopped and looked down at her furry friend.  She opened her mouth as if she were about to say something, but no words came.  He's right, she thought to herself.  After a moment, she started walking again.  "Come along, Fritz...the guard needs to be alerted."

Aleksandra moved back into the royal chambers her eyes taking everything in as she explored the room.

Aleksandra covered the bodies with tenderness.  Her shoulders heavy with the weight of the task.  She closed her eyes and swallowed deeply but did not cry.

She rose up and turned barring the room.

Her eyes darted around the hall.  "Where the hell is Lazare." She said very lowly to herself.

She inhaled the fresher air,  and took out her deck of trumps.
A slight chocked up sound rising in her before she suppressed it.

She slid out one of the cards and concentrated on it to see if she could reach her brother Lazare.

Aleksandra's lip became a straight line as she concentrated harder and harder then after ten minutes or so she relaxed and shook her head placing his card away.

She sealed the royal chambers and set guards on it.
Then after some serious thought she moved down the hall and hefted some heavy statues to place before the door.  Until the chamber had been suitably blocked from entry.

She looked to the guards, "Remain alert and do not allow any to pass without my presence."

She then moved a way off and took out her trumps again looking at each of her family.  She withdrew Morrigan’s card this would certainly qualify as an emergency.  She concentrated on it.

As the princess and her cat neared the suite they saw Aleksandra standing alone in the hall.  Ilse could see the card in her hand and decided to wait quietly until her sister had finished her trump call.  After all, she had already been warned about interrupting.  She knelt down and started to pet Fritz while they waited.

A servant approached the two royals and seeing Aleksandra busy he walked over to Ilse.  "I have message your highness for the seneschal, but I can see that she is busy, it is pertinent though."  The young man looked nervous and nibbled his bottom lip.

Ilse glanced over at her sister before saying to the messenger, "I'll take it, and see that she gets it."

The messenger looks a bit pensive but he hands her a small rolled up piece of paper wrapped with a blue ribbon.
"Thank you, your highness."
He then bowed low and moved off.

"Thank you," she called after the messenger as he left.  She looked down at the scroll he had given her.  "Well, he said it was pertinent," she told Fritz to justify her next action.  Ilse tugged at the ribbon and stretched out the parchment...

Ilse's read the words over and over again, but nothing about the information made sense to her.  Khar isn't even here...and even if he was, he isn't an idiot!

She decided that it would be best to disturb her sister, courtesy be damned!  Things appeared to have gotten worse!  She touched Aleksandra's shoulder and called her name.

Aleksandra turns and slips Morrigan’s trump away, so much for contacting people for the emergency.

"Yes Ilse, what is it...?"  Aleksandra looked in her little sisters eyes.

Ilse handed Aleksandra the message.  "A servant brought this for you.  Please don't be angry.  He didn't want to disturb you, so I took the message instead.  He said it was important, so I opened it..."

She waited for her sister's reaction.

Aleksandra's eyes scanned the page slowly...

She then looked up to Ilse, "I will need Mandor’s trump back from you, and I have bad news sister."

"The fire in the royal chambers left two bodies one our mother the other most likely father,  with Khar's army outside the gates,  I think this may be a coup, after all he did bring his son here to walk the Pattern possibly for further support."  She places her hand on Ilse's shoulder, "I need you now sister more then ever with everyone pulled away and Lazare seemingly gone as well,  I do not know where this slaughter will stop but I have had enough with being pleasant."

Ilse listened to all Aleksandra had to say with mixed emotions.  Fear, sadness, anger, confusion...they all mingled in her mind.  Hot tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision, but she made no attempt to wipe them away.  She studied a speck on the floor, as if the answers to her questions would be found there.  Her whole body trembled from the shock.

Mother?  Father?

When Alek's hand met her shoulder, Ilse immediately pulled back!  "You're suggesting that Khar and Kerryl are attempting a coup d'état?!" she asked in an uneven tone.

Ilse felt betrayed, but by whom she couldn't say.  She loved all of her siblings, but most of all Aleksandra and Khar.

She admired her eldest sister.  Alek was always calm and collected.  She loved Amber and as seneschal she made daily sacrifices for the kingdom.  It was Aleksandra who had taken Ilse under her wing and treated her like a daughter.  Ilse trusted her, confided in her and she was the first person Ilse turned to in need.

Ilse was probably the only one of Oberon's children to look past Khar's misfortunate parentage.  When she looked at him, she didn't see his hardened exterior.  She saw a man.  A man who lived with pain; who felt scorned by his family.  A man seeking acceptance.  No matter how the others felt, she called him brother and took on the role of his guardian angel.

And then there was Khar's son, Kerryl.  Ilse barely knew her cousin, but she refused to believe that she had been used by him.  Surely he wasn't just an actor in some nefarious plot!

Ilse looked up at her sister, then her glance darted towards the door of their parent's suite.  I have to know for sure!  She quickly crossed the distance between them and the doors and ordered the guards to step aside!  Then with all her might, she shoved on the heavy statues blocking her entry.  When they didn't budge, she sank to the floor crying softly.

Aleksandra glided across the floor and nodded to the guards, "It is all right step aside."

She hefted and moved the statues and helped Ilse to her feet.
She then whispered to Ilse, (PM)

She then stepped back and looked at Ilse, "Please Ilse if you still have Mandor’s card I have need of it."

Ilse looked into Aleksandra's eyes for a moment before reaching into her pocket.  She pulled their uncle's card from her collection and handed it over.

"Alek...I'm...I'm sorry..." she said softly.  "Thank you..."

She turned and entered the burned-out suite, not quite sure what to expect inside.

Besides the very burned and charred appearance of the room, Ilse was able to make out what appeared to be a blast of some kind must have occurred.  The Pattern of the burn marks hinted at it.

In the bed she could smell then see the body of a burned woman if it weren't for a locket she had always remembered her mother wearing she might not have been able to identify the body.

Near a very burned out piece of furniture so much so that it appeared that touching it might turn the thing to a pile of ash were the bones of a man
at least it appeared as such though the clothing was to burned as to tell
properly but the height looked about right that it could be her fathers.

Aleksandra stepped out of the room and concentrated on the card her little sister had given her.

"I wonder if he will even answer..."

Aleksandra sighed in relief finally someone answered.

Lord Mandor, I have some grave news, on the matter we spoke of earlier,  I have discovered Rosetta’s body,  I ask of you to see if you have any of my families trump upon you for I will accept nothing less then the highest burial honors from  her ancient homeland.  I cannot go into details, and I... I.."  She started to cry tears streaming down her face which she quickly cleared away with her sleeves she straightened herself up and composed herself.

"I would  make a formal request that you stay, the one responsible for this crime will need to be dealt with."

Fritz wanders in small figure eights about Ilse’s ankles.
He looks up at her with concerned sad eyes.

Ilse hugged her arms close to her as she gingerly stepped around the room.  The pungent smell of burnt flesh became stronger as she neared the bed, and that's when she noticed the remains of her mother.  The princess let out a slight gasp and her hands shot up to her lips.  Ilse stared in horror.  "Mother..." she whispered tenderly.  A teardrop fell from Ilse's cheek to the ashes upon the floor.

She turned around to find the bones of the man.  "Oh, Father!  What has happened?"  That's when Ilse felt Fritz nudge her.  She bent down and stroked the soft fur between his ears.  "Who would do such a thing?" she asked the Manx.

Fritz looks up at her, "I do not know, but Amber has always had enemies, and your brother Khar doesn't exactly like your father, but  I don't see him as a killer of women."

Fritz nuzzled her hand.  "I am so sorry Ilse."  His bright eyes gazed up at her.

"I thank you Lord Mandor." She takes the kerchief and dries her eyes.

"For now though I have to deal with this situation, I shall allow you to convey this sad news back home."

She inclined her head slightly and ended the trump.

Aleksandra then turned to Ilse seeing her little sister standing there she allowed her a moment of silence.

"You're right!" she exclaimed.  "Fritz, Khar disliked Father...but he wouldn't have had a reason to kill my mother!"

Suddenly a thought hit her like lightning!

"No!  Wait!  My mother, Rosetta, was also Lazare and Aleksandra's mother, Sapphira!  That means Khar's mother was our mother's lady in waiting!  Do you think he found out somehow?  Took his revenge on an innocent?!"

Ilse's hand flew to her trump deck and within seconds, she held Khar's card.  She wanted to confront him, but she hesitated.  It's not wise to be so hasty...  That's when she noticed Aleksandra standing there...

Aleksandra strides over, "Ilse, do not place yourself at risk, nor allow yourself to be kidnapped."

She looked at Ilse, "We need to contact Braedon, I only hope that he is still in Amber's defense, come let us leave here for now it will serve only to make our thoughts turn darker."  She then looked at her own hand and passed the kerchief to Ilse.

"Kidnapped?!" she asked, looking at the card in her hand.  I need to talk to you...I need to know the truth...

Ilse shoved Khar's portrait back into her pocket and accepted the handkerchief Aleksandra offered.  "Yes, let's leave," she said, linking arms with her sister for mutual support.

Aleksandra turned and left the chambers with Ilse and shut the door.
She once again sealed it and set the guards back to their task.

"Now Ilse you are an artist of the cards, perhaps you will have better luck, I will tell you what I know, Morrigan and Shayan are having difficulties in shadow, Braedon is I would hope still marshalling our forces, yet Nicolas is off who the hell knows where too far away he said for trump to work.  Mirjana is in some kind of mystical state aided by our guest"

She took a moment to catch her breath before continuing, "Armando is off in shadow, I believe he is still looking for Mirjana at least that is what he was last supposedly doing,  and Reinier and Lazare were here as you know not long ago, but I can't even reach Lazare something that should be an easy task."

She growled slightly, "And Khar showed up with his son, left with his son and we have a whole army of his sitting just outside of Arden, it having breached the Golden Circle !"

"Add all this to the fact of what is in that room, and I cannot simply accept it all as some coincidence,  Amber needs defenders more then
ever, will you be able to help..?" Aleksandra asked plainly.

"Only a fool would believe that these happenings are mere coincidences," Ilse commented after Aleksandra gave her status report.  She paused her steps and looked into her sister's eyes.  "Alek, you have my word that I will do whatever it takes to defend our home."  As well as solve the murder mystery...

Aleksandra Nods, "Thank you Ilse, I knew that I could count on you, firstly we need to start getting some people back home,  a message must be sent that under no terms is Amber just going to roll over to anyone’s army."

Aleksandra paced a bit, "Braedon may be best to determine the logistics of what happened in the royal chambers, and Morrigan as well since I believe sorcery was used, the flames were just too, too hot to have been normal."

Aleksandra  handed Ilse Braedon and Reinier’s trumps, "Please try to reach them."   She then moved aside and pulled out other trumps setting them before her.

Ilse removed her own deck of trump cards from her pocket, and held them up for Aleksandra to see.  "I have their cards already, Sister.  I do my best to reach them."  The princess and her Manx shadow retreated to a quiet corner, not far from Ilse's sister.  Ilse shuffled through her cards and stopped as she found Khar's again.  She looked at the picture for a moment before fishing out Braedon's instead.

She concentrated on Braedon's features and reached out to him with her mind.

Aleksandra's hand came down on the window sill.

"Damn... Ilse, Braedon is with Khar,  but worse is Khar is also leading his troops, but it can't be Khar doing so, not with what is happening."

Aleksandra looked at Ilse, "If Braedon is going to ignore
his trump then we must do something else, we are going to speak with
that man Mandor."

She then tilted her head slightly her eyes widened.
"A false Khar is leading those troops, I might not exactly care for Khar but someone using his troops, someone with that kind of power, well lets see how they like this..."

She closed her eyes and concentrated the tips of her fingers disappearing for a moment.  A few moments later she moved her hand and her fingertips were visible again as if they had entered some invisible space and then been withdrawn.

Ilse jumped as her sister's hand hit the window sill, her concentration broken.  She looked down at Braedon's card and decided to take a break...he didn't seem to be answering anyway.

She listened intently as Alek told her of her brother's army.  "So you've confirmed the message, but how can there be two Khar’s?"  A moment passed as she remembered something from her childhood.  "Alek...I think I know the answer to that question.  I remember Kerryl having this ability...he could...well, he could change his appearance.  I remember him changing into a horse and he let us children ride upon his back.  It was so long ago, that time we visited Hawthorne, but do you think he might be capable of such things now?"

"What you think that's him out there pretending to be his father, why would he do such a thing,  well one thing is for certain if Kerryl can do such an unusual thing then so can others, some one is playing at being Khar and I don't know which is responsible...."

She lowered and shook her head.

"You know what if you wish contact Khar find out if this is some ploy of his, if not tell him to go hunt down whoever is screwing with family like this."

Aleksandra took out Mandor’s trump and focused on it.

Ilse wasted no time in following her sister's instructions.  No sooner than Aleksandra had mentioned Khar, Ilse had his trump in hand.  She hadn't a clue what she was going to say to her brother, but she knew she had to talk to him.  She needed to know just what his role was, if any, regarding the fire.  What about Kerryl?  And what about his army?

She looked down at his card and opened her mind up to him.  Khar, it's Ilse...please answer...

*In a rainbow Shimmer Mandor appeared near Aleksandra*

He took in everything around him, "Where is this imposter ?"

Aleksandra points out the window, "You will need to use more then normal vision, I am sure you can already sense the power coming from far off out there,  it's almost blinding to the sight."

Ilse hesitated when she saw her brother's hand reach out for her.  This had to be the real Khar, she wouldn't have been able to reach the imposter via trump.  In the end, she took his hand and pulled him through.

She didn't greet her brother with her usual warm smile.  She simply said, "We need to talk..."

Mandor gazes off out the window...

A wavering appears in the air before him a chittering cold wind and soon followed by the buzz of insects.  The air turns stale and wavery gases arise
from before him as he looks out.

"Yes, quite blinding someone is manipulating the stuff of shadow in a fairly impressive way out there, yes that certainly looks like Khar but, I have never sensed such energies coming from him before."

Then the wavering chittering mass of screams and dark shadows shifted.
Mandor looked at Khar as Ilse brought him fourth.

"This though looks like the genuine article."

"WHERE'S OBERON!"  Khar bellowed as soon as he appeared drawing his sword.  He glanced at everyone in the room and dismissed them as not his target.  Three hundred years of war weighed on his shoulders and he felt his final target was close.

"Calm down, Brother...we need to talk," Ilse said gently, a hint of her usual self coming through.  He's looking for Father...then he doesn't know about the fire...but looking for him with his sword drawn...

Aleksandra looked at him "He's dead Khar as if you didn't know !"  Seeing him bear weapons like this spoke volumes and
she fell back slightly.

Her hands shaking slightly and her eyes darted to Ilse it was obvious she didn’t want Khar to be brought here to bear weapons on them.

"Put your weapon down Khar unless you plan on killing us too !"

Mandor moved in front of Aleksandra defensively.
His hand behind him held several steel orbs in it.

"I don't think his intention is to harm you let us here him out."

"Dead?!?  HA!  He will be when I'm through with him."  Khar did pause a moment to take an internal stock, then started pacing about the room again trying to locate something as if using an internal compass.  "He's not dead.  The pull is too strong."

Khar suddenly rounded on Alexandra his eyes wild with anger as he looked at her around Mandor.  "Kill you?  Kill you!  The only one you have to fear is that worthless psychotic bastard you call FATHER!"

Khar tore at his hair with his free hand.  "HE'S IN MY HEAD!  That damnable spear of his.  Do you know how many of us he has killed?!?  Osric, Finndo, Benedict, Eric, Corwin, Deirdre, Fiona, Bleys, Brand... the list goes on.  Ring any bells!  They all died before you were born!  Then something changed.  I can't... I can't put enough together.  I only have glimpses of their deaths, but he felt you could be controlled.  But... but spouses and grandkids became the target... YOU WANT TO KNOW WHY YOUR HUSBANDS KEPT DYING?!?!"  Khar clenched his free hand in the air in front of him like he was choking something.  Then he made a fist and pretended to toss it down in anger.

"He attacked Coralyne!  He nearly killed Mirjana!  He wants Kerryl dead!  Someone named Julien is at the top of his list right now!"  Khar stormed in another circle frantic with adrenaline.  "HE KILLED MY MOTHER!!!"  The closest target suffered Khar's wrath.  He brought the sword down through the wall in a clean cut.  "WHERE IS HE!!!"

Aleksandra flinched when he brought the sword down through the wall.

"Khar I have no idea, who you are talking about,  those names aren’t even in our lineage, as for mothers being dead, have a little respect me and Ilse just found ours."

"And do not speak of the King so,  he fathered all of us like it or not,  he is dead just like mother in that room, I will not allow you to desecrate them."

She moved to stand before the royal rooms.

"You have always been an angry one Khar, but I never took you for mad,  your double marches with your army, and Ilse here just said that your double may be your own son with some strange power."

Mandor shakes his head, "Unless Kerryl has taken the your families power into himself, I do not believe it is him."

Ilse listened to Khar's ranting with mixed emotions.  Her brother believed that their father was still alive, albeit trying to kill off his heirs and she wasn't too sure what to make of that.  I saw the bodies with my own eyes!

When his sword came crashing down, she was ripped from her thoughts.  Ilse crossed the room and tenderly took his hand from the pommel.  As Alek retorted, she studied his eyes intently, as if she would find the answers within their darkness.

"What Aleksandra says is true," she said meekly.  "There was a fire in their chamber..." Ilse's words trailed off in a bit of a sob.  A moment spent to collect herself, she added, "Someone is using your likeness and is marching your army here, even now as we speak.  I only mentioned Kerryl because he's the only person I've seen with such a talent."

"Of course not, he wiped the slate clean.  Started over."  Khar snapped.  His eyes narrowed and his lips tightened at the news of the queen.  It just reinforced everything he felt and those blasted images of how she died.  How the King had taken her arm and....  He shook off the unwanted viewing.

"Don't be the lapdog he thinks you are Alex.  I use dupes all the time.  Did you check the secret door?!?  GAH!!!  I see at least two murders behind that door...  That could be anyone you think is in there.  And if it IS the king, then someone's filling his shoes!"
The real Oberon or not, Khar was still ready to kill whoever wore his face.

"I was marching my army here.  Then someone redirected it.  If the curse extends to all who are loyal as I've seen, you are in danger from the guards themselves as soon as he feels you are a threat.  My troops would have been available to counter that."  Khar allowed Ilse to lower the sword, but he did not release the grip.  Still in full armor she had to look past the nose guard to see into his eyes.

"WHERE IS THIS DOUBLE?!?  AND WHERE IS KERRYL?  HE WAS WITH YOU!"  Khar knew Kerryl coming here was dangerous and if this Mandor Uncle guy had let something happen to him...

Aleksandra looked at Khar, "Kerryl departed with you !!! you both trumped to this Coralyne person,  I haven't seen him since."

Chapter 14: Kerryl and Mirjana at the Primal Pattern
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They were barely done when the old man appeared in the room, coming through a strange door that appeared in the wall.

"Children.. this is not the time for love.. it is the time for action.. Mirjana... get moving... there is no time left.. the Spear has found the Dreamlands... soon Valerian will be angry enough to spit nails... he will come looking for Oberon... he must be imprisoned... and he is near invulnerable until you get that from him..." the man walked back through the door and vanished again.
Kerryl was startled by the sudden appearance of the old man, but didn’t feel threatened. He saw a wry grin on the old man’s face and his words let Kerryl know that they had delayed long enough. Dreamlands? Valarian? Never heard of them, but no matter, the time has come. He hadn’t seen the man’s face before, but somehow he knew that it must be Mirjana’s father and his own great-grandfather, Dworkin. He felt somewhat embarrassed, but then felt that he really didn’t need to be.

Then he recalled her whispered words. "He has it... but we can get it from him... there is a way that even he can't prevent... but it's dangerous to both of us... if one fails, we both fail... and if we fail, we die."

He thought, Thank the deities of both Amber and the Black Empire for granting us the time we had together. And please grant us the ability to do what needs to be done. And please don’t let me fail her. Ever…

Kerryl hugged and kissed her again, burning her image and essence forever into his mind and his soul. “Well, my love, as much as I would wish it, I knew that it wouldn’t last forever. While we get ready, you can tell me how we retrieve it from Oberon and what I can do. No. What I will do, beloved.”

Mirjana smiled at him, her eyes shining, "We will walk the pattern and then go into the Jewel itself and walk it's pattern when we reach the end, we will take it with us and depart...It is the only way he will not know... since he is distracted but should he notice us.. we will have to fight our way through it." She rose and began to dress again.  Slipping into the fitted leggings and tunic and boots knowing Kerryl would be doing the same.

Kerryl always loved seeing her smile, now it was even more special to him.

He got up and dressed quickly.

Now he understood what she had in mind, because he already knew it was the Jewel of Judgment that they had to retrieve from Oberon. But it was still unclear how they would enter the Jewel, but with her guidance, he would do it and they would succeed.

He knew that anything he had tackled before, would hardly compare to what they would now face. But everything before, that had tested his mettle and resolve, had prepared him for this.

He was anxious yet nervous. He would finally get to walk the Pattern, something that Mirjana had prepared him to do for a number of years. And to walk the Pattern within the Jewel itself? Incredible!

Once dressed, he strapped on his saber and his 'boomstick'. He had his weapons and his natural talents to help fight their way through together.

And he would not fail her. Ever.

He looked her way, ready whenever she was.

Mirjana moved to a covered picture that hadn't been there before and uncovered it, it was of a lovely glade.   She held her hand out to him, "This is where the Primal Pattern is, the one place we can walk without anyone else knowing."

It looks like a Trump painting. What a lovely place. And the Primal Pattern... He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze and smiled.

"You are full of surprises, aren't you, my dear? Let's go, then." He turned to face the picture.

Mirjana activated the painting and led him through, into a green grassy plane and laid out before him was the Pattern in all it's glory a soft red glow rising from the intricate work.

"There is it Kerryl.. your birthright."

Kerryl looked at the Pattern, the Primal Pattern, in awe. He was struck speechless. As he drew closer to where it seemed to be the starting point, he felt a crackling of energies. Like a build up of static charges that extended beyond its border. The Power that seemed to have been contained within it, was beyond anything he had anticipated. He suddenly felt a deep regard for it and he comprehended why it shouldn't be taken lightly.

He knew that it would be difficult and he knew that if everyone was wrong about his origin, he would be consumed in its fires. Kerryl wasn't a fool, he knew that it was a possibility but in truth, it didn't matter.

His future and destiny depended upon this and he would rather die on the Pattern than to continue without claiming its Power for himself. For without it, he would be just another Shadow. Not real. Not of Amber. Not worthy.

But I am. I know it.

He took a deep relaxing breath and turned to Mirjana and attempted a grin.

"It is an amazing sight. Should I go first? I'm ready now, dearest."

Our eyes met and she nodded in agreement. I released her hand and I gave Mirjana one more kiss and it felt like a blessing from a goddess. “I remember your teachings, Mirjana. See you in the center.”

As I approached ever closer, I felt a throbbing in my mind from it, a pounding and tingling sensation that felt like circulation returning to a foot that fell asleep. I was reassured with the thought that others had assailed this wonder and the blood within my body would make it possible for me to do the same.

Then it was time, I stood at the place where the Pattern began, nearest to where we entered the glade. I stepped forward and examined the cold red flames that started near to the spot where I had placed my right foot. I recalled her training and I am alert for voices, in case any other instructions might be helpful. Once I start, I must never stop. To stop is to die.

I stepped forward, setting my left foot upon the traceries of red flame. My foot was outlined with reddish-yellow sparks. It reminded me of the sparks a smith would make when forming horseshoes. Hammer beating on metal, hot from the flames, and shooting a spray of sparks under my foot. But they were cool. Then I leaned forward and placed my right foot upon it. I felt the electric current flow through my body. A slight tingling sensation that wasn’t unpleasant. I took another step.

There was a crackle and I felt my hair beginning to rise from the static. I took another step. There were more sparks and static at each step.

Then the Pattern began to curve, abruptly, back upon itself. I took ten more paces, and a certain resistance seemed to arise. It was as if a solid barrier had grown up before me, of some substance which pushed back upon me with each effort that I made to pass forward.

I fought it. It was the First Veil, I suddenly knew elation, but not over confidence. To get beyond it would be an achievement, a good omen, showing that I was indeed part of the Pattern. Each raising and lowering of my foot suddenly required a terrible effort, and sparks shot forth from my hair.

I concentrated on the fiery line. I walked it breathing heavily.

Suddenly the pressure was eased. The First Veil had parted before me, as abruptly as it had occurred. I had passed beyond it and acquired something,

I had gained a piece of myself.

I took a step, ever moving forward, but slowly.

I relived my years in school, my dueling and combat training. I saw the countless faces of classmates who would later join me in Hawthorne’s Army, I gained their respect and loyalty. They would follow me into battle and many would later die by my side. I relived my years working with horses, and my training in horse husbandry. I thought that I knew all that there was to know about them. I sped through years of training in the art of warfare and dueling. And my years of discovering and practicing my shape shifting abilities, and my jubilation when I finally achieved my Demon form. To stop learning and to stop practicing was to die. I refused to die.

I took another step.

I relived the nearly two centuries serving and later leading as Commander of the Hawthorne Army. I witnessed battle upon battle against those Houses that dared invade our home. Their incursions were growing with ferocity. Hundreds of men and women died fighting to save our House Sawall. And in defense of House Swayville and other allies. I saw the closest of my old friends fight and die. Some I held afterward, trying to keep them alive and patching up their injuries, and they died in my arms. We killed them by the hundreds as well. Some appeared before me on the Pattern, and I drew my blade. They tried to kill me or knock me from the Pattern, and I slew them all. Quickly and efficiently and with no emotion. For emotion in combat caused mistakes. No hate, just killing, as if turning off a switch. All I saw was blood and death and all the horrors of war.  To stop fighting was to die. I refused to die.

I took another step.

It was so many years ago, but the face of Cassandra now appeared before me. Her smile turned to anger. She was there and very real on the Pattern. I relived our time together. She held out her hand as if to stop me. Her fingers extended in to deadly talons. She looked at me accusingly. “Why did you stop looking for me? Damn you!” She wanted me to stop, to give up and resign myself to the inevitable. “You stopped loving me, I felt it! For her! That Amberite bitch!” She pointed in the direction of where he thought Mirjana must be. “You have no idea what you forfeited! You’re a bastard, just like your father and just as much a fool. If you don’t use this Power to find me, and renounce that wench, you don’t deserve its Power. And I won’t let you have it!” She tried to tear at me in her fury, but I held her arms tight. No, I could not have her. Everyone saw to that. And it didn’t matter anymore. I have won Mirjana’s love and I would be completed by her. I kept moving forward and held her arms fast as she struggled to tear at me with long talon fingers. “I am sorry, Cassandra. Truly I am. But I love Mirjana and only her. You and I may have to deal with this later, but know this. I loved you once and I only wish you peace and love. I didn't want to cause you pain, but those who kept us apart were guilty of the pain we both suffered. Be at peace. Farewell.” I gently pushed her aside and she vanished. To stop loving was to die. I loved Mirjana now. And I refused to die.

I took another step.

I relived my years after losing Cassandra. The countless Shadows I traveled. The people I met and the fruitless searches for the one Shadow where Cassandra was hidden. My despair at my failure. And my return to Hawthorne. My time of self imposed isolation, I spent time raising and caring for horses. No demands on me. It was a peaceful time, but little happiness and little purpose. I broke out of my funk and self-pity and eventually went back into the service of my grandmother the Over Lady Titania. I became her right hand, to enforce the Law of Hawthorne, the Rule. Titania appeared before me. “Kerryl my boy, I have always been proud of you and I wish you the happiness you have been searching for. And I hope you will someday be able to forgive this foolish old woman.” She vanished. There were countless duels fought to establish myself, to enforce the Rule, and for times that there was no real reason. Only the duel mattered. Only duty mattered. Only family mattered. To abandon duty and family was to die. I refused to die.

I took another step.

My relatives from Amber came to Hawthorne. It was a delight to entertain them. Ilse was sweetness and light. She was and is a creative and sensitive writer and artist. The beauty of her artistic talent was a natural extension of her own beauty and innocence. I hoped she would ever remain so. Her younger image was superimposed on her adult image before me. Mirjana said that Ilse thought I was a Prince Charming. I hopes she finds her true Prince Charming, she deserves the best one that could be found in all Shadow. And woe be to any man who falls short of that.

Reinier was brave and bold as a lad and was dear to her twin, Mirjana. I knew that he would grow up to be a man that I would be proud to fight along side. I hope I get to see him again.

Mirjana was a sweet child. Coralyne always called her sister's daughter a 'challenge' and loved her like the daughter she never had. Mirjana was always taking risks and tackling things at too soon an age. She had her own mind and once made up, it wouldn't change. Usually, but she could be convinced if done correctly. Mostly, everyone tried to do it incorrectly. She faced everything without fear and I admired her spirit. I watched over her to keep her out of trouble. I came to realize that she was doing it to get my attention, perhaps she wasn't getting it enough in Amber. It didn't take long for her to realize that she had my attention. Once she settled down, she would learn all she could and soon proved to be brighter than any of those who would teach her. I saw her grow up to the woman she became. I spent all my time with her whenever she came to Hawthorne and she would share what she had learned. I looked forward to her visits, from a place I could not go to, yet. I cared for her and it gave me added purpose. And she was preparing me for this journey, long before I knew I would be taking it. Purpose was something that had been lacking, until I saw Mirjana. To live without purpose was to die. I refused to die.

I took another step.

I was well into the Pattern now, and the sparks flashed continually about my feet, reaching up to the height of my knees. I no longer knew which direction I faced. It seemed my eyeballs were vibrating. Then came a pins-and-needles feeling in my cheeks and there was a coldness on the back of my neck, I clenched my teeth to keep them from chattering.

I took six more rapid steps, reaching the end of an arc and coming to the beginning place of a straight line.

I set my foot upon it, and with each step that I took, another barrier began to rise against me. It was the Second Veil. More memories assailed me. They were painful, pleasurable, and fleeting.

Then the changing came unbidden and uncontrolled.

With each step, my form changed. I ran though a number of identities I assumed in Shadow in rapid succession.

With each step, my form changed. Every form I ever attempted. Every adaptation I made, to adapt to an exotic environment, my body was forced into again. It forced the changes quickly and in rapid succession.

With each step, my form changed. Some of the forms were comfortable and others were painful. My body tissues felt shredded and molded, like taffy being pulled on a machine. I screamed in torment. Each step was a new experience in pain and each new form gave temporary relief when it was completed.

I know that if I had attempted this at any other time, I would have died. But I felt that the Pattern was not trying to kill me, just examine me. Pick me apart and seeing what made me tick. I felt I was being disassembled and reassembled, to a form that the Pattern desired.

There was a right-angle turn, then another, then another.

The pain and shifting continued until it mercifully and abruptly ended. I tried to catch my breath, because I don’t recall breathing for a few moments. I was breathing heavily now and tried to get it under control, so I didn’t hyperventilate.

I kept moving.

I was a prince of Amber. It was true. I would have died by now, if I wasn’t, so I moved onward with confidence. I didn’t stop when it tried to tear me apart. And I would not stop now. Not ever.

The Pattern found me worthy. No doubt, never again.

Another curve began, and it was as though I were walking in glue as I moved slowly along it.

One, two, three, four. . . I raised my fiery boots and let them down again.

My head throbbed and my heart felt as though it were vibrating to pieces. But it wasn’t as bad as the shifting.

Amber! I knew that I would have power over Shadow and I would exercise that power with supreme confidence. I would find my own Shadows, not just other’s Shadows. I will survive this! And I will succeed in this mission and protect Mirjana, my love.

The going was suddenly easy once more.

Ten paces, then a swirling filigree of fire confronted me and I essayed it.

Instinctively, I knew that to leave the Pattern before I'd completed it would mean my death. I dared not raise my eyes from the places of light that lay before me, to see how far I had come, how far I had yet to go.

I emerged from the filigree and marched along the Grand Curve. The forces that shape the universe fell upon me and beat me into their image.

I walked three more curves, a straight line, and a series of sharp arcs, and I held within me a consciousness of my birthrite: the power over Shadows. I comprehended the dynamics of shifting Shadow, the theoretical endless possibilities by manipulating the probabilities of nature. I know how. I know!

I was able to walk faster, but cautiously. Ten arcs which left me dizzy, another short arc, a straight line, and the Final Veil. Walking had become difficult again as I got nearer to the veil.

It was agony to move. Everything tried to beat me aside. I felt my body chill and become feverish. It seemed that the cold flames constantly pushed against me. I struggled, putting one foot before the other. The sparks reached as high as my waist at this point, then my breast, my shoulders. They were into my eyes. They were all about me. I could barely see the Pattern itself.

My body was burning and changing. I felt my body shifting again as if the Pattern itself was commanding it as I moved. My body lengthened and widened. My legs grew longer and stronger, rear hooves and fore claws. My face lengthened and red flames were coming from my eyes and nostrils, to match the red flames I was surrounded by. The change was complete and I was in my nightmare form. My hooves struck the ground hard and loud. With each step my hoof struck louder.  I pushed harder against the resistance and my muscles were tightening to strain harder, not as though I was pulling a heavy weight, but to push through a monstrous barrier. I pushed until my muscles burned. My brain throbbed. My heart was pounding loud in my ears, almost deafening. I pushed. Pushed. Pushed.

Harder. Harder. Through.

Then a short arc, ending in blackness.

One, two. . . And to take the last step was like trying to push through a concrete wall. Not a matter of strength as much as it was a matter of willpower. I was gulping air and sweat poured from my body. My voice sounded like that of a tortured neighing horse, more than a man.

It was the hardest task that I had ever attempted and I don’t know how long I pushed. Was it a few seconds or a few years? But I eventually broke through the Final Veil, I nearly fell forward to the center. My body shifted back to human form and I straightened out my features as I tried to regain my breath and get my balance.

I turned slowly and looked back over the course I had come.  I would not permit myself the luxury of sagging to my knees. I was a Prince of Amber now, and by the deities of both Amber and the Black Empire! Nothing would humble me in the presence of my lover. Not even the Pattern!

I waved in what I thought to be the right direction, if she was still waiting for me to finish. Whether or not I could be made out very clearly was another matter.

I took the time to regain my strength and I waited for Mirjana. I knew what she planned next, but I had no idea how it would be done.

I could only wait.

Mirjana's walk was quite different, it seemed the sparks around her caressed her as she stepped on the pattern as lightly as air.  She seemed to dance along it, and it never slowed her, she moved so fluidly it was almost like watching a dance, and then her own shape changed, till a shimmering white unicorn with flaming wings pranced along the lines of this pattern.  her beauty was evident as was a strange mix of parentage in her movements.  And then she was a flaming bird, and then a Unicorn again and then the wings returned and then she was Mirjana stepping into the center with him.

"Kerryl.. I am so happy.. you made it." she threw her arms around him and held him there.  "Now... Pattern, send us into the Jewel of Judgement."

Chapter 15: Kerryl and Mirjana in the Jewel of Judgment
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Her command given, a flash of red and he was inside something that seemed to shoot faceted red rainbows around them both.  And from inside they could see shadow passing outside them and looking up, Kerryl could see Khar's face though he knew it could not be Khar, something inside him said the cold visage he looked upon was akin to a mask.

Kerryl was transfixed at the sight of his beloved as she walked, no, danced along the Pattern. When she changed forms, he was elated at the sight. She was just as beautiful in all her forms.

Her embrace felt wonderful after what he went through. And it seemed to give him more strength of will.

Once inside the Jewel, he was astounded at the sight within the Jewel. And concerned at what he saw outside the Jewel. He understood the danger and knew that they were now the most vulnerable.

Hopefully, the person behind Khar's mask, who he was certain was Oberon, wouldn't notice we were there, until it was too late. If he saw us or noticed what was happening, it would be over.

He said quietly into her ear, not knowing if their voice would carry. "What do we do now, Mirjana? And where do we start? I'm not sure where this Pattern begins."

She nodded, "We walk it backwards, then forwards again, I will guide, it is like a dance." she put her hands on his hips and looked around him for a moment, "Are you ready dearest?"
Kerryl wasn't sure how that would work, but he was certainly game to try. He would follow her lead and hopefully get the hang of it soon enough. He was certainly glad that they would be doing this together, it gave him added confidence. "Of course, love. Let's start."

He decided it was best to focus his attention on the area they would be walking and not the surroundings. After a brief scan of the area, everywhere he looked was like a ruby crystal in rainbow hues of red, with seemingly impossible angles that could cause vertigo to those who would be succeptable to it. He appreciated not having to deal with that.

So, he concentrated on the path and his lover's touch to guide them.

The two linked as one for the dance of a lifetime, Mirjana was about to take the first step when she pause.  The Gem had suddenly gone dark as a giant hand had clasped over it.  Kerryl could feel a light breeze on his cheek that quickly rose in force.  In moments, the sound of a roaring freight train assaulted his ears, as the wind circled throughout the gem with hurricane force then was directed to the world beyond.  Standing in the center of the gem, the effect was like standing in the eye of the hurricane.  The lovers experienced nothing more than a light breeze.

She looked at Kerryl with concern.  "We must hurry.  If he uses it again..."  There was no need to explain what the ramifications would be.  She began the dance.

It was surprisingly easy.  No sparks, no veils, just the 3D path they wove their way along.  One moment they were rightside up, the next several steps and they would be upside down relative to their previous position.  There was no gravity feel of up or down though.  Mirjana looked in his eyes and she allowed herself a slight smile as they spun and twisted their way towards the beginning.

Kerryl was astounded at the experience inside the Jewel.

To see the storm form around them and extend beyond the jewel with such incredible force. He understood her concern. If they were walking when it occurred again, they could get swept up in the maelstrom. Where they stood, they were indeed in the eye of a hurricane.

She began, he nodded and followed her lead. Kerryl was in awe of the grace she displayed. In comparison he felt like he had two, no, four left feet. But while in her embrace, he was swept up in the dance and her skill flowed through him. He certainly knew that he could never dance like this with anyone else, nor would he ever want to. But somehow he could dance, surprising himself.

Mirjana herself was the dancer and the dance, and Kerryl was a part of it. He hoped he was a spark or inspiration to it. To him, she was the most beautiful woman in all of creation. She knew by his smile that he was enraptured in it, sharing it with her. It was just as deep and personal and intimate and exciting experience, as the act of love they shared. And this became another form of love between them.

He had expected the hazards of the Pattern he walked... how long ago was it? Within the dance, time seemed to cease. And on this Pattern, it seemed effortless in comparison. And it was fascinating to see the angles in which they walked to the beginning of the Pattern.

He hoped that the rest of the dance was as pleasurable and free of care. And he recalled that she hinted that it wouldn't. We may have to fight our way to the end. He would be ready and he would not fail her.

Though while it lasts, he would revel in his lover's arms and treasure the dance.

The duo is about two-thirds of the way back towards the beginning when the hair on the back of Kerryl's neck starts to stand on end.  Then the hair on his arms and head.  He can see Mirjana's long flowing locks start to rise and stand up as well.

Kerryl was concerned but he was concentrating on keeping in time with her. "Darling, it looks like static is building up. Is this a function of walking the Pattern here, or is a charge building up again?"

A look of terror was in her eyes as she met his.  He could feel her start to shift before the words left her mouth.  "Shift."

Kerryl saw the terror in her eyes and knew what would happen very soon. He saw what she was doing and followed her lead, shifting exactly as she did. He knew his life depended upon it.

The charge seemed to be building rapidly.

Suddenly there was an immense charge as the jewel directed the heavens above.  Kerryl and Mirjana hardly noted the muted red bolt outside of the crystal as they became overwhelmed by the raw energy.  Living conductors, the charge had been routed around vital organs but took a toll on the outer non-critical parts of the body.  Both lost most of their exposed hair as it was fried right off.  Each suffered severe burns to their outer shell as the energy simply overwhelmed them.  A lesser being would have simply vaporized.  Each would have faultered and fallen had the other not been there to support them.  With effort, they painstakenly managed to complete the dance and finally stepped to the beginning of the pattern.  Severely injured and only halfway through their mission, they now looked to the difficult part ahead.

Kerryl was in pain from the burns. They would heal with time and shifting, but there wasn't time now. It pained him to see her in this condition. Now at the center, they had to work their way back. "Are you going to be alright, my love? I know you must be in as much pain as I, but we have to keep moving. Please stay with me, don't let shock set in and block out the pain. I won't lose you and I won't fail you! Help me get through the dance. If you need anything to keep moving, tap into me for it. You WILL get through this. You must! We must!"

Kerryl was moving stiffly but still dancing with Mirjana. Every movement was agony now and they were moving their way back along the return trip as fast as they could move. Every joint and muscle ached horribly, but at least they were alive. And he tried to block out how his outer skin felt.

It was hardened to protect the internal organs and to dissipate the energies, but there was so much of it. So much energy... No amount of shifting could have protected them better, but we took the full brunt of the lightning surge, we were the conduit, and it was pure hell.

Now, he tried to put on a brave face, but he couldn't keep his eyes from giving away his thoughts. They were so closely linked, their thoughts were co-mingling as well. And there we no words that we could share that matered and the skin cracked from trying. He found that out a little late.

My sweet lovely Mirjana, I can see the pain in your eyes and I share it with you. I want nothing more then to make your pain go away and take it from you. Stay with me, my love. We'll get through this and we'll find some place to heal. But I am NOT finishing this without you. Understand? You will DO this and we will make it.

He could see the outskirts beyond the facets of the gem, and he could see some of what was happening out there, but he didn't care. It just didn't matter. Nothing out there mattered. The only thing that mattered, was getting Mirjana to the end of the dance, so she can accomplish what we set out to do. And he would die himself before he would let Mirjana die. And that was all there was to it. That was all...
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