PROLOG
ONE YEAR AGO
| felt the world around me bend and sway like the branches of awillow in astorm. Strange

colorsturned, misshapen geometries that couldn't possibly exist but somehow did, drifting like
snowflakes, patterns within patterns within patterns. My vision brightened then dimmed, repeatedly, and
in no perceptible rhythm.,

Come ...

A voice... where?| turned, the world kaleidoscoping.
Cometome...

The voice pulled me on.

Come to me, sons of Chaos ...

| followed the sound across aland of ever-changing design and color to atower made of skulls,

some human and some clearly not. | stretched out my hand to touch itswalls, but my fingers passed
through the bones as though through fog.

tower.

Not real

A vison? A dream?

A nightmare, more like it. Thethought came from deep insde.

Come ... thevoice cdled to me.

| gavein to the sound and drifted forward, through the wall of skullsand into the heart of the

Shadows flickered within. As my eyes began to adjust to the gloom, | could make out a stairway

of arm and leg bonesthat circled theinsdewall, climbing into a deeper darkness, descending into murky,
pulsating redness.

| drifted down, and the redness resolved into a circle of torches and five men. Four of them wore

findy wrought silvered chain mail of adesign | had never seen before. They held down the limbs of the
fifth man, who lay spread-eagled on ahuge sacrificid dtar, asingleimmense dab of gray marble threaded
with intricate patterns of gold. His chest and stcomach had been opened and his entrails spread acrossthe
dtar asthough some augur had been reading the future from them. When the victim shuddered suddenly,

| redlized the men were holding him down because hewas till dive.

| reached ingtinctively for my sword. In any other time or place | would have rushed them,

decency and honor commanding meto try to rescue this poor victim. Only heisn't real, | told mysdf.
Thiswas some sort of vision, some kind of fever dream or premonition.

| forced mysdlf closer, staring at the dying man, trying to see hisface. Wasit mine? Did thisvision

predicting fate?

No, | saw with somerelief, it wasn't me on the altar. His eyeswere amuddy brown; mine are

blue asthe sea. His hair was lighter than mine, his skin smoother. He waslittle more than aboy;, |
thought, maybe fourteen or fifteen yearsold.

"Who areyou?' | whispered, half to mysdlf.

The suffering victim turned hishead in my direction.

"Help me," he mouthed. He seemed to be staring straight at me, as though he could see me.

| reached out for him, but my hand passed through his body and into the stone of the dtar. Had |



become some sort of ghost? A powerless creature forced to watch atrocities unfold around me, with no
power to act?

| pulled my hand free. A mild tingling, like the return of blood after circulation had been cut off,
shot through my fingers, but nothing else. | couldn't help him.

The young man turned his head away. He shuddered again, but though tearsrolled down his
cheeks, hedid not cry out. Brave and strong, | gave him that.

"Have courage,”" | whispered.
Hedid not reply, but his body began to shake and his eyesrolled back in his head.

Again that wild, uncontrollable rage surged insde me. Why was | here? Why was| having this
vison?What could it possbly mean?

| looked at the soldiers, searching their facesfor an explanation, and suddenly | redlized they
were not human. Their ditted eyes glowed afaint red behind their helms. Nasals and cheek guards
concealed most of their features, but could not hide the faintly iridescent pattern of scales around their
mouths and chins. | had never seen their like before. They must have the blood of serpentsin their veins,
| thought, to kill one so young in such ahorrible manner.

Thevictim on the dab gave one last convulsive shudder, then lay Hill. They rleased him.
"Lord Zon," one of the soldiers croaked.

Something stirred in the darker shadows by the far wall. Slitted eyes, much larger than the
soldiers and set afoot apart, opened, then blinked twice. Asthe creature shifted, torchlight glinted off its
metallic-gray scales and the sharp talons of itsfour spindly limbs.

| felt asudden chill, ablind panic that made me want to run screaming from thistower. Yet |
seded mysdf and held firmin my place, facing it, knowing thisto be atrue enemy-the enemy of al men.

Yes, it said. The creature did not speak, but | heard the rumble of itswords clearly in my head.
"Heisdead."
Bring me the other son of Dworkin.

A shock of recognition went through me. Dworkin! | knew that name. But it had been such a
very longtimesincel had seenhim.., .

Camly, two of the serpent-soldiersturned and |eft the tower through adoorway set deep inthe
shadows. Theremaining pair pulled the young man off the dab and dragged him to asmadl holein the
floor. They rolled himinto it, and he plunged into darkness. | did not hear him hit the bottom.

A moment later the other two returned, haf carrying, half dragging another man between then,
this one older than the one who had just died. He wore the tattered remains of amilitary uniform, but |
did not recognize the design, and hisface and hands were bruised and dirty. Still he bucked and fought,
kicking and biting, struggling franticaly to free himsdf. He dmost threw off the serpent-soldiers severa
times, he was strong and determined not to be taken easly.

Ingtinctively, my hand sought my sword again. | wished | had the power to help him. But |
remembered how my hand had passed through the body of the last victim and knew | could do nothing
but watch.

The two soldierswho had disposed of the young man's body rushed forward, and together the
four of them managed to heave the newcomer up onto the dtar's dab. All four leaned on hislimbs
heavily, holding him down despite hisvdiant effortsto free himsdlf.

The serpent-beast in the shadows stirred, immense scaes diding across the floor's stones. |



heard alaugh that chilled my heart.
Son of Dworkin. You will help me now.
"Never!" the young man yelled. "Youll pay for this" And he followed with a string of obscenities.

Then heraised his head defiantly, staring at the giant serpent, and the flickering torchesreveded
hisfeaturesfor thefirs time.

My festures. For he had my face.

| could only gape. How wasit possible? Was this nightmare some premonition of thingsto
come? Would this Lord Zon capture me, drag me here, too, and read the future from my guts?

Drifting closer, like aphantom, | peered down at the man. | had to get a better look, had to
know more about who he was and how he had gotten into this situation. If thisrealy was somefuture
vison of mysdf-

Fortunately neither the soldiers nor their serpent-master seemed aware of me. | might have been
some spectra figure wandering through their nightmare world, unseen and unheard, forced to witness
atrocities beyond al human suffering but unable to stop them.

And yet, | reminded myself, before his deeth, the firgt victim had seen me. How?What did it dl
meen?

Asl| continued to study the man with my face, | began to notice smal differences between us.
Like the boy before him, he had brown eyesto my blue. But despite our eye colors, there were many
uncanny similarities between us. The high rise of our cheekbones, the shape of our nosesand our ears...
we could have been brothers.

Or father and son.

My father is already dead, | told mysdlf. This cannot possibly be him. Could it?
No, my father would have been much, much older.

This man looked about my own age.

Tell me of Dworkin, the voicein my head commanded. Where is he hiding? Where else has
he spread his tainted blood?

| felt my heart legp. Dworkin again. What did my former teacher haveto do with al of this?

The man on the dab spat at the creature, then declared, "I have never heard of Dworkin. Kill me
and be donewithit!"

Let him go, | thought desperately, dreading what might come next. Whatever you are, you're
looking for me, not him. I'm the one who knows Dworkin!

The serpent-cresture didn't hear me. Talonslashed out from the darkness, seized the man, and
ripped his chest and stomach open like cheesecloth. | gasped, stunned. The prisoner screamed and kept
screaming. With aquick motion, the creature pulled his entrails acrossthe dtar's dab like an offering to
the dark gods.

Blood sprayed in the air and hung there, forming a cloud, a shifting pattern like the snowflakes of
color outside the tower. But this pattern was different, somehow-I could see holeswhere it was
incomplete, jagged, and somehow wrong.

Cometo me...

The serpent-creature writhed, body undulating before the pattern in the air, working itsfoul
sorcery. Rings of light burst from the floating droplets of blood, spreading out through the walls of the



tower, disappearing into the greater void outside.
Come to me, sons of Dworkin. . .

Theair over thedtar filled with aspinning lacework design, with strange turnsand angles. The
hanging drops of blood flattened, rippled like waves of the sea, then grew clear. Each one offered atiny
window into what must have been hundreds of different worlds. | stared at them, the breath catching in
my throat. Some had red skies; some had the familiar blue one. Oceans raged in one; mountains moved
like sheep in apasture in another; firesrained down from the sky in athird. In gtill others| saw towns of
strangely dressed people, or what might have been people. Still more showed virgin forests, others empty
expanses of desert, or grasdand, or thundering rivers.

Come to me, princes of Chaos. . .

Like bubbles bursting, the windows began to disappear. The pattern that held them together was
breaking apart. | realized the man on the altar dab was nearing degth.

Suddenly the last of the tiny windows vanished and beads of red spattered onto the floor, an
unholy rain. Coughing, spitting blood, the young man on the dtar began to jerk and spasm uncontrollably.
Findly, helay ill. It hadn't taken him more than aminute or two to die.

The serpent-creature hissed in anger and disgppointment.
Continue searching.
"Yes, Lord Zon," said the soldier who had spoken before.

| moved closer, peering into the shadows, trying to see this Lord Zon more clearly. Somehow, |
knew the creature was my enemy. It wanted me spread on its dab, my blood sprayed into the air and
held up in that strange, flawed pattern that offered glimpses of other worlds.

"Who areyou?' | whispered.

Like thefirgt victim, Zon seemed to hear me-or sensed my presence. Eyes glinting like ruby
chips, it turned, peering thisway and that.

Who isthere? it demanded. Speak!

| remained slent, drifting backward, willing mysdlf invisble. Zon's ditted eyes suddenly focused
onme. It gave ahiss, and aforked tongue flickering from itslipless, scaled mouth.

You. You are the one.

"Who areyou?' | demanded, "What do you want of me?'
Death!

Itstalons reached for me-

-and suddenly | sat up in my bed, drenched in swegt, heart pounding like ahammer in my chest,
shaking al over but unableto recall what had terrified me so. A dream-a nightmare-some sort of horror .

| sucked in adeep breath, held it, listening beyond the canvas walls of my tent to the nighttime
sounds of amilitary camp. Boots on gravel, soft whinnies of horses, the scritch-scritch-scritch of
whetstones sharpening sted knives and swords, adistant "All'swel!" cdl from sentries on patrol.

Home.

Sofe.

Everything seemed normdl.

And yet... and yet, everything had changed, though | did not know how or why.



Reaching out in the darkness, | wrapped my fingers around the cool, smooth hilt of my sword.
Tonight, for no reason | could name, | wanted it close at hand.

ONE
THE PRESENT
A heavy pounding on the door downstairs roused me from deep.

"Oberel" came adistant shout. Damnable timing. | squinted into near darkness, frowned. The
hour lay somewhere between midnight and dawn, and blades of moonlight did between the window
shutters, cutting an intricate pattern of light and darkness across the checkered quilt. Off in the night |
heard plodding hooves and creaks from some passing merchant's wagon, and from farther off ill the
distant baying of packs of wild dogs asthey scavenged the battlefields amile to the north of Kingstown.

The pounding on the door resumed. Feigning deep wouldn't work; somehow, King Elnar's
agents-probably that al too efficient Captain lago-had tracked me down.

| tried to St up and found a soft arm pinning my chest. Helda hadn't yet heard athing; her
bresthing remained deep and regular. | half chuckled to mysdlf. Too much wine, too much love. She
would deep through the sacking of Kingstown, given haf achance.

Asgently as| could, | did out from under her, leaving the warm sweet smells of perfume and
sweat and incense that filled her bed. | made areassuring murmur a her puzzled sound and quickly
gathered up pants, shirt, boots, and sword.

Damnable timing indeed. My firdt night alone with Heldain nearly two months, and King Elnar
couldn't wait till dawn to summon me back. Price of being one of his right-hand men, | supposed. Still,
Captain lago-or whoever the king had sent to find me-might have had the senseto let me stay lost at
least afew hours more. It was seldom enough we had time to rest, but since the hell-creatures had been
quiet now for nearly aweek, King Elnar had granted me anight'sleave. | had tried to make the best of it,
drinking my way through Kingstown's haf dozen taverns before joining Helda a her houseto continue a
more private celebration into the late hours.

Carrying my belongings, | padded quickly down the steps. Firgt thingsfirgt. | had to halt that
racket before the whole town was up in arms. The hell-creatures had driven us back steadily over the last
sx months, and with the front lines of thewar close to Kingstown, King Elnar's troops now policed the
streets-not that they needed much attention, since three-quarters of the inhabitants had fled. No need to
rouse the night watch for amere summons back to camp. | sighed, haf in apprehenson. What calamity
had befalen us thistime? Something bad must have happened to drag me back in the middle of the night.
Had our scouts spotted new enemy movements? Or perhaps the hell-creatures had mounted another
sneak-attack on our supply lines?

The pounding ceased as | rattled back the bar and flung open the heavy wooden door.
"By thesx hdls-" | began.

My curse died away unfinished. It wasn't Captain lago-or any of the other officers under King
Elnar's command. It was astranger, athin little man of perhapsforty with long black hair tied behind his
head and a sharp gleam in his eye. He raised hislantern and peered up at me.

"Obere?' he demanded,

| towered agood head and a haf over him, but that didn't matter. He had a powerful presence,
much like King Elnar-the sort of man you ingtinctively looked at whenever he entered aroom, or listened
to whenever he spoke. He was clean-shaven, dressed in red-and-gold silks with a strange rampant-lion
crest gtitched in gold and silver thread on the blouse, and | caught the scents of dressing-powder and
lavender.



"Maybe," | said cautioudy, feding for my sword's hilt, wondering who he was and what he
wanted. "You are... 7'

"Itisyou!" he said, grasping my arm. "The years have changed you-buit it is good to see you
dive"

"Who are you," | demanded, shrugging off hishand, "and what in dl the hells do you think you're
doing here at this hour?' No matter who hewas, | did not appreciate being awakened from my
much-needed and much-deserved rest. It was one thing to receive the king's summons and quite another
to be roused by a stranger.

Hisvoicewas quiet. "Hasit been so long you no longer know me?”
"I have no ideawho-" | began. Then | paused and looked at him. Really looked a him.

"Uncle Dworkin?' | whispered. It had been ten yearssince I'd last set eyes on him. He had worn
his hair cropped short in those days, and he had seemed much, much taler.

Dworkin smiled and bowed hishead. "The very same.”
"What-how-"

Hewaved meto silence. "Later. Y ou must come with me, and quickly. | have sent for acarriage.
| assure you, this cannot wait. Y ou will comewith me, Now."

It was a command, not asuggestion.
| gave abark of alaugh. "Go with you ? Just like that?!
"YS."

"I can't. I'm due back a camp in the morning. I'm no longer a child, Dworkin-1 have duties and
respongbilities you cannot imagine.”

"It isamatter of life and deeth."

A hose?"

"Y ours-and King Elnar's. | cannot say more than that."
That made me pause. "What about King Elnar?’ | asked

dowly. My duty was clear: to protect and servefirst the king and second dl of llerium. If
Dworkin knew something of such great importance that it endangered King Elnar'slife, | had to report it
at once.

He shook his head, though. "L ater. When we are safely away from here.”

| took a deep breath. Dworkin wasn't really my uncle- he had been a close friend of my parents.
When my father died at the hands of piratesfrom Sdliir shortly after my birth, Dworkin had practicaly
adopted my mother and me. Perhapsit was because he had had no children or family of hisown, but |
had cometo view him asamogt afather. It had been Dworkin who played soldier with me, brought me
treats on high holidays, and took me hunting in the fields beyond our house a Piermont asif | were his
own true son. It had been Dworkin who presented me with my first real sword, and Dworkin who began
thetraining in armsthat had ultimately become my livelihood. That is, until he disappeared following my
mother's death from the Scarlet Plague. That had been just after my fourteenth birthday. Those had been
crazy times, mad times, with death in the air and fear in every heart. After the desth-cart took my
mother's body away, she and Dworkin were both smply gone, | had always assumed hedd died in the
plague, too.

And now he stood before me, smug as you please, expecting me to drop everything and go off
with him for reasons he wouldn't share beyond claiming it was a matter of life or death to both the king



and me. It wasimpossible.
Instead of filid love and devotion, | felt asudden towering rage at having been abandoned.

"I'm not going anywhere," | growled a him, "unless you explain exactly what you mean. See my
orderly inthe morning, if you like, and I'll breakfast with you in my tent. We can catch up with each other
then. And you'd better have adamned good explanation-for everything!"

| started to shut the door.
"Youwill not bediveinthe morning if you remain here" he said softly.

| hesitated, looked into hisface, searching-for what, | didn't know. Truth, perhaps. Or maybe
some sgn that he dill cared for me. After al, my mother was gone now. Perhaps he had only befriended
meto get to her.

"Explan” | sad.

"Thereisno time!" He glanced up the Street asiif expecting to see someone or something, but the
street remained deserted. "My carriage will be here soon. Dress yoursdlf, and be quick about it. We must

be ready.”
"What doesthis haveto do with the king? Y ou said it involved him."

"Y es, though he does not yet know it himsdf. But if you come with me now, | promisethat the
invasion of your world will be over within the week. | can say no more."

Theinvasion of your world. | did not like the sound of that, but | held back aflood of questions
demanding to be asked. Somehow, though | didn't understand why, | found | wanted to trust Dworkin.

And if heredly knew something that could end our

war with the hell-creatures, | owed it to King Elnar to listen. | had never known Dworkintolie.
For the sake of my oath to the king and llerium, for my childhood and all the kindness Dworkin had
showered on my mother and me, | decided | would take him a hisword ... for now.

"Very wel." | handed him my sword and hurriedly began pulling on my pants.

He remained nervous and apprehensive, glancing up the street every few seconds. He had
volunteered littleinformation, | redized, but perhaps| could extract more with an indirect line of
questioning.

"Where have you been al these years?' | asked. "I thought you were dead.”
"Traveling," he said absently. "My... businesstook mefar from here."
"Y ou could have sent messages.”

"Y ou didn't need them. | would have been adigtraction for you. Had you known | was dive, you
would have given up your commission and come looking for me."

| pulled on my shirt and began lacing the front. Y ou don't know that!"
"Of coursel do. | know you, Obere, better than you know yoursdlf,"

He shifted dightly, glancing again in the direction of the battlefield outside town. | paused,
graining to hear, but even the distant scavenging dogs had grown silent. That seemed an ominous sign.

More dowly, Dworkin went on. "Friends have been sending me reports now and again of you
and your cares.

From raw soldier to lieutenant in ten yearsis quite aremarkable feat. Y ou have done your
parents proud.”



"King Elnar rewards deeds more than accidents of birth." | shrugged and began to link my
shirt-cuffs. "Lessthan haf his officers have noble bloodlines.

"So | have heard.”
"And | owe muchto your training."

He nodded dightly. "Y ou were an gpt sudent. But don't discount your own talents-you were
born to grestness.”

As| buckled on my swordbelt, | found | began to share his gpprehension. A strange, dmost
expectant hush had fallen over the gtreet. .. over al of Kingstown. Not an insect chirped, not abat
winged overhead, not asingle dog howled in the distance. An unpleasant tenson hung over everything
around us, like the calm before astorm.

"They arenear, | think," Dworkin said softly. "Even theanimals senseit.."

"Who?'

"The enemy. Thoseyou cdl hell-creatures.

"You say it likethey have some other name.”

"They do." Helooked at me and smiled. "But in this place, they are merely soldiers, like you or

"Not like me! And when have you ever been asoldier?!

He chuckled, agrange gleam in hiseye. "Y ou have more in common with them than you redize.
We both do."

| gave aderisive snort, not enjoying the idea. That hell-creatures should be here in Kingstown,
behind our lines,

seemed unlikely. And yet Dworkin certainly appeared to know more about them than King
Elnar's own agents. Nobody on our side knew where they came from originally, or how many they
numbered-they had swept down from the north ayear ago in avast horde, destroying villages, murdering
men, women, and children dike by the thousands. King Elnar had marched hisarmy against them at once
and fought them to astanddtill. But dowly, over the months, their numbers swelled and they advanced on
usagain and again, driving us ever back, until presently they controlled half of llerium.

How did Dworkin know so much, when our own agents knew so little? | found it disconcerting
to say theleast. And it raised more than afew danger flagsin my mind,

| tried to take amental step backward. It wasatrick | had taught myself, to try to see more than
what was readily apparent. Who was Dworkin, really? What business could possibly have taken him
away in the midst of the Scarlet Plague, when every country in the world had shut its ports to our ships?

| suddenly redlized then how little | actualy knew about my "uncle." When you areachild, you
take adultsfor granted. Dworkin had been a part of my lifefor so long, | had never thought to question
hisoriginsor hisbusiness or even his phenomena skill with asword, for he had certainly been on par
with any master | had trained with in the last decade.

Asl| leaned againgt Heldal's house and pulled on my boots, | sudied him. His strange clothing, his
long absence, his swordsmanship, and his ability to keep track of me... | could only reach one
conclusion: he had to be a spy. But for whom?

At least he seemed to fear the hell-creatures. No man who has looked into their ditted red eyes,
or fought againgt their wickedly barbed swords and fire-breathing horses, can come away unchanged.

| findly decided that he had to be working for one of the neighboring kingdoms. And they had



good causeto fear-if the hell-creatures continued their advance, they would control al of Ilerium within
the year, and then they would be free to attack Tyre or Alaciaor any of the other Fifteen Kingdoms.

"Whereisyour carriage?' | asked, taking back my sword.
Helooked to the right, down the street. "I hear it coming now."

| loosened my bladein its scabbard and stood straighten Clearly Dworkin had goneto alot of
trouble to track me down-1 had made doubly sure nobody knew where | would be deeping tonight, from
King Elnar to my orderly. And clearly, from his unceremonious pounding on the door, Dworkin truly did
fear for my life

But why should my life bein danger?1 frowned. | was but one of adozen lieutenants under King
Elnar ... awdl decorated hero, true enough, but hardly apivotd figurein thewar. It didn't make sense.

The clatter of iron-shod wheels on cobblestones dowly

grew louder. Dworkin exhaded heavily and seemed to relax as an odd little carriage sped around
the corner half ablock away.

| gaped at it. It was shaped amost like a pumpkin, with smooth curved sides that might have
been made of milky glass, and it glowed with an eerie phosphoric light, illuminating the whole stret.
Strangest of all, it had neither horsesto pull it nor adriver to steer it, though it had an empty bench on
top.

Magic.

I'd seen afew itinerant sorcerersvisit King Elnar's court over the years, but such were few and
far between in this part of theworld, and usudly their magics were more flash and fancy: parlor tricksand
elegant illusionsto delight ladies after dinner. For Dworkin to have a sorcerer of considerable power at
his digposa showed how important his misson here must be.

I'd had some little acquaintance with magic mysdlf over the years. Asaboy, I'd discovered | had
the ability to change the features of my face when | concentrated on it, and I'd practiced secretly until |
could make mysdlf look like almost anyone I'd ever met. When they found out, both Dworkin and my
mother had strongly discouraged thistaent. And since such tricks arelittle use in combat, I'd barely even
thought of it for years.

Asthe carriage neared, white lace curtains at the side windows fluttered briefly. | thought |
glimpsed awoman's pale face peering out at us, lips blood red and eyes dark. Could she be steering it
fromingde?

"Hurry," Dworkin said urgently, taking my elbow and propeling me toward the carriage. |
quickened my pace to keep up. "We must-"

At that second, the building behind us exploded. The force of it knocked meflat to the ground,
and | scrambled awkwardly to my feet, pams and elbows and knees dl stinging from scrapes on
cobblestones.

Unbdieving, | stared a what remained of Helda's house. Emerald flames shot a hundred feet in
the air. The whole building, from stoop to attic, blazed with an unholy greenfire. | had seen itslike before
on the battlefield- sometimes hell-creatures hurled fiery missiles at us, and they burned with those same
green flames.

The heat was incredible. From somewhereinside | heard awoman screaming. Helda:| had to
save her!

| started for the door, but Dworkin caught my arm and yanked meto ahdt. Hisgrip had ironin
it, and | could not wrench away despite my own great strength.



"Obere, no!" He had a crazed, dmost desperate look in his eye.
"l loveher!" | screamed. "l love her-"
"Sheisdead!" He had to shout to be heard over the roar of the flames.

Above the conflagration, the roof suddenly fell in with agrinding crash. Green sparks streamed
up toward the night sky. The whole building began to sag, threatening to collapse inward as the support
beams burned through.

| staggered back, imagining her soul flying up to the heavens. Ash and embers began a gentle, hot
rain on our heads.

Dworkin. He had known, somehow, that this attack was going to happen. How?

Whirling, | grabbed him by hisslk shirt and with one hand raised him afoot off the ground. It's
animpressivetrick a any time, and over the years1'd taken the fight out of a dozen barroom brawlers by
one -handing them into the air, then tossing them out the nearest door or window as though they weighed
nothing. "Do you know who isresponsible for this?' | demanded, shaking him. "How did you know the
hell-creatures would attack here tonight? Who are you spying for? Isthe king in danger?'

He broke my grip with asudden toe to the ssomach that sent me redling back, gasping for bregth.
| hadn't been hit that hard since the time a horse kicked me during the battle at Sadler's Mill. Dworkin's
blow would have stunned or perhaps even killed most men, but | shook it off and came up growling,
ready for afight. My blade hissed from its scabbard as | drew it and pointed thetip at hisface.

"I knew an attack would come againgt you tonight,” Dworkin said warily, staying beyond my
reach. "But | did not know what form it would take,"

"And theking. How isheinvolved inthis?'

"Heisnot... yet. The hell-crestures are searching for something. King Elnar isjust in the way.
Now, do not be afool, my boy. Y ou are dive because of me. Had | wanted you dead, | could have | eft
you in the house to burn.”

| hesitated, looking at the house, unable to deny the truth. She was dead, my Helda, my sweet
little Hel da-she was dead, and there was nothing | could do about it now, except make an offering to the
gods who guard the underworld.

Then Dworkin's head jerked to the side and he stared, tense al over, like arabbit about to bolt.
In that second, | heard the horses too. There were perhaps a dozen, perhaps more, approaching fast. |
pivoted, sword ready.

They rounded the corner and came into sight. The moon lay to their backs, but | could seethe
riders glowing red eyes and the fiery red bresths of their black steeds. They pounded toward us, swords
raised, and let loose wild, gibbering war-cries.

TWO

We must get our backsto awall!" Dworkin cried, "Don't let them surround us or wewon' last
long!" "Come-over herel” | sprinted to the house opposite Heldas, atwo-story stone building whose
owners, like most of the townsfolk, had fled the coming war weeks ago. With the windows shuttered and
the doors nailed shut, we couldn't get inside even if we wanted to. Nor could the hell-creatures circle
around behind us by going through the back of the house. It was a good place to make our stand.

| tensed, raising my sword, as the riders dowed. How had aband of hell-creatures gotten so far
behind our lines? As soon as | returned to camp, | intended to find out, even if it meant stringing up every
sentry by histhumbsfor deeping on duty.

Then, remembering Dworkin's carriage and the



passenger 1'd glimpsed, | glanced up the street. His strange little vehicle had not moved, though
itsglow had, if anything, increased.

"What about your passenger?’ | asked in alow voice. "Won't the hell-creatures attack her, too?

"No. They won't bother with anything or anyone else until werre dead. And if it comesto that...
well, Freda can take care of hersalf. Shewill be gone before they get the door open.”

Freda. The name meant nothing to me,

| turned my attention back to the coming fight. "Use two blades if you havethem,” | said, "and
watch their horses. They'll spit firein your eyesand blind you if you let them get close”

A year of battling hell-creatures made you wary or dead. I'd lost too many good men to their
tricks.

Dworkin drew his own sword plusalong knife, and | pulled asmdler knife from my belt. Then
the riders were upon usin athunder of hooves on cobblestones, still screaming their savage war cries.

With the house to our backs, they ringed usin, but only afew could get at usat any onetime. |
found mysdlf facing atall rider on atrue devil of ahorse. Astherider'sflexible sivord whipped through
theair, trying to catch me with the razored barbs on its end, his mount aso lunged, snorting sparks and
Shapping pointed teeth.

| parried, parried, and parried again, waiting for an opening. It was aweird dance by the light of
the burning house across from us and the eerily glowing carriage a the end of the street. On the
battlefield, | had seen men beheaded while trying to avoid the horse, or killed by the horse while parrying
the swordsman's blows. Fighting with two blades was the best defense for aman on foot. Y ou could
keep the horse at bay with the knife while concentrating on the rider.

My hell-creature opponent was a more than able swordsman. He used his height advantage to
thefull, raining down savage blow after blow, trying to wear me out or beat me down. Such an attack
would have worked on alesser man, but | set my feet and stood my ground. | had little choice-with a
house to my back, | could not retreat.

The next few minutes became ablur as| parried, riposted, and parried again. Besde me| heard
Dworkin grunt once or twice, and then a horse screamed and fell. In that moment's distraction my blade
dipped beneath my opponent's guard and pierced his chest.

With alow gurgle, the hell-creature dumped in the saddle. | ripped my blade free. His horse
screamed in anger and reared back, kicking with its front hooves.

| ducked to the side, gave it agood prick with the tip of my blade, and watched as it whedled
and raced back the way they had come. Probably returning him to their camp, | thought. Another
hell-creature galloped forward to take his place, red eyes glaring.

Hishorse didn't wait, but spat ajet of fire at me the second it grew near. | leaned back and
batted my knife at its snarling face. Its teeth had been filed to points-atruly hideous cresture.

Screaming awarbling war-cry, the rider rained down smashing blows and an intricate dashing
attack that only served to strengthen my will. Y ou will not pass. That had become King Elnar'srdlying
cry, and | made it mine now, too.

Giving aroar of my own, | seized theinitiative and attacked. He matched me ringing blow for
blow. Then, with aquick feint and animble thrust, | pierced hisright hand with my blade. His sword went
flying. Ashe yanked on his horse's reins with his other hand and tried to whedl away, | closed and struck
three quick, sharp blowsto the Side of hishelm.

That tumbled him from his saddle, and his ankle caught in the stirrups. | gave hismount adap on



the rump with the flat of my blade.
"Go!" | screamed at it, waving my sword. "Run!”

Giving an unholy wail, the horsefled. It dragged the hell-creature down the streets, hishelm and
armor banging and rattling on the cobbles.

| chuckled to mysdlf. If helived, he certainly wouldn't be fighting for along, long time,

| enjoyed a second's break as the remaining hell-creatures jockeyed for position to get at me.
When | glanced over at Dworkin, | saw with some surprise that he had already dispatched no fewer than
gx of hisopponents. He fought two now, his sword and knife adarting blur as he darted between their
horsesto parry and stab. | had never seen such speed or swordsmanship before, and it made my own
more-than-able defense seem clumsy and amateurish.

No sense letting the bresk go to waste, | thought. Bending, | pulled asmall knife from my boot
sheath and flipped it underhand. Thetip nicked one of Dworkin's opponents on the chin, just below the
helm. | don't think it did more than scratch him, but that was the distraction Dworkin needed to run him
through. Then, whirling and with amagnificent double-feint, Dworkin beheaded the other. The body
dowly toppled from the saddle, and then both of the horses raced off.

A horn sounded from the end of the street, and distant voices began crying an darm. Thetown
watch must have finaly noticed something amiss, | realized with asnort of amusement. Hundred-foot-tall
sheets of green flame and roving bands of hdll-creatures with fire-breathing horses battling in the streets
hadn't escaped them. Undoubtedly they would show up just in time to claim credit for saving us.

Asif redizing they hadn't much timeleft, the hell-crestures pressed their attack. Dworkin killed
another, and | killed two morein quick successon. Six remained. They fell back for asecond, steadying
their horses and preparing to rush us dl a once. Thiswould be the decisive moment in the fight, |
redized. Strong as | was, my muscles had begun to tire, and these last six hell-creatures and their mounts
were dill fresh for bettle.

| drifted closer to Dworkin, keeping my sword up.

"Help will be here soon,” | said. Not that he needed it. He wasn't even panting. "Wejust haveto
hold them off for afew more minutes.”

"Wait. | have something here ..."

Hetucked hislong knife under one arm and rummaged around in a pouch with hisfree hand,
muttering softly to himself. Then, just asthe six hell-creatures spurred their mountstoward usfor their
find attack, he pulled out asmdl crysta thet glinted with an inner fire.

"Ahal "hesad.

Heraised the crysta to eyeleve, and abeam of dazzling white light shot from the tip, brighter
than the sun, brighter than anything | had ever seen before. 1t diced through the four closest riders and
their mounts like a scythe through wheat. Horses and hell-creatures dike fell, screaming in pain, blood
spraying, their various parts flopping on the cobbleslike fish out of water. They had been diced in half, |
redlized, numbly taking in the horrible scene. Then they lay iill, dark blood pooling rapidly.

Cursing, Dworkin dropped the crystal. It had turned black, | saw, and a sharp, unpleasant
smoke rose fromit. It shattered on the cobblestones, then the bits seemed to turn to dust and disappear
like eveporating water. Little remained but afaint black smudge.

"What was that?" | demanded, shocked and horrified. It was the most terrible weapon | had
ever seen.

"A parlor trick."



"Magic!"
"I supposeyou could cdll it that."

Horns sounded again, much closer now. Thetwo remaining hell-creaturesreined in their hissing,
spark-spitting horses, hesitated a second, then whedled, kicked

their mountsto agalop, and fled back the way they had come.

| wasn't surprised. Between us, Dworkin and | had killed fourteen of their band in ahandful of
minutes. We could easily have dispatched two more. Better to report failure and live to attack another
day, especialy with the town watch at hand.

Suddenly exhausted, | lowered my sword and stared at the carnage before us, then | stared at
Dworkin. By the light of Helda's burning house, he had seemed younger and stronger than | remembered.
And now, nursing burnt ringers, blowing on them and shaking themin the air, he seemed almost comicdl.

"Wheredid you get that crystd?' | asked in aquiet voice. If | could get morelikeit for King
Elnar, | knew without adoubt that it would turn the tide of war in our favor.

"Never ask amagician his secrets.”
"So I'm supposed to believe you're amagician now?"
"Do you have abetter explanation?'

"Actually, | do. You'reaspy for one of the neighboring kingdoms, one with awizard. The wizard
gaveyou that"-I indicated the remains of the crysta with my chin-"and your horseless carriage. Other
spieswarned you about the hell-creatures coming attack, and you came here to save me either for old
times sake or for reasons | don't yet know,"

Throwing back his head, he howled with uncontrollable laughter.
| frowned. Clearly he had no intention of telling me the truth.

"Yed Yed" hefindly gasped. "Y our explanation is much better than mine! Much more
bdievable!”

Thiswasn't the solemn, serious Dworkin | remembered of old.
"Youvegonemad," | sad, haf beievingit.
That sent him howling again.

With the hell-creatures gone, the few remaining townspeople in this neighborhood began to
venture from their houses. They stood in smdll clugters, talking in low voices and pointing at the carnage,
Helda's burning house, the odd horseless carriage, and Dworkin and me. The green flamesin particular
seemed to frighten them; they made no move to form abucket brigade to try to put out the fire.

| didn't blame them; | wouldn't have gone anywhere near it, either. Luckily thefire didn't ssemto
be spreading, or dl of Kingstown might have been in jeopardy.

Ignoring Dworkin, | bent and cleaned both my sword and my knife on adead hell-creature's
cloak, then sheathed them. A soldier'sfirst duty after abattleisto take care of hisweapons, after dl.
Next | retrieved my throwing knife, cleaned it, and returned it to my right boot.

My movementsfelt dmaost mechanica. The whole night's adventure had taken on an air of
unredity, asthough it had happened to someone else. The townspeople, the fire, my long-lost mentor ... |
found mysdlf just sanding there, staring into the green flames, remembering. And most of al |
remembered Helda, my Helda, who was gone. ...

Horns sounded again, very close now, perhaps one street over. The town watch would be here



soon.
Dworkin touched my shoulder. "We must go."
| focused on him. "'I'm not going anywhere until | get the truth.”

"Fine. | anaspy. That isas good an explanation as any, for the moment. Come on, we must go
before the hell-creatures return in greater numbers. Do not be stubborn about it."

"Y ou think they're coming back?' | demanded, startled. | gazed up the street in the direction the
two surviving hell-crestures had fled. "Tonight? After the way you cut them in haf with thet crystal ?!

"Of course they are coming back, and | have just about run out of tricks. Now that they have
found you, they will not rest until you are dead. They will mount an al-out assault instead of amethodical
search.”

| shook my head. "That doesn't make sense. Why me? 1I'm nobody special. They should be
going after King Elnar if they want to end thewar.”

"It ismore complicated than that . . . and thiswar means nothing to them. They do not want land
or daves. They are searching for you.”

"Me? Why?'

"Itisalong story. | will tell you everything when we are safely away, | promise.”
He started for his horseless carriage, then paused and looked back expectantly.
"Y ou had best come, my boy."

| took a deep breath, glanced one last time at the burning house, at the corpse-littered Street,
then at him. He seemed strong and sure and confident now. Despite al that had happened-or perhaps
because of it-my long-seated anger and hurt and resentment over being abandoned began to melt away. |
trusted him, | redlized, in some deep way | couldn't fully understand.

And he had claimed he could help end the war. That aone was worth giving him the benefit of
the doulbt.

A little fiffly, | nodded and started after him. All right, | told mysdf, you seem to know what
you're doing, Uncle. I'll trust you for now.

| didn't think | had much choice. We could sort out our differences when we were safe. And if he
could help save llerium from the hell-creatures as he claimed, so much the better. That crystal gave me
some idea he hadn't been making idle promises.

THREE

The pumpkin-shaped carriage |ooked even more ridiculous now, in the greenish glow of Heldas
gtill-burning house, & the end of a sireet littered with dead hell-creatures and half a dozen dead horses.
Aswe neared, alittle door in its side dowly swung open and ddlicate steps glittering like spun crystal
folded out. A smdl ail lamp hung from the celling inside, and by its pdeillumination, | looked upon white
velvet sests and cushions, asmall ivory-inlaid table, and a passenger-the woman | had glimpsed earlier.

Without hesitation | unbuckled my swordbelt and did into the seat across from her, balancing my
weapon across my knees. My fellow passenger was strikingly beautiful, | found, with long dark hair and
awide, dmogt familiar face. Thin nose, full lips, strong chin-

Dworkin, | redized. She looks more than a little like him. Could she be his daughter?

She was dressed in agold-and-red silk dress, with around red hat perched atop her head.
Heavy gold rings set with large diamonds and larger rubies, if | was any judge, covered her dender
fingers. If she had witnessed the battle outside, she showed no Sign of concern. She might have been out



for apicnicinthe country asfar as| could tell.
"Hello," | sad.
"Not now, Oberon," she said.

Ignoring me, she picked up what looked like adeck of Tarot cards and nimbly shuffled them,
then began turning them over one by one on the table between us. Leaning forward, she studied intently
the pattern made by thefirst nine.

"Anything?' Dworkin asked from outside the carriage door. | glanced over at him expectantly.
Fredasaid, "We had best hurry. Timeisrunning out here.”

"Timedready ran out,” hetold her. Then he shut the door, and from the way the carriage shook
and swayed, | knew he was climbing onto itsroof. Probably to steer, | thought, thinking of the bench up
there, though the carriage hadn't needed any such guidance before.

"l guessit'sjust to bethetwo of us," | said. | gave her asmile, but she didn't look up.

With adight lurch, the carriage began to move forward. It took me a moment to redize the
wheels weren't clattering over the cobblestones. From the smoothness of theride, we might have been
gliding afoot above them. It had been anight of sufficient wondersthat | didn't even questioniit.

Instead, my attention focused on the woman opposite me-Freda, as Dworkin had called her-who
seemed intent on ignoring my presence. With deft hands she gathered her cards, shuffled them again, and
began methodicaly turning them over once more, thistime forming acircle on thetable. She didn't seem
the dightest bit interested in me, Kingstown, or the hell-creatureswe had just dain.

"I'm Obere," | told her, "not Oberon.” Maybe we smply needed an introduction to get off on the
right foot.

"Oberonisyour proper name," she said, still without looking up. "Things must be done properly,
| am Freda."

"l know," | said. "Pleased to meet you."

"Yes, you are, dear boy."

"Y ou seethat in the cards?’

"No, in you, brother Oberon." She smiled enigmaticaly, eyes glistening behind long black lashes.
| could play that coy game, too.

Almogt teasing, | said, "What man wouldn't be?"

"Indeed," she said solemnly.

"Why areyou here?'

"Father does not liketo travel done, and | thought | might be ableto help, in my own small way."
"I don't think he needs help from anyone.”

"He doesfrom me."

Chuckling to mysdif, | leaned back. Clearly she thought alittle too highly of hersdf. Dworkin's
daughter? Of that there could be no doubt. Apparently hubriswas afamily trait. | found it more annoying
than endearing, however.

| glanced out the little window to my left. To my surprise, what appeared to be daylight
glimmered through the lace curtain. Had dawn aready broken? How long had we been riding in the
carriage? It should have been at least three or four more hourstill firgt light, by my reckoning.



| swept back the curtain and sure enough, the sun greeted me. Low inthe sky, it cast a
reddish-gold glow across acres of neatly plowed fields. It shouldn't have been there yet, my every sense
told me. Had | fallen adegp and not redized it?

No, | thought, shaking my head, that didn't seem possible. | had been awake the wholetime. We
had just set off from Kingstown afew momentsago . . . hadn't we?

| rubbed my eyes and, when | took my hand away, suddenly it was night again. | couldn't see
anything outside the carriage for the blackness. Even the stars and moon were absent, hidden behind
clouds.

| let the curtains drop. Just my mind playing tricksonme, | realized. | had been awake too long.
Of courseit wasn't daytime yet. We couldn't be more than amile or two from Kingstown.

Leaning back, | noticed afaint light outside through the curtain. Dawn? Again? Impossble!
Pushing back the lace curtains a second time, | stuck my head close to the window's glass,

No, not dawn... the clouds had parted, and the moon shone down, full and bright, set against a
glittering diamond field of Stars. By their glow, we sped down acoasta highway, rolling faster than the
fastest horse could gdlop.

Faintly, | could see gentle dunes spotted with clumps of marsh grass. Beyond the duneslay a
pal e ribbon of beach where small waves |apped.

Only ... we should not have been here. The carriage had taken the south road out of Kingstown,
which led to twenty miles of verdant farmlands and then fifty miles of ancient, overgrown forests. This
horseless carriage moved quickly, but the nearest beach lay at least four days hard ride from Kingstown.
Over theyears, | had surveyed the entire length of Ilerium's coast-and in dl that time, | had never seen
thisbeach before. | felt certain of it. So where were we? How had we gotten here?

Magic, | thought uneasily. It seemed the only explanation.

| unlatched the window and pushed it open, breathing deeply of the smells of sdt and brine. Far
off, an owl screeched. The waves shushed against the sand.

It was redl, not some dream or vison. Weredly were on the coast now ... astrange coast not
anywherel knew in Ilerium.

The sky began to grow lighter. The highway turned inland, now cutting through dense
sun-bleached grasses whose pa e heads rose higher than our carriage. Luminous cloudsroiled in the sky,
and lightning began to strike dl around us. | saw flames shooting through the grass and realized they were
dry enough to quickly catch fire. Unlessthe clouds et loose torrents of rain, and fast, those fireswould
soon be burning out of control. | knew how fast fires could spread, but somehow, riding in this carriage, |
felt perfectly safe. Dworkin's magic would speed us away.

Stll the carriage rolled on, faster and faster, leaving the fires behind. The daylight dowly
increased, grayish and diffuse now, revealing adrab countryside. Scrub trees replaced the tall grass,
dwarf oaks and oddly twisted pines. The carriage turned, climbing sudden hills, then entered aforest of
pines, which in turn gave way to more farmlands.

Lightning continued to flash above. The clouds continued to boil and seethe, and the air grew hot
and sticky, but norain fell. | spotted afew smal stone houses with thatched roofs among the fields, but
no sign of people or animas anywhere ... they had probably taken cover to avoid the coming storm.

Peering ahead, | spotted atown of perhaps twenty or thirty low stone buildings just now coming
into view. Aswerolled through, dowing dightly, men and women dressed in black from head to toe
came rushing out from every doorway. All carried swords or knives or axes. Their faceswere drawn and
pale, and their mouths opened wide to show needldike teeth and forked tongues.



A thrown axe whizzed by my head, hit the side of the carriage, and bounced off-much too close
for comfort. Gulping, | ducked back inside, peering a them from behind the curtain and the relative
safety of the coach'sinterior. Although they weren't hell-creatures, from their reception, they might as
well have been. Whether they wanted to eat us or sacrifice usto some dark god, | couldn't beginto
guess. | wouldn't want to pass through here done and unarmed, | decided with ashiver. And what of
Dworkin?If they hit him with an axe-

They gave chasefor afew minutes, but Dworkin's carriage outpaced them, and they, too, fell
behind in the distance.

The trees around us had begun to grow taller, darker, and more foreboding by the minute. |
found mysdf leaning closer and closer to the window to see. Streamers of asickly yellow mossand
tangled masses of prickly vines draped every branch. Immense bats hung from every available perch by
the thousands, and as we passed, they began to open little red eyes and flex leasthery wings.

| liked this place less and less the farther we went. Where could Dworkin possibly be taking us?
| hadn't minded the coast road, but though | considered myself a brave man, the town and now thisforest
both sent shiversthrough me.

Suddenly the bats began to make screechy, chittering noises that sounded altogether too much
likekill- kill- kill. They dl seemed to be staring hungrily at us now, though none made any moveto
attack.

| wasn't going to take any chances, though. Thistime | closed the window and snapped the latch
securely. No sense giving them any path insgde-though if they decided to attack Dworkin where he rode
ontop, | didn't know how I'd be able to help him.

Sowly, | fingered the hilt of the knifein my belt, wondering if | should draw it and trying at the
sametime not to alarm Freda. No sensein worrying her unnecessarily, | thought.

| gave her what | hoped was an encouraging smile. She just stared through me, apparently bored
and uninterested.

My gaze kept drifting back to the window, though, and to the dark ruby-eyed shapes perched
out there. If anything, they bothered me more than the townspeople. | could defend mysdlf against
human-or amost human- atackers. But against swarms of wild animals. ..

"Father doesn't liketo befollowed," Freda said suddenly, breaking the uncomfortable slence
between us. "He has dways been good at laying traps.”

"Traps?' | managed to pull my gaze from the window to regard her questioningly. “"What do you
mean?'

"Anyone who triesto follow uswill be attacked, of course. That is hisplan.”

"By thebats" | said, redizing what she meant. "And the people in that town. And the burning
grasdands"

"Yes" She amiled abit and smoothed her dress around her, as though we had gonefor a
pleasant afternoon'sride or apicnic in the country. "Father isawfully clever that way. | never could have
thought up those bats."

"But... how-" | frowned, puzzled. Thought them up? She made it sound like he had created
them, somehow.

"Heisatrue master at manipulating Shadows,” she said with alittle shrug. "Far better than me. |
liketo pick aplace and stay there.”

"Aslong asitssafe”



"Of course"

Moreriddles, | grumbled to mysaf. Shadows? What was she talking about? She was Dworkin's
daughter, dl right, and | was sick of their games. Every time one of them said anything to me, it only
made my confusion worse.

My attention drifted to the table between us. Apparently she had finished with her Tarot cards,
the whole deck sat neatly stacked before her now. | wondered what she had seen in our future. Briefly |
considered asking her, but then | thought better of it. Somehow, | didn't think the answers would make
much senseto me. And | had never put much faith in fortune-telling.

| turned my attention back to the window. Without warning, the carriage burst into aclearing,
and dazzling noontime sun caught me full in theface. | had to shield my eyes and squint to see, and even
S0, bright spots drifted before my eyes.

A desert... we wereriding through a desert of red sand and red rocks now. Heat shimmered in
waves, and though | could fed a scorching heat on my face, | fdt achill insgde.

Magic again. The carriage was ensorcelled, taking us on a nightmare journey where neither day
nor night nor landscape held any true form or meaning. Even so, knowing it couldn't possibly bered, as
my eyes grew accustomed to the light | found I could not look away.

Weturned, crossed a bridge of stone, and entered another forest, this one filled with redwoods
of immense proportion, their trunks so big around that it would have taken a dozen men with arms
stretched fingertip to fingertip to surround one. High up among the leaves, | glimpsed cresturesthe size
and shape of men leaping from branch to branch. Mae and female dike wore skirts of woven grass and
carried short wooden clubs hooked to smal belts. When they spotted us, they began to shriek and point.

The sky darkened without warning; hailstones the size of peas began to fdl, followed by gusts of
wind strong enough to shake the carriage. Behind us, | heard ahuge grinding, tearing sound like nothing |
had ever heard before, and ajolt of fear went through me.

Opening thewindow, | stuck my head out and |ooked back to see what was happening. A cold,
gde-strong wind whipped my hair, and | had to squint to see, but the sight filled me with aterrible awe.

Haifa dozen tornadoes writhed and danced through the redwood forest behind us. Trees by the
hundreds were faling before the winds, huge knots of root tearing loose from the ground, immense trunks
damming down in an impenetrable maze of wood. | saw hundreds of the manlike creatures sucked up
into the black swirling funneswhere, till screaming, they vanished.

The road would be impossible to follow on horseback. It had to be another trap for our
pursuers, if they made it around thefires, through the townspeople, and past the bats. But how had
Dworkin known to come here? How had he known the treeswould fal? They must have been standing
for centuries to have grown so huge. For usto passjust as tornadoes blew them over seemed unlikely, to
say the lesst.

No, | thought, Dworkin hadn't known thetreeswould fal, | redlized with agrowing sense of
hel plessness. He had made them fall. It wasthe only possible explanation. With such powers as he now
commanded, he could have ruled Ilerium. How, in al our yearstogether, had | never even suspected
them?

| felt sorry for the tree cregturesiin that forest who had died because of us, unwittingly giving their
lives and homes to protect our passage.

The winds began to drop when we descended into asmal valley. Fog came up suddenly, and a
dense, dismd gray cloaked thewindowsfor atime. Though | knew cliffs stood to either sde, somewhere
just out of sight, | thought once or twice | heard the sound of gently lapping waves.



| pulled my head in and glanced at Freda, who looked as serene as a cat with abird in its mouth.
| couldn't understand her cdm. Thisjourney-and it wasn't over yet!-aready had mefeding battle-worn
and weary ... yet too ill at easeto relax.

"How much longer?' | asked her.
"It depends on Father. He is not taking the fastest or most direct route to Juniper, after dl.”
Juniper? Was that our destination?

I'd never heard of it ... and from the name it could have been anything, from castle kegp to
gprawling kingdom. She expected me to know the name, | thought, from theway shesaid it, so | Smply
smiled like | knew what she meant. Perhaps sheéld tell me moreif she thought | aready knew about this
Juniper.

Instead of talking to me, though, she settled farther back in her seat and folded her handsin her
lap, volunteering nothing.

| did notice that dawn had just broken outside again, burning off the fog with supernatural speed.

After that, everything kept changing, but subtly, never quite while you were looking &t it. The sky
turned greenish, then yellow-green, then back to blue. Clouds came and vanished. Forests rose and fell
to grassand, which gave way to farmland and then back to forests again. Dawn broke half a dozen times.

| had never even heard of magic like this before, which bent time and placeto adriver'swill, and
my estimation of Dworkin-or the people he worked for-grew steadily greater, if that was possible.
Whatever wizards had created his crystal-weapon and this carriage clearly had the power to save llerium
from hell-crestures.

My job would be winning them over to King Elnar's cause.
It seemed our only hope.

Finaly, after what fdt like hours of travel, we entered aland of rolling green hills. The highway
we traveled-at times paved with yellow bricks but for the moment deep rutswith grassin
between-curved gently ahead. Brightly plumed birds flitted among the scattered bushes and trees, their
cheerful songs strangely normal after al we had been through. Overhead, high white clouds streaked the

deep, perfect blue of the sky,
"We are close to Juniper now," | heard Freda say.

| glanced at her. "Y ou recognize the scenery?' "Yes. A few more hours and we should be there."
Then adozen horsemen dressed in silvered armor fell in around the carriage.

FOUR

Instantly my hand flew to the sword lying across my knees, but | didn't draw it. These soldiers
seemed to be acting as an escort or honor guard, | thought, rather than aband of attackers.

When oneturned dightly, | noticed the red-and-gold rampant lion stitched on the front of his
blouse. The pattern matched Dworkin's-these had to be his men.

| allowed mysdlf to relax. We should be safein their care. So close to this mysterious Juniper,
what could go wrong?

The carriage dowed enough for them to keep up with us. Trying to appear uncurious, | opened
the window again and pulled back the curtain abit, studying therider closest to us. Thick black braids
hung down behind hisrounded silver helmet, and he had along, thin black mustache that flapped ashe
rode. His arms seemed odd, | decided-alittle too long. And they seemed to be bending halfway between
shoulder and elbow, asif they had an extrajoint.



Suddenly he turned and looked straight at me. His ditted yellow eyes caught the light, glinting like
acat'swith an dmost opaescent fire.

Swallowing, | let the curtain fal. Thus hidden, | continued to study him. These might be
Dworkin'sguards, | thought, but they weren't human. Nor did they have the unpleasant features of
hell-creatures. So who-or what- were they?

Taking adeep breath, | forced mysdlf to turn away. 1'd seen enough. No sense brooding on
questions | couldn't yet answer.

My attention now focused on Freda, who had begun to shuffle her Tarot cards and lay them out
again. Every few minutes she rearranged them into a different pattern, sometimes circular, sometimes
diagond, once square with a cascading pattern in the center.

"Solitaire?" | asked, trying to get her attention. Perhaps | could learn more from her.
"No."

"| prefer gamesfor two players, mysdlf.”

"Gamesarefor children and old men.”

| leaned forward, tilting my head and looking at her deck more carefully now. Rather than the
gtandard Tarot cards such as any wisewoman or soothsayer might employ, filled with religious and
adtrologicd figures, these showed men and women | didn't recognize and places | had never been-a
strange castle, adark forest glade, even aromantic beach bathed in the warm glow of moonlight ... or
moondight, rather, for two moons hung in the sky-the artist'sidea of ajoke, or ared place? | could no
longer be sure.

Freda gathered the cards, shuffled seven times, and dedlt out fifteen, three lines of five cards
each. Only portraits of men and women came up. Most had features smilar enough to Dworkin'sto be
related to him.

"What do you see?' | findly asked after the waiting became impossible to bear.

"Our family." She pointed to the cards before her. "Nine princes of Chaos, dl torn asunder. Six
princesses of Chaos, where do they wander."

"I know fortune-tellers are dways vague,” | said, taking astab at humor. "But at least it rhymes,
amog.”

"Itispart of an old nursery verse:

"Nine princes of Chaos, all torn asunder; Sx princesses of Chaos, where do they wander?
Fly falcon, stout hart, and unicorn brave; Between the Shadows, to escape your grave."

| had never heard it before. And yet it did fit.
"A bitgrim," | sad.
She shrugged. "'l did not writeit."

With agtart, | redlized we were no longer speaking Tantari, but some other language, aricher
onewith alilting rhythm. It spilled from her tongue like water from aglass, and | understood every word
asthough | had been speaking it dl my life. How did | know it? More magic?Had | come under some
spd| without evenredizing it?

Stammering a bit, unable to help myself, | asked her, "W-what language isthis?'

"It's Thari, of course,” she said, giving methe sort of odd, puzzled look you'd give the villageidiot
when he asked why water was wet.



Thari ... It sounded right, somehow, and | knew on someinner level she spoke the truth. But
how did | know it? When had | learned it?

My every thought and memory told me | never had.

And yet... and yet, now | spokeit likeI'd known it my entirelife. And | found it increasingly
difficult to recal Tantari, my native tongue, asthough it belonged to some distant, hazy dream.

"You have been in Shadow along time, haven't you?' she said with asigh. "Sometimesit iseasy
to forget what that can do to you. ..."

In Shadow? What did that mean?

Remembering the look sheld given me when | asked what language we spoke, | bit back my
questions. | wouldn't gppear foolish or ignorant again, if | could helpit.

Instead, | said, "Yes, | suppose | have been gonetoo long.” | didn't know what elseto say, and |
didn't want to volunteer too much and revead my ignorance. I hadn't seen Dworkin in many years."

"You il look confused,” she said, and then she gave akinder laugh and reached out to pat my
hand. Her skin, soft as silk, smelled of lavender and honey. "It does not matter.”

| smiled. Now we were getting somewhere.

"Wouldn't you be confused, too?" | asked. "Pulled from my bed in the middle of the night to fight
hell-creatures, trundled off in thisludicrous carriage, then thrown in here for afrantic midnight ride-all with
no questions answered?’

"Probably.” She cleared her throat. "Than isthe primal tongue,” she said matter-of-factly, as
though lecturing asmal child who hadn't learned his lessons properly. "1t isthe source of dl languagesin
all the Shadow worlds. It isapart of you, just as everything around usis part of Chaos. You do
remember the Courts of Chaos, don't you?"

| shook my heed, once again feding foolish and ignorant. "Never been there, I'm afraid.”

"A pity. They arelovely, intheir way." Her eyesgrew distant, remembering. | could tell sheliked
that place . . . the Courts of Chaos, she'd called it.

Hoping for more answers, | said, "It's been quite anight. Or day now, | suppose. What do you
think of al this?' | made avague, sweeping gesture that covered the carriage, the riders, her cards.
"What doesit portend?’

"War iscoming. All the Sgnsare there. Everyone says so, especialy Locke. He has been playing
genera long enough, heis bound to be good at it. But we will be safe enough in Juniper, | think. At least
for now."

"And this Juniper?'

"Y ou have never been there, either?'

| shook my head. So much for my plan to keep my ignorance to mysdf.

"It isnothing like the Courts of Chaos, but for a Shadow, it isredly quite lovely. Or used to be."

That didn't really help. So many new questions.. . . Juniper ... Shadows... the Courts of
Chaos-what were they?

| glanced a the window again, thinking about Chaos. At least that name sounded famiiliar.
Reading from the Great Book was part of every religious holiday in llerium, and | had heard some of the
most famous passages hundreds of times over the years. Our most sacred scriptures told how the Gods
of Chaoswrought the Earth from nothingness, then fought over their creation. They were supposed to be
great, magica beings who would someday return to smite the wicked and reward the pious.



Asasoldier, | had never put much faith in anything | couldn't see or touch. Deep down, | had
aways believed the stories set forth in the Great Book were nothing more than parables designed to
teach moral |essonsto children. But now, after dl | had seen and done this night, it began to make a
certain amount of sense. If the sorieswereliteraly true - . .

| swallowed. The Gods of Chaos were supposed to return with fire and stedl to punish those
who didn't believe. Perhaps the hell-creatures marked the beginning of their return. Perhaps we had been
working against the Gods of Chaos dl along and hadn't redlized it.

For they shall smite thewicked . ..

No, i decided, | had to have misunderstood. The scriptures didn't fit. The hell-creatureskilled
everyone, from

priests to tradesmen, from doddering cronesto the youngest of children. No gods could have
sent such anarmy.

What were the Courts of Chaos, and where did Dworkin fit into &l of this?
Freda seemed to sense my confusion. Smiling, she reached out and patted my hand again.

"I know it'salot for you," she said. "Father did you no favorsin letting you grow up in adistant
Shadow, But on the other hand, that may be why you are still dive when so many othersare not. | think
he means you for something greater.”

| frowned. "Y ou think so? What?'
"Wecantry tofind out.”

In one quick motion, she gathered her deck of Tarot cardsinto aneat stack and set it in front of
me. She tapped the top card once with her index finger.

"Thisdeck hasforty-six Trumps. Shuffle them well, then turn the top one. Let's see what they tell
lﬁ"

Chuckling, | shook my head. "I don't believein fortunetelling.”

"I do not tell fortunes. As Father says, even in Chaosthereisagrand pattern emerging, truths
and truismsif you will. The Trumps reflect them. Those who aretrained-as| am-can sometimes see

reflected in the cards not only what is, but what must be. Sincethewholefamily is gathering in Juniper
right now, it might be best for usto know where you stand ... and who will stand with you."

Givingashrug, | sad, "Very wdl." | didn't think it could hurt.

| picked up the cards. The backs had been painted aroya blue, with arampant lionin gold in the
middle. They were alittle thicker than parchment, but hard and chill to the touch, with atexture amost
like polished ivory,

| cut them in half, shuffled them together a couple of times, then set them down in front of Freda
The pams of my handstingled faintly. A light sweet covered my face. Somehow, touching the cards had
made me digtinctly uncomfortable.

"Turnthefirgt Trump,” she said.
| did s0.

It showed Dworkin, but he was dressed asafool in red and yellow silks, complete with bellson
his cap and long pointed shoes that curled at the toes. It wasthe last thing | had expected to see, and |
had to choke back alaugh.

"That'sridiculoud" | said.



"Odd..." Fredasad, frowning. "Thefirg turned isusualy aplace, not aperson.” She set the
card to the side, face up.

"Meaning ... 7' | asked.
"Dworkin, the center of our family, who isnow or will be the center of your world."
| said, "Dworkinisnofool."

"What mattersisthe person pictured on the card, not his clothing. Aber made these cards for me.
Everyone knows he's abit of aprankgter,”

Suddenly | had anew name to remember: Aber. Aber the prankster. | thought | might likehim.
And she seemed to assume | knew who he was.

"Turn another card," shetold me.

| did 0. It depicted ayounger man, fifteen or sixteen years old at most, dressed in yellows and
browns. Without a doubt, he had to be another of Dworkin's children-they shared the same eyes and
strong chin. He wore a hat adorned with a set of preposteroudly large elk antlers and looked dightly
bored, like he wanted to be off on adventuresinstead of having to St for this miniature portrait. He held
up abroadsword with both hands. It looked too long and too heavy for him. Somehow, he struck me as
familiar, though | would have sworn we had never met-or had we ?

Freda sucked in a surprised breath.
"Whoishe?' | asked.
"Alanar," she whispered.

Again, the name didn't sound familiar, but | couldn't rid mysdlf of the feding heand | had met
somewhere before. | could half picture him lying in apool of blood... but where? \When?

"Maybe hel's coming back," Freda said.

"No," | said with certainty. "He's dead.”

"How do you know?" she asked, searching my eyeswith her own. "Y ou haven't met him."
"I-don't know." | frowned, fumbling for the memory, finding it dusive. "Isn't he dead?'

"He's been missing for more than ayear. Nobody's heard from him or been able to contact him,
even with his Trump. | thought he was dead. Everyone does. But none of us has any proof.”

Contact him ... with his Trump? | looked down at the
card, puzzling over that odd turn of phrase. Stranger and stranger, | thought.

"If you haven't seen abody,” | said, trying to sound comforting though | knew it wasalie, knew
that he was dead, "there is reason for hope.”

She shook her head. "Our enemies do not often leave bodies. If heis dead, we will never know

| found mysdlf agreeing. After battles, we had seldom been able to recover our dead comrades
from lands the hell-creatures controlled. What they actudly did with the corpses remained open to
conjecture-and the guesses were never very pleasant.

Eyesdistant, Freda shook her head sadly. | realized that she had cared deeply for young Alanar.
We had something in common, then; | had lost Helda. . . she had lost her brother.

Swallowing, | reached out and gave her hand a sympathetic squeeze. "Best not to dwell onit,” |
sad softly. "These have been hard times for everyone.”



"You areright, of course." Taking a deep breath, Freda placed Alanar's card on the table, alittle
below Dworkin's jester and to the right. Next to each other, their resemblance was even more striking.
Clearly they were father and son.

"Pick again,” shesad, indicating the Trumps.

Silently, | did so. It was another young man, this one dressed in browns and greens, with awide
pleasant verson of Dworkin'sface. A faint dueling scar marked hisleft cheek, but he had agenia amile.
He carried abow in one

hand and what |ooked like awine flask in the other. A trickle of wine ran down hislipsand
beaded underneath his chin.

A young drunkard, the card seemed to suggest.

"Tane" Fredaannounced, keeping her expresson carefully neutral.
"l don't know him," | said.

"| think heisdead, too."

I'msorry.”

We went through four more cards rapidly. Each showed a man between the ages of twenty and
forty. Most bore some resemblance to Dworkin-either the eyes, the shapes of the faces, or theway in
which they held themsdlves. His offspring dmost certainly, | decided. It seemed held kept busy with a
number of women over the years. How many children had he sred? And with such alarge family, how
had he sill found so much time to spend with me during my own youth-al the while pretending to be
unmarried? The next time | had him aone, | intended to ask.

Each of these cards Freda placed below Dworkin's, circling the edge of the table. In dl, counting
Alanar and Taine, she thought four of Dworkin's sonswere dead. | didn't recognize either of the other
two.

Then | turned over acard that showed aman with my face, only his eyeswere brown to my blue.
Hedressed dl in dark browns and yellows, and he held adightly crooked sword amost defiantly. |
didn't know if it was a private joke, but certainly the crooked sword seemed to imply one.

"Whoishe?' | asked hestantly. Helooked familiar, too. Where had we met? And when?
"Do you know him?*
"Helooksalot likeme..."

| held the card aminute, just staring at it, until shetook it out of my hand and placed it below the
others.

"Mattus" shesad. "Hisnameis Mattus.”
"He'sdead, too," | said numbly.
"How do you know?" she demanded, voicerisng sharply.

| shrugged helplesdly. "I don't now. It'slike. . . like an old memory, distant and hazy. Or maybe
adream. | can dmost seeit, but not quite. | only know hewasin it, though, and | saw him die.”

"What happened to him?' she went on. "How did he die?

| shook my head. "I'm sorry. | can't quite remember,” But | felt certain it hadn't been pleasant,
though | couldn't bring mysdlf to say soto Freda. | didn't think she'd take the newswell. Clearly she had
cared for Mattus.

Shedghed.



"Maybeit was only adream,” | told her, trying to sound alittle reassuring, alittle hopeful, though
deepinddel knew it for alie. "Perhapsthey are both till dive, somewhere.”

"Do not dismissyour dreams so easily. They are often powerful portents of the future. Over the
years, | have had hundreds of dreams that proved to betrue. If you say both Alanar and Mattus are
dead, and you saw them diein adream, it may very well be so."

"It wasonly adream.”
"Perhaps | believe because you saw it in adream.”

"Asyou say," | said with asmal shrug. Most of thetime, | put aslittle stock in dreamsasin
fortune-telers.

Sitting back, | regarded her and her cards. It seemed she shared Dworkin's strengths as well as
hisflaws. He had never been one to shy away from bad news, no matter how terrible. It was onelesson |
hed learned wdl from him.

| said, "Tell me about Mattus.”

"Like Alanar, he has been missing for about ayear. Nobody has been able to contact him. He
aways had a quick temper, though, and one night he stormed off after a shouting match with Locke ...
and that was the |ast anyone heard of him."

L ocke was a disagreeable-looking, puffed-up man on one of the other Trumps | had drawn. She
had mentioned him earlier, | recdled, with adisparaging notein her voice. Clearly they were at odds.

She added, "I had hoped Mattus would get over his sulk and smply show up one day, forgiving
Locke and taking up where we had dl |eft off, before. . ." She amiled wistfully and blinked back tears.
"But that is not your concern right now, Oberon. Please, go on. Draw again.”

Quickly, I turned the next card.

"Aber," she said. She added him to the other eight Tarot cardsto form acircle around the top of
thetable.

| leaned forward for a better look at this prankster who painted cards so well. He was ruggedly
handsome-at |east as portrayed on the card-and he dressed al in deep reds,

from hisleggingsto histunic, from hisglovesto hislong, flowing cape. It was hard to tell, but |
thought we looked about the same age. He had short brown hair, a close-cropped brown beard, and
steady gray-green eyes. In his portrait he struck avaiant pose, but instead of asword, he held along
paint brush, | gave amenta chuckle. Truly, he had a sense of humor that appealed to me.

| also saw ahit of Dworkin in him, the oddly whimsical side that only came out onrare
occasions, usudly a high holidays or festivals when he had drunk too much wine. Then he would delight
one and al with small tricks of the hand, making coins appear and disappear, or recite epic tales of
ancient heroes and their adventures.

It must have been atrick of thelight, but as| studied Aber's card intently, | would have sworn
that it took on an dmost lifelike appearance. It seemed to me that the tiny image blinked and started to
turn its head-but before anything more could happen, Fredareached out and covered it with her pam.

"Do not!" shesad in awarning tone.

| raised my eyesto her face, which had suddenly gone cold and hard. Perhaps, | thought, there
was moreto her than | first suspected. Thiswas no mere fortune-teller, but a strong woman who had
suddenly moved to action and taken charge of the Situation. | admired her for that; | had never found
much to likein wesk-willed femaes. A woman of fire and sted added extrapassion to alove affair.

"Why?" | asked blankly.



"It isalready cramped in here. We do not need his com-
pany right now. And Father would be quite annoyed with meif | let him drag you away."

"Very wdl," | said, confused. For now, | had to trust her to look out for my best interests.
Leaning back, | folded my arms and gave her my most trustworthy look. "I wasn't trying to cause you
trouble”

She sighed, her manner softening. "No, not... trouble. Aber can bea... adistraction. That'sa
good word for it. And adigtraction is not what we need right now."

| tilted my head and studied her cards from what | hoped would prove a safe distance. The more
| thought about it, the more certain | became that Aber's picture had moved. But cards couldn't cometo
life, could they?

After al the magic and wonders | had witnessed over the last few hours, suddenly | wasn't so
sure.

FIVE

| focused my attention on the pattern of cards around the table, trying to see them as Freda did.
Was there a pattern? All the subjects were male, five probably dead, four definitely dive.

Somehow | had recognized two of the

dead men-recognized them and knew without a doubt that they were dead. And yet | had never
met them. Of the four Hill living, | knew only Dworkin. As| studied their features, | wasfairly certain|
had never seen Aber, Locke, or Fenn before.

"Yourethefortune-teller,” | said to Freda. "What do you make of this pattern?”’

"I'm not sure.” She bit her lip, gazing from one miniature portrait to the next, not |etting her gaze
linger long. "It'sonly people, thus no clues asto padt, present, or future destinations. Clearly the whole
family istied up with you in eventsto come, but with war on the horizon, that may not be much of a
surprise. Father and the others, dead or dive, dl play apart init-but what part?’

"Youtell me" Leaning back, | studied her.

She seemed truly puzzled. Her brow furrowed; she drummed her fingertips on the tabletop.
Clearly shetook her card reading quite serioudy. Findly sheleaned back with asigh.

"l see more questions than answers,” she admitted.
"Do you want meto turn another card over?"
"Just one. That ismorethan | usudly usefor apersona reading, but inthiscase..."

| turned over the next Trump. This one showed a place I'd never been before-a gloomy keep haf
lost in night and storm, half illuminated by dazzling light. | say haf because the sky seemed to be split
amost in two, with star-pocked darkness to the left and a dazzling orange-yellow-red sky on the right,
like abottle of differently colored sandsthat had been shaken so that you could still seeindividua grains,
but no one color ruled.

My pamsitched. | could not look at it for more than a second or two without glancing away. |
had the sensation that this mad picture was no artist's whim, but an actua place ... aplace at once dark
and light, night and day, cold and hot, without season, shapeless and changing. | did not likeit.

"The Grand Plaza of the Courts of Chaps?' she said. "That is odd. It should not be there. | did
not even know | had that particular card with me... | had not meant to bring it!"

There it was again-Chaos.



Wherever the Grand Plazawas, it didn't look welcoming, | decided with alittle shudder. The
buildings, thelightning-shapesin the air, the very essence of the place-it dl made the hair on the back of
my neck stand on end and gooseflesh rise on my arms.

Onimpulse, | reached out and turned the card face down. Theingtant | no longer looked upon it,
with its unnatural angles and weird geography, | began to fed better. | redlized I'd begun to sweet dl over
just from having the Trump wherel could seeit.

"Why did you do that?" Freda asked. Luckily, she made no move to turn the card back over.

"I don't know," | said truthfully. "It felt like the right thing to do. Somehow, | didn't want to look
ait”

| don't think I could have looked at it any longer. Just thinking about it made my head ache.

"l see” Again her brow furrowed. "Mattusfelt the same way," she said. "Wehad to al but drag
him therewhen..."

"When what?'
She hesitated. "When he came of age.”

| gestured toward the face-down card. "Does it mean anything? My finding the Courts of
Chaos?'

"Every action has meaning with the Trumps. They reflect the world around them.”
"What isthe meaning thistime?"

"I.... cannot say."

| swallowed, suddenly uneasy again. Cannot say-or

won't? Her choice of words |eft me wondering, and her suddenly nervous manner gave methe
digtinct impression that she hadn't told me everything she'd seen.

An unsettling thought came to me. | tapped the back of the Chaos card.
"Thisisn't where we're headed, isit?"

"No, Juniper is about as far from the Courts of Chaos as you can get. Hopefully far enough to
keep us safe”

Safe from what? Hell-cregtures? Someone or something else?

| bit back my questions, though-call it pride or my own obstinate nature, but | thought it prudent
to watch and learn. | would kegp my queriesto aminimum, and try to make them brief and unassuming.

Freda scooped up her deck of Trumps and sorted through them, findly pulling out a card that
showed adeepy, moss-draped castle atop a distant hill. She passed the card acrossto me.

"ThisisJduniper,” shesaid. "At leadt, asit used to be. Aber painted it about two years ago,”

Infront of the hill sat asmall, peaceful looking village, with perhaps seventy or so
brick-and-mortar buildings with yellow-thatched roofs. Before and beyond stretched verdant acres of
farmland and rich pastures, dotted with houses and barns, small ponds and even a broad blue stream.
Juniper looked like any of adozen smal kegpsin llerium, and unlike the Courts of Chaos, it didn't make
my skin crawl. That done made mefed alot better.

"A lot can changeintwo years," | said.
"It hes"
As| dtared, the tiny cows, sheep, and horses sketched with unerring skill began to move across



thefields. | swallowed and forced my attention back to Freda. She took the card when | offered it.
"What's different now?" | asked.

"An armed camp surrounds it-Father's troops, of course. Juniper is not under Siege, at least not
yet, but it has grown loud and dirty. | do not think it will ever bethe same again.”

| nodded. Wars did that. A year of battling hell-creatures had forever changed Ilerium, and not
for the good.

"Since Juniper has changed so much,” | said dowly, hoping to get another clue asto the nature of
these mysterious Tarot cards, "will your Trump still work?"

"Yes... ater afashion. It just takes longer. The essence of the place remains the same even asthe
landscape changes.”

| handed back her Juniper card. With asad little sigh, Freda put it with the rest of her cards,
shuffled them once, and stashed them away in asmall wooden box. It looked like tegk, inlaid with an
intricate mother-of-pearl pattern of alion.

"You said Aber made all your cards?' | asked. Might aswdll try to gather as much information as
| could since she seemed to be in amore ta kative mood now.

"Yes" Sheamiled, eyesfar off, and | could tell sheliked her brother. "Heisgood &t it, too ...
amost as good as Father, though Aber tends to make fun of everyone when he

drawsthem." Shefocused on me. "1 wonder how hewill draw you . . . nicdly, | hope. | do think
hewill likeyou."

| snorted. "Why should he bother drawing me?

"Why not? He draws everyone and every place he thinks might be useful. He must have
hundreds or even thousands of Trumps stashed away in hisrooms by now. | do not know where he

possibly keepsthem all."

| glanced out the window. Still rolling green hills, still adozen odd horsemen with extrajointsin
their arms. We had to be nearing our destination, | thought, since the landscape hadn't changed much.
Either that, or Dworkin was now resting up from al hismagics.

"Do you know how much longer well be traveling?" | asked.
"Father did not tell you?"
"Hewss. . . vague."

"It iswiseto be careful when traveling,” she said with adight incline of her heed. "l am sureitis
for our sfety.”

"Then tell me more about Juniper.”

"What isthereto tell? It isaremote Shadow. | think Father once hoped to retire there to aquiet
life of study and reflection, but al these attacks have forced him to be aman of action. It isagaingt his
nature, but he can be aman of action ... ahero... when he chooses. Or when heisforced to be." She
peeked out the window. "We are close now. | do recognize thisland.”

"All things consdered,” | said, "this has been one of the worst nights of my life." Only my
mother's desth seemed

moreterrible. "All told, I'd rather be home. At least | knew where | stood there ... or thought |
did."

A look of profound sadness crossed her face as| said that, and | redlized I'd unintentionally



touched upon a sengitive topic-home.

"I'msorry,” | said, the truth suddenly dawning on me. "Y our home. . . it'sgone, isn't it? Wasit
attacked by hell-creatures, too?"

She nodded. "I called it Neerwhon,” shesaid. "It was. . . beautiful. And peaceful. And they
destroyed it when they tried to take me. Father rescued mejust intime.”

Her story sounded disturbingly similar to mine, and | said as much.

"Father has been rounding up alot of people," she said. "As soon as he discovered his friends
and relatives were being hunted down, he set out to rescue every one of us. That iswhy thereissuch a
gathering at Juniper now."

"l had noidea," | said.

"None of usdid." Fredaforced ayawn. "It has been along trip for me, and | am growing tired. |
hope you do not think it rude, but. . ."

Sheleaned back and closed her eyes.
"Not at dl,”" | murmured.

Sheld found the perfect way to escape my questions. And just as the answers were getting
interesting, too.

| sat back, waiting patiently until her breathing grew steady and | saw her eyes start to dart
beneeath their lids. Let her dream of better days, work remained.

Making aslittle noise as possible, | gave the carriage aquick search. No papers, no scrollsor
books, no magical crystasthat shot lines of fire. A small lever to the side operated some hidden
mechanism-probably to open the door.

Then | discovered the seat beneath me moved. | swung it up, revealing a storage compartment.
Inside lay astack of soft white blankets ... nothing else.

Sighing, | covered Fredawith ablanket. Might aswell make her comfortable. She stirred for an
ingtant, murmured athank-you, then lay ill.

A little disappointed at not having found something more worthwhile, | sat back to ponder my
Stuation. Freda, | noticed, had left her box of Trumps on the table between us. It could have been an
invitation to look through them . . . but somehow they seemed forboding. | had seen enough of them to
know they didn't mean much without an expert to name the portraits and places. And what if they started
to move? | wouldn't know what to do, short of turning them over or covering them with my hand, as
Freda had done. Better to leave them aone.

Other than that, the carriage had no furnishings, no cluesfor meto puzzle over. It had been
cleaned so thoroughly that not a smudge remained to tell of any previous passengers.

Turning back to the windows, thinking of al | had seen, dl | had donein thelast day, | stared out
once more as mile after mile of greenery rolled past. Trumps. . . Shadows. . . thismagicd journey...
Juniper... The Courts of Chaos...

it made a confusing hodge-podge in my mind.

| felt grateful that Uncle Dworkin had come back to rescue me, after so many years of
abandonment, but somehow | thought he must have other motives. What? Where did | fit into his plans?

Somehow, | didn't think 1'd like the answers.
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It turned out Fredaredly was exhausted. A few minutes after | covered her with that blanket,
she began to snore. Perhaps magic took more out of her than | redlized-though | till

didn't put much trust in her future-

telling skills. When sheld read her Trumps, she hadn't revealed more than crumbs of information
... afew names, afew hints of dire thingsto come, which might or might not involve Dworkin and his
various children.

Sill, I had seen apicture of Juniper, so | didn't count it asawaste of time. And | had learned |
didn't want to go to the Courts of Chaos. Something about the place made my skin crawl.

After afew more minutes of staring out the window and finding nothing but more questions, |
gave up. Maybe Freda had the right idea, | decided, leaning back in the comfortable padded seat and

dretching out my long legs.

It had been an exhausting night, and 1'd only had an hour or two of deep. Might aswdll try to
catch up.

| dosed my eyes. Exhaugtion flooded over me, but for the longest time | found mysdlf twisting
and turning, trying to get comfortable. My thoughts kept racing through the events of the day, turning over
al the questions I'd dready asked mysdlf, but finding no more answers.

Findly, deep did come, but it was not the deep of the dead. It was anything but refreshing.
Dreams of Heldaand the hell-creatures haunted me, of burning buildings and green fires and horses that
spat sparks, and towering over it dl, afairy tale castle grown to nightmare proportions-the legendary
Juniper.

Some time | ater the carriage began to dow. | sensed the change in our pace and came awake
ingantly, yawning and stretching the kinks from my muscles.

Opposite me, her chin on her chest, Freda snored softly. No sense in waking her yet, | decided.
Better to wait till we actudly reached our destination.

| pushed back the lace curtain and peered out.

Morning had given way to |ate afternoon, if the fading light of the sun proved atrue indicator of
time. The verdant green forests had been replaced by open fields-and a sprawling army camp that
stretched asfar asthe eye could see. Long rows of tents, pens of horses, sheep, and cattle, hundreds of
cooking fires, and countless thousands of soldiers-some with the extrajointsin the arms, somefully
human-filled my view. | couldn't hear much through the carriage walls, but my imagination filled in the
sounds of acamp life, the boasting talk of soldiers at work and leisure, the tramp of boots, the squesk of
leather and the jingle of chain mal.

We passed alarge open fidld where dozens of squads marched and drilled, and in the distance |
saw more soldiers paired off to practice swordsmanship. It was afamiliar enough scene, but on alarger
scaethan | had ever witnessed before.

King Elnar had raised an army of eight thousand against the hell-creatures, and | had thought he
commanded ahuge force. This one dwarfed it. There had to be tens of thousands of soldiershere, |
thought with awe. Again we rolled past row after row after row of tents.

But whom did they serve? No smdll keep like Dworkin's could possbly support this many
soldiers. He must have dlies-powerful ones. None of the Fifteen Kingdoms could have summoned up
and sustained aforcelike thisone.

Opening thewindow, | leaned far out and craned my neck. At once | spotted what had to be our



destination: Juniper, just as Aber had painted it. But he hadn't doneit justice.

Animmense moss-and-ivy draped stone castle set high on ahill, its ancient walls had to be eighty
feet high. Even at thisdistance | could clearly see haf adozen men patrolling the battlements.

When the road turned and headed straight toward Juniper, our horsemen-escort peeled off. The
castle's huge stone walls had been built of massive blocks nearly astal as me-an impressive feet of
engineering, | thought. It would be hard to take this place by sege.

Without dowing, the carriage mounted along ramp overlooked by battlements on our right and
entered amassive gatehouse, emerging after aright turn in acourtyard paved in red flagstones. It
stopped, then swayed a bit as Dworkin climbed down.

Leaning forward, | touched Fredasarm.
"Mm?' shesad.

"Were here”

Yawning, she sat up. "Juniper?’

"l believe s0."

Reaching to her left, she pulled asmdll lever by the door. Ingtantly it svung open and those
delicate-looking glass stepsfolded out.

| went down firdt, staring at the crowd that had begun to assemble. It included army officersas
wdll as servantsin white-and-red livery bearing water and other refreshments. | aso recognized two of
Dworkin's sons from Freda's Trumps- Locke and Davin. It seemed everyone wanted or needed to talk
to Dworkin urgently, for they surrounded him, a dozen voices speaking at once. Locke paid me no heed;
Davin gave me acurious glance, but did not address me. Clearly | wasn't important enough to warrant
thelr attention.

When Freda appeared in the carriage's doorway, | offered her my hand and helped her to the
ground.

Dworkin seemed to have forgotten us. He was busy giving orders-where to move troops, what
supply stocksto draw upon, training and patrol schedules-as though he were the generd who
commanded thisarmy.

"Come," Fredasaid, "hewill be busy for hours.”

Linking her arm through mine, she steered me toward a set of large double doors opened wide to
the warm afternoon air. A steady stream of servants moved through them.

"But if hewantsme-" | began.
"If hewantsyou, he will find you when heisready. He aways does."

| didn't argue. | ill didn't know enough about the situation to make adecison. But | did know
enough to redlize that Fredawas my sole key so far to learning more Dworkin's surprising doublelife. I'd
have to get her alone and work on charming information out of her, | decided, before my uncle came
looking for me. | was more handsome than most men, after dl, and I'd dways had awinning way with
women. Romance might well bethekey. . . .

The double doorsled to alarge audience chamber. Tall, narrow stained-glass windows showing
hunting and battle scenesfilled the right wall. Similarly themed tapestries lined the other walls. Aheed, on
alow dais, stood what could only be athrone, with half adozen lesser chairs set dightly lower to either
sde. All sat empty now, but the room was far from deserted-at least a dozen servants scurried about on
errands, carrying boxes, bundles of scrolls and parchments, trays of food, and additiona items. Other
servants had lowered the immense crystal chanddier from its mount on the central roof beam and were



busily cleaning it and replacing candles.

"Thisway," Fredasaid, starting for adoor to the left of the dais. | hesitated a second, then
followed.

Behind us, Dworkin and his entourage swept in, severd voices dtill talking at once. | thought |
heard Dworkin caled "Prince" by at least one of the officers, which shocked me, but when | glanced
back they were heading toward a different door.

Aswe entered awide hallway, | noticed how Freda seemed changed here, insde the castle. She
smiled congtantly, nodding to servants and soldiers who passed usin the hallway. All caled her "Lady"
and bowed. They dl gave me curious looks, but no salutations. And Freda offered them no hint asto my
identity.

Weturned, turned again, and went up a broad winding staircase to a second floor. | saw fewer
servants here, but they seemed older and more polished. They too bowed, and they greeted Freda as
"Lady Freda," asthough they were accustomed to dedling with her personaly.

At theend of thelast hallway we cameto alarge salon, richly carpeted and filled with
comfortable looking chairs and sofas. A stained glasswindow of yet another hunting scenefilled most of
the west wdll, and the lowering sun gave everything insde awarm, comfortable glow.

"Fredal" cried awoman from one of the sofas.

| studied her. She looked older than Freda, but they might have been ssters. Both had Dworkin's
unmistakable festures.

"Pella, you're back!" Freda said with clear ddight, "When did you get in?'
"Lagt night.”

"Any trouble?’

"Nothing to spesk of."

The two embraced warmly, then Freda pulled me forward.

"Thisis Oberon."

Pellaraised her ddlicate eyebrows. "The long-lost Oberon? | though Father-"
"No," said Freda pointedly. "Oberon, thisismy full sgter, Pdla"

Thelong-lost Oberon? | wasn't sure quite what she meant by that. It seemed as though shed
heard stories about me. But how could that be-unless Dworkin had told them? But why would he
bother?

Putting on my charm, | took Fellas hand and kissed it. "Call me Obere," | said with my most
winning Imile

"Heiscute," Pellasaid to Freda. "I can see he's detined to give Aber arun.”

"Aber?' | said. "Ishehere, too?'

"Of course," Pdlasaid.

Fredaadded, "I do not think he has ventured outside Juniper'swallsin at least ayear.”

"Not at dl?' | asked, puzzled. The castle seemed nice enough, but | wouldn't want to hole up in
here. If not training in the field with the soldiers, I'd want to be off hunting, patrolling the forests, or smply
exploring new territory.

"He has been busy chasing the kitchen maids.”



"Oh." I blinked, somewhat surprised.

Freda said to Pdlla, "Heis such an innocent. He was raised in Shadow, you know. He knows
next to nothing of Fether or our family.”

"Not so innocent!" | protested.
They both laughed, but it was done in such akindly way that | couldn't possibly take offense.

A throat cleared behind us, and | turned to find a new woman leaning dmost seductively against
the doorway. She wore alow-cut gown of shimmering white, showing off ample cleavage. Shewas
younger, atad shorter, and far more attractive than either Pellaor Freda. She wore her dark brown hair
up, and makeup accentuated her high cheekbones, pale complexion, and perfect white teeth. She was
beautiful and knew it.

When she gave me an amost predatory boots-to-eyes appraisd, | took an instant didike to her.

"Oberon, thisisBlaise," Fredasaid. | couldn't help but notice the chill that had crept into her
voice. Apparently she shared my fedlings about thiswoman.

"Introductions?' came aman's chearful voice from behind Blaise. "Someone new here?"

The man goosed Blaise, gave agrin at her indignant glare, and ducked around her with aswirl of
red.

"Aber?' | said, saring. He dressed as he had in his card: red from head to hed.

"That'sright!" He gave alaugh, stepped forward swiftly, and seized my aamin afirm grip,
pumping it. "And you, | gather, must be the long-lost Oberon.”

"That'sright. Cal me Obere."
"L et me save you from these old hens, brother."

He pulled me toward the back of the wall, where a cart filled with savera dozen bottles of liquor
sat. "Carefor adrink?"

"Gladly! | glanced back at Freda and Pella, and beyond them to Blaise. "Careto join us?' |
asked politely.

A littlesulkily, Blaise sad, "Aber knowswhat | like."

"Apple brandy,” he said with agrin and awink at me. "Red winefor Fredaand Pella. And you,
brother Oberon?’

Brother again. Why did he call me that? | wanted to ask, but what | said was, "Whatever you're
havingisfine"

"Whiskey, neat?'

"Perfect. It's been quite aday."

He poured quickly and | got to pass out the drinks. The five of usformed alittle semicircle
around the liquor cart, Pellaand Freda chatting about people | had never heard of, Blaise pretending an
interest in them, Aber szing me up behind hisdrink. | Spped my whiskey and returned hisinquiring stare
with one of my own.

"Good whiskey," | said.
"It'simported from adistant shadow at grest risk and effort ... my own. Best I've ever found.”

"Believe him," Pellasaid to me. "He used to roam farther through Shadow than any of us. And he
aways seemed to turn up something ddliciousto bring back."



"All for you, dear sster!" he said with alaugh. Then heraised hisglassin atoast. "To king and
family," hesad.

The othersraised their glasses, too.

"To Dworkin," | said, "for rescuing me."

It was only then that | caught aglimpse of thefive of usin along mirror hanging on the far wall. |
wasthetalest by ahead, then Aber and Pella. But what truly caught my eye wasthe smilarity between
Aber and me. Our eyes were different colors, the shape of our faces and noses not at al the same-but
there was something about usthat struck afamiliar chord. Our cheekbones, | thought, high and
broad-and the smilarities had to be more than coincidence.

Welooked like brothers.

| had been denying it al dong, but suddenly | redized how the women and | aso shared many
traits. Just aswe shared them with Dworkin.

Almost choking, | set my drink down. But my father is dead. He was a naval officer.
So | had beentold dl my life.

But now, faced with overwhelming evidence, adifferent truth suddenly made sense.

| was Dworkin's son.

| had to be.

It dl fel neatly into place. Dworkin'sinterest in my mother and me. All the lessons he taught me
during my childhood. His unexpected return last night to save me from the hdll-cregtures, just ashe had
saved Fredaand his other children.

| was apart of hisfamily. Just asthese strangers were now apart of mine.

Both Fredaand Aber aready knew. They had both called me "brother.” | assumed Pellaand
Blaise knew aswell. Apparently | wasthe only one who had been kept in the dark, too blind or stupid or
naiveto guess my true heritage.

Why hadn't Dworkin or my mother ever told me? Why had | been forced to think of myself as
an orphan al these years? It wasn't fair! All through my childhood, | had longed for afather and brothers
and ssters, longed for the sort of family everyone else had. Now it turned out I'd had brothers, ssters,
and aliving father al the time-only I'd never known it. | had been robbed of the family | could have had.

Why had my mother hidden the truth from me?
Why had | spent my childhood londly and aone?

The next time | saw my new-found father, | intended to ask some hard questions. For now,
though, | tried to hide my sudden redization. My siblingsall acted asif | should have known the truth
about my parentage. Well, let them continue to think so. | seemed to get more information when people
assumed | knew morethan | did, aswith Fredain the carriage.

Suddenly | realized I'd missed an important thread of conversation. My attention snapped back
to Aber.

My new-found brother was saying, "... and that's what L ocke claimed. I'm not sure he'sright,
though.”

"Timewill tdl," Blasesad.

Pdlalaughed. "That's what you aways say, dear. It hasn't been true yet.”

Blaise, bristling like a cornered wolf, opened her mouth to say something | knew sheld regret, so



quickly I jumped inwith, "It'sniceto findly meet you al. How many more of us are here in Juniper now?
Freda said something about afamily gathering.”

"Nicely done, brother,” Aber said with agrin. "To answer your question and ignore the
bickering"-he looked pointedly at Blaise and Pella-"there are fourteen family members present, including
al of us"

"Fourteen!” | exclamed, unableto help mysdif.

Fredasaid, "I know it seemslike alot, but I'm sure you'll have no trouble remembering al the
names."

"Whenwill | ssethem?’

"Tonight a dinner, I'dimagine," Aber said. ""Fresh blood brings them out of the woodwork."
"Aber!" Fredagave him a sharp look.

"Out from under therugs?' he amended.

With asigh, Fredasaid, "Thereis Anari." Sheraised her hand and beckoned, jeweled fingers
glittering, and an ederly man in red-and-white livery hurried to her sde.

"Lady?" he asked.

"Take Lord Oberon upstairs and find him appropriate rooms," she said. She fixed me with her
brilliant smile. "I am sure he wants to rest and freshen up before dinner.”

"Yes, please,” | said. Much as| hated leaving the liquor cart, anap and awash basin sounded
more appedling right now. It sounded like I'd need to be ready for along evening

tonight, with fourteen new-found rel atives waiting to inspect my every word and gesture.
And Freda had called me"Lord Oberon," | noticed. It was atitle | knew | could get used to.
"Thisway, Lord," Anari said, heading toward the door.

"Until dinner, then." Giving my four siblings apolite wave, | turned to follow Anari.

Behind me, | heard Blaise'stittering laugh and an amost bregthless exclamation of, "1sn't he
precious?’ that made my cheeks burn. No one had ever called me"pre-cious’ before. | wasn't surel
would haveliked it coming from awoman I'd bedded, and | certainly didn't like it coming from my
sster-or half-gster, since we could not possibly have shared the same mother.

Still, precious or not, | had done my best here. | had been raised a soldier, after dl, and | wasn't
used to niceties of polite society or court life, whether they were mine by blood-right or not. Asaways,
I'd do the best | could and they could either accept me, rough edges and al, or not. Either way, we
would ill beafamily.

"Pleasefollow me, Lord," said Anari, turning to the left and starting up awide set of stairsat a
dow, deliberate pace.

"What's your job here?' | asked.

"l am chief of the domestics, Lord. | manage the house and servants.”
| nodded. "How long have you served my father?!

"All my life, Lord."

"No, not my family . . . just my father, Dworkin."

"It has been my privilege to serve Lord Dworkin dl my seventy-six years, as my father and my
father'sfather served him before me.”



"That would make him..." | frowned, trying to add up the years. "More than a hundred and fifty
yearsold!"

"Yes, Lord."

| shivered, suddenly and inexplicably unsettled. | must have misheard, | thought. No onelived a
hundred and fifty years. But Anari had said it so matter-of-factly he clearly believed and accepted it asa
matter of course.

Although Dworkin hadn't |ooked more than fifty when he first came to Helda's door, now that |
thought about it, he had looked distinctly younger than that when we had fought the hell-creatures.

More magic, | thought. Would it never end?

Anari led me up two flights of stepsto awing of the building devoted to, as he said, my family's
private quarters. All around me | saw symbols of great wedth and power: Not just paintings and
tapestries of the sort I'd seen below, but intricate mosaics set in the floor, beautifully carved statues of
nymphs and nude women in alcoves, crystal chanddiers and wall sconces, and gilded woodwork
everywhere. Over the decades-or centuries-of hislife, Dworkin had accumulated treasures enough for a
dozen kingdoms.

"These will be your rooms, Lord," Anari said, stopping before alarge double door. "I trust you
will find them acceptable.”

He pushed them open-and | found mysdlf standing before what seemed to me a private paace.

Rich red-and-gold carpets covered the floorsin thick, luxurious layers. Beautiful paintings and
hanging tapestries covered the walls, showing fairy tale scenes with mythica creatures. Overhead, gilded
columns and crown moldings supported aceiling painted in pastel blues, with high clouds and even afew
swooping hawks in one comer. Three elegantly upholstered chairs clustered around a smdll tableto the
far right. To theleft, on the other wall, sat asmall writing table complete with pens, ink, paper, seding
wax and sedls, and a blotter.

"Y our bed chamber isthrough here,” Anari said, step-ping into the room and opening another set
of doors set in an arched doorway. Throughiit | could see a high canopied bed and afull-length looking
glass, plusawash stand with pitcher and basin. "There are two wardrobes and a changing room aswell."

"Thank you."
"My pleasure, Lord. Do you have baggage?'
"Nothing but my sword and the clothes on my back."

He stepped back and looked me over critically. "1 believe | can find you suitable garments for
tonight," he said. "1 will make an gppointment for one of the castle tailors to measure you tomorrow
morning. We cannot have aman of your stature improperly furnished, after al.”

"Indeed," | said agreeably, asif | had this sort of conversation every day. "I'll leave the
gppointment up to you. Schedule it aslate in the morning as possible.”

"Thank you, Lord." He bowed dightly. "I will endeavor to live up to your faith in my abilities. In
the meantime,

with your permission, | will order abath drawn and heated.”
"Please”
"|sthere anything ese you require & thistime?"

| amost laughed. Anything ese? | needed everything ese, starting with explanationsto dozens
of questions about my newly discovered family. But | merely smiled and shook my head.



"Thebath will do," | said. "Now, where-?'
"A boy will summon you when thewater isready.”
"All right. That will bedl.”

"Very good, Lord." He shut the doors on hisway out, and as he did, | noticed how the heavy old
hinges gave afaint squeak. At least nobody would be able to sneak up on me, | thought, the soldier
ingdetaking over for the moment.

Unbuckling my swordbelt, | draped it across the back of the nearest chair, then sat down and
pulled off my boots. It felt good to be aone. | tossed my boots into the corner by the door, then
wandered through the suite, admiring al the little decorations, the gilding on the moldings and woodwork,
the paintings and tapestries on the walls. Findly | flopped onto the bed, soreading my arms and fedling
the goosedown yield benesth me. Soft... softer than | had felt in along time. Not even Helda's bed had
been this comfortable.

| just needed awoman's warmth beside me, | decided while stifling ayawn, and | could easily
cdl this place home. But atrace of guilt crept into my pleasant thoughts.

King Elnar and llerium remained besieged, and | remembered Dworkin's promise that he could
help end the attacks. | would have to press him for an explanation the next time we met. Duty called.

An hour and a hdf later, after along hot bath had soaked many of the day's accumulated aches
from my bones, | returned to my roomsfor aquick nap.

The castle's staff had been busy in my absence, | discovered. My boots had been cleaned and
polished to a shine that would have made my orderly green with envy. Not even my sword had escaped
their attention-the gold and silver inlay on the hilt had been polished to perfection. When | pulled hdf the
blade's length from its scabbard, | discovered it had been freshly oiled. | couldn't have done a better job

mysdf.
| could definitely get used to thissort of life, | thought, yawning widely.

The bath attendants had made off with the blood-and-sweset stained clothing 1'd been wearing,
replacing it with the long black robe I now wore. Anari had not yet produced the clothes he'd promised .
.. not that | found fault-he hadn't had much notice, after all.

With nothing to wear and nothing to do before dinner, | crawled into bed. Almost immediately |
grew dead to the world.

Sometime later, when the afternoon light had begun to fade, | came awake with agtart.
I'd heard anoise. Something just wrong enough to sound an darm and wake me.

A light knock sounded again from the other room, so softly | amost missed it. Then the hinges
squeaked dightly asthe door opened dowly .. . sedthily.

Someone trying to sneak up on me? No hell-creatures could possibly get in here, | thought.

| sat up, ingtinctively reaching for my sword. It was gone-l had |ft it on one of the chairsin the
next room, | redlized.

"Lord?' | heard an old man'svoice call. It wasn't Anari. "Lord Oberon?'

"I'm here." Rising, | found | gtill wore the robe I'd donned after my bath. | tightened the belt and
wandered out into the main room of my suite, sretching the kinks from my muscles. "What isit?!

A maninhislate years, dressed in castle livery, stood in the doorway to the hall. He held alarge
slver tray laden with towelsin his age-spotted hands. He had to be at least seventy yearsold, | guessed.
Undoubtedly, he had been serving my father aslong as Anari. He had awarm, gentle smile.



"Y our pardon, Lord Oberon," he said. His voice quavered dightly. "I am Ivinius, the barber.
Lady Freda said you required a shave and haircut before dinner.”

| ranmy fingers over thethick stubble on my chin. "Thoughtful of her.”

"Her ladyship ismost kind," he murmured. "I've known her since she was a babe in her mother's
ams, blessher."

He st histray down on the table. In addition to the towels, | saw that it held two small blocks of
shaving soap, plus severd cutthroat razors of varying lengths and a sdection of tiny glass bottles:
probably lotions and perfumes. Without asking, he began to drag one of the armchairs toward the
window.

"I'll get that," | said, starting forward to help. He looked too frail to be moving furniture.

"No need, Lord," he said. He gave the chair onefina tug and swung it into the last of the
afternoon sunlight, exactly where hewanted it. "Please Sit, Lord.”

Asl| did s0, he went into my bedroom, picked up the small table with the wash basin and pitcher
of water, and lugged them dowly over to my chair.

"Do you need help?' | asked, haf risng.

"No, Lord." He gave alow chuckle. "It iskind of you to ask, but | have been doing my job since
before you were born. Please rdax. | will beready for you in amoment.”

He might look doddering, | thought, settling back in my seet, but he obvioudy had his pride. And
he obvioudy knew his own strength. With adight grunt, he set the table down beside the chair. He hadn't
spilled so much asasingle drop of water from the pitcher.

| loosened my robe around my neck and took a deep contented breath, stretching out my feet
and clenching and unclenching my toes. It would be nice to get a decent shave and haircut, | thought. I'd
made do with battlefield barbering for most of the last year, and I'm afraid it showed.

With deft hands, Ivinius poured asmall measure of water into the basin, took ablock of shaving
sogp from histray, and expertly lathered it with a brush. He spread towels across my chest and
shoulders, then liberaly foamed my chin, cheeks, and neck. While my beard softened, he selected the
longest straight-edge razor from histray-one amost as long as his forearm-and began stropping it across
along piece of leather tied to his belt.

Tomy surprise, | redlized | could easily have gone back to deep. | haf closed my eyes, the clean
scent of the shaving sogp in my nodrils, the shup-shup-shup of the stropping blade alullaby to my ears.
Thejoys of civilization ... yes, | could easily get used to lifein Juniper, | thought with ahaf smile.

Silently, | gave thanksto Fredals thoughtfulness for sending Ivinius. The closest thing to ared
barber I'd seenin the last year of campaigning against the hell-creatures had been my own orderly, who
had more thumbs than fingers. He managed to trim my hair with aminimum of blood loss, but after his
first stab-and that was the word-at shaving my face, | told him to get out and reclaimed my razor. My
ingtincts for salf-preservation demanded it.

In anear monotone, Ivinius kept up asteady murmur about hisyearsin the service of Lord
Dworkin. He mentioned hiswife of sixty-two years, acook in the kitchens; hisfive boys, who al served
asvaetsin the cadtle; and histwenty-six grandchildren and great-grandchildren, one of whom would
soon be of ageto join the army. | made appropriate noises whenever he paused-"uh-huh,” "yes," "go

on"-but redly | heard only every second or third sentence.

When | turned my head dightly, | could see us both in the looking glass. At that moment | knew
why Fredahad sent him: my hair was awild tangle that not even adunking in bathwater could tame.



Dark circleslined my eyes, and | looked ten years older than my actua age. Everyone had been too
politeto tell me | wasamess... certainly unsuitable to bring to dinner without being cleaned up.

Ivinius finished working on hisrazor and turned to me once more. Gently touching the bridge of
my nose with two ringers, hetilted my head to the side. He didn't redlize | could see our reflection, and
with sudden darm | noticed how he shifted his grip on the razor's handle. Now he held it like a butcher's
knife poised to joint aleg of lamb.

With my right hand | caught hiswrigt barely an inch from my throat.
"That's not how you hold arazor," | said, voice hard, turning to look at him.

"Lord," he said in the calm tones one uses to gentle a spooked horse, "1 am abarber. | know my
job. Let medoit."

"I'd rather shave mysdif, if you don't mind."
"l do mind," he snarled.

| pushed back the hand holding the razor. Or tried to- for he suddenly bore down on mewith al
hisweight and strength. Much, much more strength than an old man deserved.

SEVEN

| am a strong man-stronger than any human I've ever fought. It should have been an easy thing
for meto push an old man'sarm away from my throat.

But it waan'.

Ivinius, despite his age, was at least as strong as me-certainly stronger than any seventy-year-old
servant ought to be.

It became astruggle of willsand brute force. | felt my bones start to cresk; the musclesin my
arm stood out like bands of iron. Grunting from the strain, | gave my every effort to throw him off.

It wasn't enough. Standing, he had the better position. He threw not only his strength but his full
weight against me, and steedily the razor drew closer to my throat. | gulped, suddenly redizing | couldn't
win.

Out of desperation, | kicked off againgt the floor with both feet, throwing my shoulders back as
hard as| could and rolling. The chair tipped and went over backwards. Instead of pushing, | tightened
my grip on lviniuss hand and pulled to the Sde. Therazor's blade diced air just beyond thetip of my
nose, then went past my right ear. | heard the dry snap of abone.

Ivinius howled with pain and dropped the razor, clutching hiswrist. | released him and continued
my backwards roll. Coming up on my feet, legs spread, arms and fists ready, | began to back away,
looking for awegpon- anything. Unfortunately, my sword lay on the other side of the room, still draped
across the back of the chair where | had |eft it.

"Get out," | said to him, galing for time, "Run. Y ou might makeit out dive. I'll give you fifteen
seconds before | raisethedarm.”

Glaring, Ivinius bent and scooped the razor up with his good left hand.
"It would have been an easy death for you," he said in alow growl. Then herushed a me.
| bumped into the writing desk. It would have to do, | thought.

Seizing it, muscles straining, | lifted it and threw it at him. Paper, blotter, inkpot, and quills went
flyinginal directions. Ivinius couldn't quite duck in time, and one of the legs struck him acrossthe
forehead and sent him sprawling. Luckily helost hisgrip on the razor, which clattered on the floor.



| threw mysdlf on him, fingers closing around histhroat, and noticed that the blood gushing from
hisforehead wasn't red. It was asickly yellow, the color of a squashed bug, the color of vomit. He
wasn't human, despite his gppearance. That explained his extraordinary strength.

"Hell-creature!” | snarled.
| saw no human emotion in his eyes, no regret, no wish for mercy. Just acold hatred.

| felt no desire for mercy, ether. Hiskind had killed Helda. Hiskind has destroyed Ilerium with a
year of war and terror.

"Did" | sad.
| squeezed histhroat shut. His eyes began to bulge; he made a desperate gurgle. Still | tightened

my grip, pouring ayear'sworth of hate and anger toward the hell-creatures against this assassin sent to
murder mein my own room.

Then he began to struggle desperately, trying to buck me off, but with abroken wrist he could do
nothing to sop me. Findly, with a sudden wrenching motion, | broke his neck.

Hisbody seemed to sag, like awineskin whose contents had suddenly run out. His skin changed,
turning a mottled yellow-gray. In afew heartbeats, he was aman no more, but something else. ..
something hideous and distorted, with solid black eyesthat continued to sink deep into sharp, bony
cheeks. Talons had replaced those age-spotted fingers, and two rows of narrow, divered teeth suddenly
lined atiny round mouth at the end of a pointed jaw.

Magic.

Whatever he was, this thing who had looked so much like aman, he had been cleverly
disguised. And he had known enough about lifein Juniper Castle to get to my roomsand nearly kill me.

Of course, | was astranger here, but nothing he had said in dl that old-man prattle had put me
on my guard. If it hadn't been for thelooking glass, | felt certain, | would now be dead. | swallowed and
touched my throat.

Stll histransformation continued, as whatever sorcery had disguised him unraveled. His
prominent nose dwindled to mere nogtril dits. His skin shimmered with faint iridescent scdes. And then
his transformation seemed to be complete.

| beheld amongter like none | had ever seen before. Clearly thiswasn't one of the hell-creatures
| had fought in llerium... so what wasit? And why would it want me dead enough to risk murdering mein
my own rooms?

My battle-rage had begun to fade, and | took a deep cleansing breath, muscles suddenly wesk. |
fdtlikel'dlost control of my life, and | didn't like the sensation.

S0, yet another mystery faced me. What had this creature been doing here, insde Dworkin's
castle? How had he dipped past dl those guards-past an entire army on the lookout? And mogt of all,
how had he known to come to me posing as a barber?

| frowned. Clearly he must have had help. Someone had sent him-and set me up to be killed.
Much as| hated the thought, | knew what it meant: Dworkin had a spy in his castle, someonein afairly
high position who knew our

family's comings and goings. Someone who could smuggle a hell-cregture into the castle, get him
the clothes and tools of abarber, and give him enough information to get him safely into my roomsand
make me lower my guard.

Rising, | paced for asecond, trying to work through the problem, trying to decide what to do
next. Should | call Dworkin's guards? No, | wouldn't know whether to trust them. Any of them might be



another hell-creature in disguise, and | didn't want to reved how much | knew yet. Freda, maybe? She
seemed to have her own plots. Aber the prankster? | wasn't sure what help he could be; | needed solid
advice, not Trumps.

That left only Dworkin, and | certainly couldn't go running to him at thefirst sign of trouble. It
would make me look wesk, helpless, unable to protect mysdlf ... in short, aperfect target.

Another problem worried me more. If assassins roamed Juniper's halls disguised as servants, |
reasoned, they might just as easily pose asfamily members. Since | didn't know anyonein Juniper well
enough to tell real from fake, except perhaps Dworkin, | knew how easily | could be fooled by another
n. Ivinius had come close to succeeding; | didn't want to give his masters a second chance.

Taking adeep breath, | rose. When in doubt, do nothing you know is wrong. That was one of
the lessons Dworkin had always stressed throughout my childhood. | wouldn't report this attempt on my
lifejust yet, | decided. Perhaps whoever had set me up would revea himsdf if | smply showed up dive
and well, like nothing had happened.

Surely someone would be curious as to what had happened. 1'd have to be doubly watchful.
One problem remained: how to proceed?

Clean up, | decided. I'd have to hide the body somewhere and get rid of it after dark. Perhapsit
could be dumped into the moat, or smuggled out into the forest. Though exactly how | might do so, when
| knew none of Juniper's passageways-let aone the safest, least guarded path to the forest-escaped me
a the moment.

Details could come later, | decided. For now, it was enough to have aplan.

| dragged the corpseinto thelittle Sitting room and positioned it behind a heavy tapestry where it
couldn't be seen from the main room. Hopefully, servantswouldn't ssumble acrossit before | was ready,
and hopefully it wouldn't begin to stink too much. Then | began tidying up, setting the chair 1'd knocked
over back whereit belonged, picking up Iviniussrazor and returning it to the tray with the towels,
straightening the table with the basin, retrieving the desk and restoring its papers and blotter to their
proper order-generally putting everything back the way it had been before the fight. To my surprise, the
hardest part came last: mopping up the spilled ink. | cleaned it up as best | could with one of the towels,
then covered the spot on the carpet with asmaller rug.

Not abad job, | findly decided, standing back and studying my work criticaly. The room looked
more or lessnormal. Y ou couldn't tell there had been afight or that I'd hidden a corpsein the next room.

Then | spotted my reflection in the mirror that had saved my life, and | Sighed. | ill had the
resdue of afull lather on my face and neck, and it had begun to dry and flake off. Wéll, | needed to get
cleaned up for dinner anyway-no sensein wasting a sharp razor, even if it had been meant to dit my
throat.

| returned to the basin and the block of soap, lathered up again with the brush, pulled the mirror
over to thewindow's light while my beard softened, and began to shave mysdlf with one of the smdler
razors, which had ablade about aslong as my hand. It gave me something to do while | continued to
think thingsthrough.

A plan... that'swhat | needed right now. Some way to sort friend from foe, hell-creature from
servant or relative. ..

Behind me, afloorboard suddenly squeaked. | whirled, razor up. | should have buckled on my
swordbdit, | redlized. More assassins, cometo finish the job-?

No, it was only Aber, grinning a me like ahappy pup who'd found its master. | forced mysdlf to
relax. He held what looked like one of Fredas Trumpsin hisleft hand, | noticed, and he carried asmall



carved wooden box in hisright.
"A present for you, brother," he said, holding out the box. "Y our first set of family Trumps!”
| took them. "For me?| thought Freda was the expert.”
"Oh, everyone needs a s&t. Besides, she dready hasdl the Trumps she wants."
"I didn't hear you comein,” | said, glancing pointedly

at the door. The hinges most definitely had not given their telltale squesk. "How did you get in
here? |s there another way-a secret passage?”

"Y ou've been ligening to too many fairy taes,” he said with alittle laugh. " Secret passages?| only
know of oneinthewhole castle, and it's used al the time by servants as a shortcut between floors. Not
much of asecret, if you ask me."

"Then how did you get in here?"

Silently heraised the Trump in hishand, turning it so | could see the picture: my bedroom. He
had drawn it perfectly, right down to the tapestries on the wall and the zigzag quilt on the bed.

Suddenly | remembered how the trump with Aber's picture on it had seemed to move, amost to
come alive, when Fredaand | werein the carriage. Her cryptic comment about not wanting Aber to join
us came back to me, and now it made sense. He had to be awizard. One who used Trumpsto move
from place to place. That's how he had gotten in here without opening my door.

"It'sagood drawing,” | said, taking the card and studying it. He had caught not just the look, but
thefed of my bedchamber. As| stared at it, the image seemed to grow lifelike and started to loom
before me ... | had the distinct impression that | could have stepped forward and been in the next room.
Hurriedly | pulled my gaze away and focused on him.

"I'm glad you likeit," he said, chest swelling abit with pride. "Art isbut one of my many taents, if
| do say so mysdif.”

"Arethere any more cards like this one?’
"No, that'sthe only one I've done so far.”
Instead of handing it back, | tossed it atop the pile of dirty towelson thetray.

"Youdontmindif | keepit." Ddiberately, | madeit a statement instead of aquestion. | didn't
need him-or anyone el se-popping in on me unannounced.

"Not at dl" He shrugged. "l madeit as part of your set, so it's yours anyway. Y ou should dways
have afew safe placesto fall back on if need arises.”

"Then ... thank you."
"Don't mention it." He gestured toward the box | till held. "Go ahead, take alook at the others.”

| took amoment to admire the mother-of-pearl dragon inlaid on the top of the box-also his
work, it turned out-then unlatched the clasp and swung back thelid. Insde, nestled in avelvet-lined
compartment, lay asmall stack of Trumps, al face down. Their backs showed a blue-painted field with
anintricate gold lion in the middle, exactly like Fredas.

| pulled al the cards out and fanned them-about twenty-five, | judged. Most showed portraits
done much like the onesin Fredas set. | pulled out Aber's. He looked even more heroic than in Fredas
s, if possible; here, he held abloody sword in one hand and the severed head of alion in the other.
Clearly he had no problemswith his own sdlf-image.

"They'reterrific,” | sad.



"Thanks"

"You'll have to show me how they work later, when we have moretime.” | put them back in the
box, adding the one of my bedroom to the top of the stack.

"You dont know . .." hebegan. "Sorry! | thought you knew. This morning, someone used my
card. Just for asecond, | thought | saw you and Fredainsde a carriage.”

"That wasme," | admitted. "But it was an accident. | didn't know what | was doing,”

He shrugged. "It's not hard. Take out acard and concentrate onit. If it'saplace, it will seemto
grow life-sized before you, like adoorway. Just step through and you're there."

"And the people?’

"You'll be abletotak to them," he said, "but only if they want to talk to you, too. After contact is
made, either one can help the other pass across.”

"It works both ways?*

"That'sright." He nodded. "Just stick out your hand, the person you're talking to will grasp it, and
you step forward. Fast and easy.”

"It dmost seemstoo good to betrue!" | said, atrifle skeptica. Why would anyone bother with
horses or carriagesif asingle card could make traveling quick and painless? "Freda said you liked
pranks. Y ou're pulling my leg now, aren't you?"'

"No," heingsted, "I'm tdling thetruth. | always tell thetruth. It'sjust that haf the time nobody
bdievesme™

| gave asnort. "That'swhet the best liars say.”
"Y ou don't know me well enough to say that. Give me the benefit of the doubt, Oberon.”
"Very wel-explain to me again how you got in here."

"I used that Trump of your bedroom," he said solemnly, indicating the one I'd put in the box. "I
left Dad in his study just aminute ago. Which reminds me, I'm here because he wants to see you. So
you'd better hurry up. He doesn't like to be kept waiting.”

| had to smile. " Some things never change.”

Throughout my childhood, Dworkin had hated waiting for anything, from lines a the baker'sto
finishing my penmanship lessons so we could get on to more important things, like swordplay and military
tactics.

"So," | went on, "if | concentrated on Dad's card right now, he'd pull meinto his study? Just like
that?' 1'd never be able to master such atrick, | thought. It sounded impossibly hard, somehow.

"Sure. But | wouldn't do it with Dad, ever, unless you haven't any other choice... he doesn't like
to be distracted when he's working. Sometimes he has delicate experiments going on, and if you
accidentaly messoneup ... well, let'sjust say he has quite atemper.”

"Thanksfor thewarning,” | said. I knew what he meant about our father's temper, dl right. Once
in the marketplace, when a soldier twice his size had insulted my mother, Dworkin had beaten the fool
senseless with his bare hands. It had taken four of the city watch to drag him away, or he surely would
have killed thefdlow. | hadn't seen him that angry very often, but it was aterrible thing to behold.

Somethings, it seemed, never changed.

"Let mefinish getting ready,” | said, turning back to the mirror and picking up the razor. "Then
maybe you can show methe way down."



"Sure, glad to.”
"Anari was supposed to find me some clothes. Maybe you can hurry him up.”

"What about those?' He pointed through my bedroom door, and to my amazement | saw brown
hose, a green shirt, and undergarments laid out on the chair next to the bed where I'd been deeping.

"I must be going blind," | said, shaking my head. "I would've sworn they weren't therefive
minutesago!”

He chuckled. "Okay, you caught me. | put them there. After | saw Dad, | went to my room first
to pick up your set of Trumps. Iviniuswasin thehdl, and | told himto let you know I'd bring in some
clothesfor you. | guess heforgot to mention it."

| laughed with relief. "So I'm not crazy!"
"No ... a leadt, | hope not! Say, why didn't you let him shave you?”
"Theway his hands were shaking? Never!"

"Well, heisgetting old." He gave an apologetic shrug. " Someone ought to tell Anari to findusa
new barber."

"| think that would be agood idea. | wouldn't want to have my throat cut.”

| finished shaving quickly. All thewhilel studied my brother. He stood by the window, gazing out
acrossthe castle grounds. He didn't seem at al surprised at finding medive. If anything, he seemed to

like my company; |

thought he must be lonely. It was easy to rule him out as a suspect in aconspiracy to have me
killed-you didn't kill friends, especidly oneswith aslittle power hereas| had.

And that, | thought, made him my first potentia aly.

| splashed water on my face, then toweled dry. Not the best job, | thought, studying my
reflection and rubbing my chin, but it would do for now. I'd get ahaircut tomorrow, if | could find ared
barber.

| began to dress quickly. Anari had agood eyefor clothes; these fit me dmost perfectly. A tiny
bit too narrow in the shoulders, alittletoo wide in thewaist, but with abdt, they would do nicely.

"Youlook abit likehim," Aber said suddenly as| pulled on my boots.
"Who?'
"Tane Those are hisclothes"

Taine... another of my missing haf-brothers. | studied my reflection morecriticaly . . . yes, |
thought, dressed in hiscolors, | looked alot like himin his Trump.

| said, "Fredathinks Taineis dead. Do you?"'

He shrugged. "I don't know. He has Dad's temper, and he | eft after afight with Locke. | suppose
he could be off somewhere, brooding and planning hisrevenge.”

"What did they fight about?"
"] don't know. Locke has never said."

| finished dressing and reached for my sword, but Aber shook hishead. "Leaveit," he sad.
"Father doesn't dlow swordsin hisworkroom.”

Shrugging, | did so. Iviniussimpersonator was dead ... there probably wouldn't be another
attempt on my life tonight. And walking around without a sword clearly showed my lack of fear ... |



couldn't let my enemy or enemies know how much my nerves had been shaken.
"Leadon! "l said.
"Want to try a Trump down?" he asked suddenly.
"| thought you said-"

"Dad doesn't like to use them. But I've made Trumps of every interesting roominthecadle. . .
and many of the uninteresting ones, t0o." He chuckled. "Those can be even more useful, you know.”

"I canimagine. And | suppose you know an uninteresting one near Dad's workshop?”
"Therésacloakroom just off themain hal... and it's about thirty feet from there to hisworkshop

door.

"No," | said, shaking my head. Much as| liked theidea of trying out some magic, thiswasn't the
right time. "Juniper ishuge. I'll never get afed for itslayout if we jump around like spring hares. Let's
walk. That will give us achanceto get to know each other, and you can tell me about the castle aswe
go."

"Asyouwish." With alittle shrug, he led the way out to the hall. "Those are my rooms" he said,
pointing to the double doors directly across from mine. "Then Davin'sto theleft, then Mattus. Locke,
Alanar, and Titus have the roomsto the right, and then Fenn and Taine and Conner opposite. Our Ssters
havethe floor above.”

We gtarted down a broad stone stairway, heading back toward the saon in which we'd had
drinks earlier that afternoon. Aswe walked, servants quickly stepped asideto let us pass, bowing their
heads. | thought | recognized afew from my last trip through here, and severd of them cdled me"Lord
Oberon" aswe passed. Clearly news of my arrival was spreading.

| still regarded them with veiled suspicion. Any might be another hell-creature spy or assassinin
human guise. And yet | couldn't adlow mysdlf to become too fearful or paranoid. If Juniper had to be my
home now, | would accept it, even if it came with ameasure of danger. | couldn't brood on Ivinius and
the possibility of nation attempts or the nswould have won... they would rule me.

No, | vowed, | would ferret them out in due course. But | wouldn't et them change how | lived
my life-heartily, savoring the pleasures and passons.

Whereto gart, though? Best to get Aber talking, | decided. He might reveal more information
about our family and the military situation here-what | needed mogt at this point was information. With so
many soldiers stationed around Juniper, and hell-creaturesinfiltrating the castle, the war Freda had
mentioned must be imminent.

| decided to start with acomfortable topic before working our way to more sensitive matters,
something to loosen his natural reserve. What Freda had said about him in the horseless carriage came
back to me: Aber the prankster,

Aber the artist, Aber the distraction who could not be trusted to join us. Art seemed one of
hismaininterests.

| said, "So, you make your own Trumps?' Most people enjoyed talking about themselves, and
histaent for art seemed anaturd place to begin.

"That'sright!" He grinned, and | knew my question pleased him. "Everyone says| inherited Dad's
artistic tendencies, just not histemperament. Apparently he used to make Trumps al the time when he
wasmy age, but | don't think he hasin years. There are more interesting things, he keegps saying. He's
aways got dozens of experiments going on in hisworkshop.”

Experiments? A workshop? | had never seen thisside of Dworkinin llerium ... or perhaps|'d



been too young to notice.
"I've been impressed by everything heé'smade,” | said. "That horseless carriage-"
He snorted derisively.

"You dontlikeit?" | asked, bewildered. I'd found it the finest means of transportation I'd ever
used, except perhaps horse and saddle.

"Not redly,” he said. "It'stoo dow, and you can't see anything if you'reriding insde. | told himit
should be open on top so passengers can take in the Sights.”

"A goodidea... until it raing" | aso thought of those monstrous bats, who could have swooped
down on Freda and me had we been riding in the open.

"It never rainsin Shadows unless you want it to."
"l suppose,” | said nonchaantly, unwilling to expose
my ignorance of exactly what Shadows werein the context of my new-found family.

We turned down another ha lway, heading away from the salon. The topic changed back to
Juniper Castle-the fastest way to get to the kitchens, where to find guard stations on thislevel (which also
housed the weapons room, the main dining hdl, and even the servants quarters)-so many places and
directionsthat my head swam. | didn't think | would be able to find any of them on my own.

Findly we reached a short windowless corridor. Two guards posted at its mouth held pikes.
Down the corridor, smdl oil lamps set in wall sconces reveaed plain ssone walls and ared-and-white
checkerboard date floor. They didn't challenge us, but nodded to Aber asif expecting him.

We went up the corridor in silence and hdted at the heavy oak door at its end. The hinges were
thick iron bands. It would have taken a battering ram to get through.

"Look," Aber said softly, giving aquick glance back at the guards. We were clearly out of
earshot, and he kept hisvoicelow. "There's one more thing | should tell you about your family. Were dl
on our best behavior now, with war coming. But it won't last. It never does. Y ou'll going to haveto
choose sides, and choose soon. Fredalikes you, which countsfor alot asfar asI'm concerned. | hope
you'll throw inwith us"

| paused to digest this.

"It'syou and Fredaand Pdlla?’ | guessed a one faction.
"Yes"

"And the others. . . Davin and Locke, of course.”

He pulled asour face. "The boors stick together. Y es. Locke and Davin-and also Fenn and
Isadora, the warrior-bitch from hell.”

| arched my eyebrows at that description.

"Y ou haven't met her yet," he said with an ungpolo-getic laugh. "Y ou'll see exactly what | mean
when you do. Be warned, though-tell one of them anything and they'll al hear it. But none of them will
ever act unless Locke sayss0."

"What about Blaise?' | said.

He gave adismissvewave. "She's got her own interests. For now, she'stoo busy seducing army
officers and playing court with Leonaand Syara-| don't think you've met them yet, have you.7-to be a
real concern to anyone but Dad, who generdly disapproves but doesn't know how to tell her to grow up.
She wantsto wield power inside Juniper, but she doesn't have any way to support her ambitions. Of all



our family, she's probably the most harmless... or least harmful might be a better way of putting it.”
"I'm sure sheld be hurt if she heard you'd said that!"

Aber clapped me on the shoulder. "Right you are! So keep it between the two of us, okay? If
something terrible happens and she does end up running everything, | till want to be on her good side.”

"How . .. politic of you."

"l would have said self-serving.”

| had to laugh at that. "Don't worry, | know when to kegp my mouth shut.” | glanced at him
gdewi. "I'ma

soldier, you know. What makes you think | won't throw in with Locke? After dl, heand | seem
to have the most in common.”

"The fact that you're asking means you've aready decided not to."

"It never hurtsto know al your options. And L ocke would seem to be agood one."

He hegitated. 'Til probably regret saying it, but ... I like you, Oberon. | know it sounds
smple-minded, but it'sthe truth. | don't know why, but I've liked you since the moment we met. Y ou're
not like anyoneesein our family."

| knew exactly what he meant. "They're dl| stiff and formal, afraid to say or do thewrong thing."
I'd seen it in llerium, among the bluebloods in King Elnar's court.

"From what Dad told us, Fredaand | expected you to be another Locke. Y ou know, all soldier,
dedicated to war and palitics. But you're not like Locke at al. | wouldn't trust Locke to clean my paint
brushes. Y ou, dear brother, | just might.”

| scratched my head. "'I'm not quite sure how to take that,” | admitted. Clean his paint brushes?

Helaughed. "Asacompliment, of course! Good brushes are a painter's best friend. More valued
than wine or women-and twice as expensive.”

"Surely not more valued than women!™
"Well, the available women in Juniper, anyway."
"Then thank you for the compliment.”

"You fedl likeafriend, somehow,” hewent on, eyesfar avay suddenly. "Like I've knownyou all
my lifeand weve

just been gpart for too long and need to catch up with each other. Does that make sense?”

"Sure," | said. | knew exactly what he meant-1 dready felt the same way about both him and
Freda: comfortable.

| changed the subject. "So L ocke's not afriend?”

"When it's convenient for him-and that's usualy when he wants something. He took me out
drinking amonth ago when he wanted me to make him some new Trumps, and | haven't had two words
from him since. Well, that's not true. He said 'pass the win€e' last night at dinner, and that's three words."

"| seethered problem.”
"Redly?' Helooked startled. "What?"
"If you have to passthe wine, there aren't enough bottles on the table!™

That got asnort of amusement.



"See? Thisiswhat | meant... and why | like you. Nobody esein our family has a sense of humor.
Not even Freda."

"It can't be that bad."

"To Locke, we're dl toolsto be used toward his own ends. Davin doesn't mind being atool.
That'sthe height of hisambition, to be second in command. The others..." He shrugged. "Nobody redly
wants to serve under Locke. He's a bully when he wants hisway. If not for Dad pulling us all together
here, we'd scatter to thewinds again.”

| found mysdlf agreeing with his assessment. Every word held said rang true,

Over theyears, I'd known quite afew officerslike Locke. They were always noble-born, and
their only interest lay in yoking those beneath them to their own poalitical and military advancement. Oddly
enough, they aways found eager followers. Sometimes alot of them.

And | had invariably ended up at odds with them.

Aber sad, "l still remember the first time Locke and Fredamet as adults!" He shook his head.
"He ordered her to fetch him and his men wine-he treated her like acommon sarvant. Fredal”

"Did shedoit?"

"Of course, like any prim and proper hostess. And then she dumped thewholetray in hislap.”
| smiled &t that.

Aber sad, "Shedill hasn't forgiven him ... nor has heforgiven her."

"WEell, | can see both of their positions,” | said, picturing the scene with some amusement. "And
yet, part of me gill thinks I'd be better off throwing in with Locke. After dl, asthe genera in charge of
Juniper's army, and the firstborn son, he seems poised to take over after our father. And I'm asoldier. I'd
fitinwith Locke. Weld . . . understand each other.”

"You'rewrong, brother." He said, voice firm. "Locke seesyou as athrest. If you try to make
friends with him, you won't live long enough to stand a chance to replace him.”

"Hedkill me?' | said uneasily. "His own brother?!
"Half brother. And not directly, no ... but he grew up
inthe Courts, where fighting and treachery are away of life. Hisrivas never lasted long.”

"Murder?' | wondered aoud, thinking of Ivinius the demon-barber, sent to kill mein my
chambers. Locke could easily have told him dl he needed to know,

"Let'scal it aseries of convenient accidents. Locke is careful, and no one has any proof of his
involvement. But over the years, there have been too many hunting accidents, adrowning, two
convenient suicides, and half a dozen mysterious disgppearancesin our family alone. That's not counting
other rivas”

"Coincidences, I'd say."

"So many? | think not." He looked away. "When Dad turned the army over to him, | knew it was
ahuge mistake. Hell never surrender command now. And hewon't welcome any rivalsin the ranks.”

"I've served kings and generals my whole career. I'm used to taking orders, and I'd probably
make agood lieutenant for Locke."

"Y ou don't have ambitions?'

"Of course. But I'm not going to stroll in and try to wrestle away Locke's position. That'safool's
errand. He has his command, and heswelcometo it.”



"But-it can't be that way!" he blurted out.
"Why not?'
"Fredasad-"

Aber hesitated; clearly he didn't like the direction our conversation had taken... and | took some
pleasurein shaking apart his al-too-cozy view of our relation-

ship. He had revedled alot to me aready-more than | had dared to hope, in fact-but | wanted
more. And | thought | could get it.

"l canimaginewhat she said." | lowered my voice to amore conspiratorial whisper. "l wasjust
jerking your chain about Locke. Did Fredatell you . .. everything?'

Herdaxed, hisrdief obvious.

"Shetold me enough,” he admitted. "The cardswere asurprise. | didn't think anyone could ever
oppose both Dad and Locke."

So, Freda did leave something out when she read my future, | thought. Oppose Dworkin and
Locke? That had an ominous sound. Oppose them in what?

With ddliberate mildness, intrigued despite my skepticism about Fredastaents, | said: "Freda
didn't mention anything to me about opposing Locke and our father.”

He gulped suddenly, eyeswide with darm. "No?"
"No."

| folded my arms, waiting patiently as an awkward silence stretched between us. He shifted
uneadily from foot to foot, not looking at me, gazing back down the corridor like he wanted to go haring
off to hisrooms.

| saw it now. Freda had put him up to befriending me, feding out my loydlties, and trying to win
me over to their sde. Despitethat, | liked Aber, and | had the feding he genuindly liked me.

Now he desperately wanted to take back hiswords and start on a different tack. It was
something Freda could have done, | thought: just switched subjects and kept going, or announced she
wastired, closed her eyes, and goneto deep. Anything to get out of a cat-and-mouse game of
guestions-and-answers that couldn't be won. Poor Aber made an excellent mouse.

"And?' | prompted, when I'd waited long enough. Like most questions, the benefit wasin the
asking, not the answering. "What did she see?"

Hejust stared a me wonderingly. "Y ou are good," he said suddenly. "Honestly, | thought you
were just asoldier. But Fredasaw truly.”

"l amjust asoldier.”

"No. Y ou're better at these games even than Freda. She was right about you. | thought she was
crazy, but | seeit now. You are athreat to Locke. And to our father. Maybeto dl of us."

"What did she say?" | asked again.

"l guessit can't hurt." He sighed, looked away. "Y ou and Locke are going to be at odds. And
youwill win."

"And our father?'
"Him, too."
"Shesaw dl thisin her Trumps?'



"Y%"
"Rot and nonsense”
"lt'snot!"

"Y ou're saying exactly what you think I'd liketo hear,” | snapped. "'I'm supposed to arrivein
Juniper and lay waste to adl before me? No, it'simpossible. | may have ambitions, but they don't liein that
direction. Right now, my only god isto help our father asmuch as| can.”

"But Freda saw-"
"l don't care! 1 don't believe in fortune-telling. | told Freda as much.”

"Freda's not some carniva witch, scrabbling for penniesd” He seemed dmost hurt at the
suggestion. " She's been trained since childhood to see emerging patternsin Chaos. It'sagreat science.”

"And I'm agreat skeptic."

"Well, you shouldn't be. It'swhat got you here." He shrugged, sighed, looked away again.
Clearly | had confused him.

"Goon."

"I wasn't supposed to say anything about it, but Locke aready hates you." He hesitated. "L ocke
didn't want Dad to bring you to Juniper. If he hadn't been so vocal about it, Dad would have fetched you
here many years ago.”

Yearsago ... S0 that's why Dworkin abandoned me, | thought. New piecesto the puzzle of my
life suddenly fit neatly into place. Locke, not Dworkin, had kept me stranded and dlonein llerium all
these years.

Although | didn't enjoy making quick decisions about people, | found myself didiking Locke.
Hating him, even. He had given my enemy aface ... adecidedly human face.

Could Locke have sent Iviniusthe n-barber to my room? It seemed entirely possible. It
wouldn't be thefirst time brother killed brother to secure athrone.

"What made Dad change his mind about bringing me here?" | asked.

"Fredadid. She saw you in her cards. She told Dad we needed you here, and now, or you
would die. . . and with you would die our hopes of winning thewar."

Convenient enough, | thought. She could predict anything she wanted and who would know the
difference? Perhaps she felt she needed another aly. Who better than me? A soldier to counter Locke, a
strong arm to do her bidding, one forever loyd to her because she had prophesied that | would one day
take over.

Stll, she had gotten one thing right: if not for Dwor-kin'stimely rescue, | would be dead in
[lerium right now.

"All right," | said, "'l haveto ask. What isthiswar everyone kegps mentioning? Againg whom are
we fighting? And how am | supposed to hep?”’

"I don't know, exactly. | don't think anyone knows- it's been al sneak attacks so far.” He
swalowed. "Freda said you held the key to saving our family."

"That'sit?'

"es"

| threw back my head and laughed. "What rot! And you fdl for it?"

"No!" Aber shook his head. "It'sthe truth, brother. Freda saw it... and everything she sees comes



true. That'swhat redlly has L ocke scared.”

My breath caught in my throat. Aber redly believedit, | saw . . . believed in this prophecy of
Fredas. It sounded like some soothsayer's trick to me, so vague asto be useless for anything-except
manipulatiing meto her ends. And yet... | had seen enough magic and miraclesin thelast day to make me
wonder if | might not be wrong.

"Wel," I findly said, "I do hopeit'strue. But | don't have any way to know-and neither does
anyone e<e. Isthat enough to make Locke hate me? The fact that Fredathinks | can help save thewhole
family?"

"No." He hegtated again.

"Theréssomethingdse" | sad. "Spill it."

"Dad has dways spoken fondly of you-perhaps too fondly-Oberon this, and Oberon that; how
great a swordsman you were becoming. Locke has always been jealous. Dad never talked about him
that way when he was growing up in the Courts of Chaos, ashe's quick to remind usal.”

| said, "And now that I'm actualy here. . . now that Locke's grestest rival isflesh and bone
instead of tall tales around the fireplace ... and now that Freda has predicted that I'll save the whole
family instead of him . . . Locke'sfeding threstened. Almost desperatdly s0."

"Heisthefirg-born son, after dl,” Aber said, amost apologeticaly. "But Dad could easily name
another heir... one he likes better ... you."

Me! That'swhat al thiswas about, | realized. Freda be-lieved | stood a chance of inheriting the
family titles and lands, whatever they were. Perhaps sheld read it in her cards. Perhaps Dworkin had
somehow given her theimpression he favored me. Or perhaps she hated L ocke so much that sheld throw
inwith any promising riva who happened dong.

It didn't matter. Theimpossihility of it al struck methen, and | laughed out loud.

Aber stared at me like I'd gone mad.

| sad, "It'sunlikely that | will inherit anything.”

"Titles often pass to the strongest, not necessarily the first-born.”

| shook my head. "I'm hardly the strongest. | have no friends or dlies. | don't know anyone here.
And | have nointerest intitles™

"Maybe that's what makes you dangerous. Look at it thisway. Locke's never been Dad's
favorite. He knowsit. But asthe first-born son, he's dways had advantages over you. For one, he's
aways been here, hdping Dad. For another, he'sdready got alarge and incredibly loya army behind
him."

| raised my eyebrows. "And I'm just supposed to walk in and take both of these advantages
away from him? How?"'

"Well, you are here" Aber shrugged amost apologeticaly. "Lateis better than never. And you
do have military experience. . . more than Locke, probably, considering you've been a career soldier.
Dad'stold us about the battles you've fought against those you call hell-creatures. The army here
demands astrong leader ... an experienced soldier. And since you're the one apparently destined to win
thiswar for our Sde, as everyone here dready knows, well... why not you?'

Why not indeed, | thought. No wonder Locke hated and feared me. Thereis nothing quite as
powerful asalegend ... and gpparently my own talents had grown with every telling.

Add to that Freda's prophecy. . . .



| amogt hated to tell Aber | wasjust aman with no interest or ambitions beyond reclaiming my
own name and placein our family. Hewouldn't likeit.

But | did so. | denied everything.

"Fredamadeit al up,” | said. "It'sajoke, ahoax, designed to hurt Locke's position in the family.
| don't want to rulein Juniper or anywhere else. I'm too young to settle down. And now that I've seen the
way you can all travel through Shadows. . . well, | want to do it, too!"

"But you mugt!" he said. "Everyone wantsto rule!™
"Not me"

"And Fredasaw it-"

"No, Fredasaid shesaw it."

"Yourecdling her aliar?'

"No." | shrugged. "All I'm saying isthis: | don't believe in the power of Fredaor her magica
future-teling cards. Since | don't believe, | don't fed bound to live by their forecasts. | have no intention
of taking lands, titles, or armies away from Locke ... or anyone dse.”

"Y ou redly mean that, don't you?' he asked. | could hear the awe in hisvoice.
"YS"

"Then you are the best of usal.” He bowed dightly. "And you may be the only one of uswho
actudly deservestorule”

"Nonsense” | gave adismissive wave. "L eave that to those who want to rule.”

He put his hand on my shoulder. "I mean it, brother... I'm happy you're here. And | hope we can
befriends"

| clasped his shoulder, too. "We dready are.”

"Fredawasright, you know," he said, releasing me. "Y ou are the prize of the family. | seeit now.
Locke has every reason to fed threatened, whether you admit it or not.”

"Then let me ask you this-if Dworkin prizes me so much, why did he abandon mein llerium al
these years? L ocke's opinion be damned. If hed wanted to, he could have gone and fetched me at any
time"

"I don't know. Ask him." He glanced toward the main corridor. "He'swaiting ... we should go.”

"Answer one more question firg."

"All right."

"Truthfully-what's dl this about? The war, the killings. How did it sart? Who's behind it?"

Hefrowned, and | could tdll it troubled him.

"We have hereditary rivasin the Courts of Chaos. Enemies for generations. Somehow, one of
us-Fredathinksit's Dad, but she isn't sure-did something to rekindle one of those old feuds. . ."

"And it can't belaid to rest? What about the King in Chaos? Couldn't he stop it?"

"Perhaps. But we have our pride. Wed never have any power again if we ran crying to King
Uthor."

"l seeyour point,” | shook my head. "Do you have any ideawho might be responsble?!
"No ... just that it's someone very powerful. Whoever it is began the war by trying to kill off our



wholefamily ...
everyone in Shadow has been attacked in one way or another."
"Towhat end?'
"Destroying the bloodline, | guess. That's the ultimate revenge, isn't it?"
"That's more than alittle pissed off."

A sudden, horrible redization hit. Dworkin had been right-the hell-cresturesin Illerium had been
after me ... and me aone. The whole invasion had happened just to find and kill me.

He had said the hell-creatures would leave our country aone after he had rescued me. No
wonder-they had no reason to continue the fight if | wasn't there any more. By smply leaving, | had
probably done what King Elnar and al his men had been unableto do in ayear of fighting.

"| think Fredas right about you," Aber went on. "Y ou won't take Locke's orders blindly, the way
the others do, and that's worth alot. If you're even hdf thewarrior | think you are, you could end up
har."

"Evenif | wanted it-which | don't-" | gave asweep of my arm, taking in al of Juniper. "1 wouldn't
know wheat to do with it."

"Juniper?' He chuckled. "Thisisjust a Shadow, and you could easily find another likeit, if you
wanted. | meant heir to the family. To us ... to our position within the Courts of Chaos. Dad holds atitle
there, and of course dl the rights and privilegesthat go with-"

He broke off when the heavy oak door before us opened suddenly. From inside, Dworkin
squinted up at me. He seemed older and much more tired looking now, asif our adventure over the last
twenty-four hours had taken their toll.

"I thought | heard you," he said, taking my arm and pulling meinsde. Hisgrip il felt likeiron.
"Y ou certainly took your time getting here, Oberon.”

He closed the door in Aber's face.
EIGHT

| found mysdlf in acluttered, windowless, musty-smelling workroom. Long wooden tableslined
every wall; they held aconfusing jumble of papers, scrolls, wooden boxes, oddly shaped rocks,
countless crystas of varying sizes, and many other lessreadily identified materias. Dusty racks on the
walls contained negtly labeled jars; doubtless they contained ingredients for potions and spells, | decided.
At onetable, he had been wiring a skel eton together from sun-bleached bones. It had at least four arms.
.. and possibly as many as eight. At another table, candles wanned strangely shaped bottles containing
liquids of various hues, some of which gave off curioudy spiced scents. Ahead and to the left, narrow
doorways led to additiona workrooms, these just as cluttered from what little | could see.

"Comeon, comeon,” hesaid impatiently, turning and

leading theway. "I have wasted enough time on your rescue aready-we have work to do, and it
isbest to get onwithiit."

"All right," | said, fdling back into the patterns of my youth. All thetime an inner voicetold meto
stand up to him right here, right now ... to demand answers to everything that had happened.

But | couldn't. Not yet. He was till Uncle Dworkin to me, still the mentor | admired and
respected . . . and obeyed. All the years of leading men, all the years without his presence, seemed to
have melted away. | could have been ten years old again, following hisingtructions without question.

We passed into the next room, which was filled with unshel ved books and scrolls, more than |



had ever seen in any one place before. There had to be thousands of them.

Hedidn't stop but led meinto yet another room, which held larger machines he had obvioudy
been building. Odd bits and pieces lay haf-assembled (or half-disassembled, | couldn't tell which) on the
floor and the worktables. Some had pipes and wires leading from large stones to what looked like
corroding copper spheres, the largest of which had to be at least four feet across, the smallest no more
than ahand'swidth. Otherslooked like fairy tale castles built from spun glass, and pink and white and
ydlow lightsflared or pulsated briefly within them. Acrossfrom us, in agiant fireplace that took up the
entirewall, liquids bubbled in three large cauldrons, though no fire hested them that | could see. These
potions or brews et off a curious combination of smells-something likethe air after athunderstorm had
just passed, but dightly sour. | felt the hairs on the back of my neck start to bristle. Against my will, |
shivered.

Dworkin-Dad-noticed and chuckled.

"What are you doing in here?' | asked.

"Didilling."

"Brandy?' | guessed, but knowing it couldn't be anything so smple.
"Lifeforces”

"Oh." I didn't quite know what to make of that.

He pulled over two straight-backed wooden chairs, and we sat facing each other, though he did
not look mein the eye. Could he befedling... guilt? For never letting me know | had afather, afamily?
For hiding my birthright? For abandoning me these many years?

A long, awkward slence stretched between us, punctuated by faint dripping noises from one of
the machines and asteady hissfrom one of the cauldrons.

"Dworkin-" | findly said. "Or should | call you Dad, like Aber and the others?"

He shifted uneasily. "Either oneisfine. Perhgps Dworkinisbest... | have never been much of a
father to you. Though 'Dad’ does haveaniceringtoit...”

"So beit-Dad."
"What else have you found out since you arrived?' he asked softly.

"Not asmuch as| would have liked." | swalowed, my mouth dry, and for thefirst timein my life
| suddenly found words difficult. | had alump in my throat the Sze of an apple; it was hard to speek to
him camly with al | now knew. "Apparently you have enemiesin the Courts of Chaos, at least one of
whom istrying to destroy your bloodline. Unfortunately, | seem to beincluded.”

He nodded. "Two attempts have been made on my own lifein thelast year. And seven of my
children-two daughters and five sons-are now missing, | assume murdered.” He shook hishead. "I do not
know who to blame, but | have been gathering the rest of you from all your scattered Shadows, bringing
you here, protecting you while | investigate... and preparing to defend Juniper if we are attacked.”

"Why didn't you tel me?' | demanded, rising and pacing thefloor. | smply couldn't St till any
longer. "'l had aright to know you were my father!"

"Y our mother wanted it thisway," Dworkin said softly, "to protect you. She knew you would
never rest eadlly if you discovered your true nature. Y ou would want to meet the rest of your family, pass
through the Logrus and master Shadows-"

"Damnright!”
"I became afriend of the family,” hesaid, "so that | could be near you, guide you, watch you



grow."

"You made sure | learned what | needed to learn,” | said, guessing the truth. "Y ou prepared me
for alifeinthe military. And apparently you have been secretly watching and perhgps even guiding my
career dl theseyears.”

"It iswhat any dutiful father would have done,"

"No." | glared & him. "A dutiful father would have told me the truth!”

"And ignored your mother's wishes?'

"Shewas dead, | wasn't. Y ou abandoned me! Y our own flesh and blood!"

"l promised her. | do not give my word lightly, Oberon... | loved her too much for that.”

"Loved her?' My voice raised to ashout. "When you sired how many more sons on other
Shadows? How many wives do you have, anyway? Ten? Twenty? No wonder you never had time for
me”

He recoiled as though struck acrossthe face. I'd hurt him more with those wordsthan | could
have with any physica blows, | redized. Perhaps|'d meant to do it-I certainly didn't fedl sorry for him
Now.

"Y ou don't understand the way of Shadows," he said. "And I'm older than you redlize. Time
moves differently on each world-"

| turned away. | didn't want him to see the tearswelling up in my eyes. Soldiersdon't cry. It was
al happening too fast. | needed timeto think, to sort through the strange unfolding secrets and half-truths
that made up my life.

Dworkin-Dad-my father-came up behind me. He put ahand on my shoulder.

"I'm here now," he said softly. "I cannot change the past, but | can apologizefor it. Perhaps|
should have told you sooner. Perhaps | should never have made that promise to your mother. But what is
done cannot be undone.

Make the most of it. Y ou have your heritage now. Y ou have ... afamily. Embrace usal.”
| faced him. "'l don't know whereto begin."
"Y ou must have questions. Ask them.”

| hesitated, trying to decide where to start. "Tell me about the-what did you cal it? The Logrus?'
| said, trying to remember hiswords. "Tell me about Shadows and how to move among them like you
and the others do. | want to learn how."

"It's. .. difficult to explain." Hefrowned. "Think of asingle world, a place at the center of the
universe ... aprimal source of life and power and wisdom."”

"The Courts of Chaos?'

"The Courts are built upon it there, yes. They are apart, but not the whole. Now, imaginetime
and the universe as alake so huge you cannot see the shore when you are in the middle. The Courts of
Chaosfloats at the center of thislake, casting reflectionsinto the water. And every reflection isaworld
unto itself, ashadow of the Courts."

"All right,” | said, not sure what he was leading up to. "How many of these reflections are there?”

"Nobody knows. Millions. Billions. Perhaps more than can ever be counted. Each is separate
and distinct-aworld of its own, with its own languages, peoples, customs. The farther you get from the
Courts, the more different these worlds become, until you cease to recognize them. We call these worlds



Shadows. Anything you can imagine existsin one, somewhere. Any many things you cannot possibly
imagine”

"And Juniper isjust a Shadow," | said, brow furrowing. "And Ilerium ... everything I've ever
known?'

"Yes"

| felt stunned. With those few words, he had completely undone my view of the universe-and of
my place within it. No wonder Ilerium now seemed adistant, fading memory. None of it mattered. None
of it had ever mattered.

And yet... every fiber of my body told it had mattered. | had loved Helda. | had given my heart
and soul to serving King Elnar and Ilerium. It had been my wholelife ... my whole reason for exigting. It
had beenredl... at least to me.

Now, suddenly, Dworkin reduced dl | had ever known to asingle mote of dust floating in agreat
ocean of auniverse, aplace o vastly, unimaginably hugethat | could only just begin to tekeit in.

"Butitfelt sored!" | whispered.

"The Shadows are red. People live and breed in them, build cities and empires, work and love
and fight and die, dl the while never knowing anything of the grester universethat lies beyond.”

"And the Logrus? Isthat what controlsit?"

"No. TheLogrusis" he hestated, asif searching for the words to describe the indescribable. "It
isakey to finding your way amongst al the Shadow worlds. It islike amaze. By traversing itslength,
from gtart to finish, someone born of Chaos may have the Logrusimprinted on his mind forever. It frees
your perceptions, allows you to control your movements. Y ou can pass fredy through the Shadows and
find your path among them.”

Fredas words on the journey in the carriage came back to me. "That'swhat you did on the way
here

"Y es. Wetraveled through many Shadows. We took an indirect route,”
"When can | go through this Logrus?'

"Soon. The Logrusisdifficult and dangerous. It is not something to undertake lightly, and you
must prepare for it. And, afterwards, it leaves you disoriented . . . Sick for atime." He hesitated. "Besides
the ability to travel through Shadows, it confers other powers, too."

Other powers? That caught my attention.

"Likewhat?' | asked cautioudly.

"This" Dworkin reached into the air and suddenly plucked asword from nothingness.
| gaped a him. "How-"

"I had it in my bedchamber. | knew wherel left it, and | used the Logrusto reach for it... to
bridge the distance between my hand and whereit lay. A kind of menta shortcut, if you will, between
here and there.”

He set the sword down on the closest table. | stared at it, still hardly able to believe my eyes.
"And | candothat?" | asked skeptically.

"Not now. Not yet. You must first master the Logrus. That, at least, isyour birthright ... by
tradition, no one, not even King Uthor himsdlf, can deny it if you ask. Of course, thereisthe problem of
getting you to the Courts and back safdly, without our enemy finding out and killing us. And oncein the



Courts, you must survive the Logrus. Not al of us do, you know. My brother died on hisfirst attempt. It
destroyed him, mind and bodly. It isnot so Smple a matter after al."

"l wanttotry,” | said firmly. ™Y ou cannot show methisgift and then tell mel can't haveit!"
"Induetime.”
"Y ou're playing gameswith me again!"

"Do | need to remind you of how many children I've dready lost? It is not safe for any of usto
leave here," Dworkin said firmly. "Not now, not yet. Juniper iswell defended for a Shadow, but beyond
the lands we control, there are crestures watching us. They are waiting for amistake ... any mistake.”

"Thenweéll kill them!" | fet ayearning indgdeto be off, to walk the Logrus and gain the powers
due me.... the powers my father and brothers and sisters dready possessed. "That crystd you used
againg the hell-creatures- you must have more of them.”

"It isnot so smple. Some of these watchers are relatives. The Courts of Chaos are ... unlike
anything you can imagine, with your limited experiences. Struggle and conflict are encouraged there, and
only the strongest wield any redl power. | have been away too long and have now lost whatever influence
| once may have hdd."

"] don't understand,” | said.

Hefolded hisarms, looking away. "There are ancient codes of honor that are supposed to
prevent death among us, among the Lords of Chaos. But out here in the degpest, farthest Shadows,
those rules are often bent ... or overlooked entirely. | am not important enough to try to demand
observance of the rights and protections due me. But some of our enemies are very, very important, |
suspect. And if they were to die-murdered or assassinated, whether by my hand, or yours, or our
agents-it would call the wrath of King Uthor himsalf upon usdl. We could not surviveit, not one of us."

| frowned, not liking the sound of that. "Damned if we do, dead if we don't. When wekill our
enemies, it hasto bein saif defense”

"Or it must look like an accident.” He sighed and shook his head dowly, and | realized he did not
likethe Stuation any morethan | did. "After dl," he continued, "thereisno harm in their watching us, or
S0 they would say."

"Spyingonus”

"Wdl, yes"

"Then those hdll-cregturesin Ilerium-"

"They were soldiers drafted from another Shadow, sent to find and kill you, my boy. They are
just the hands of our enemy ... cut off the head and the body will die. It'sthe only way, if we areto
urvive™

"Andthishead . .. whoseisit?"

"I wish | knew. It could be any of adozen Lords of Chaos. My family hasits share of hereditary
rivals and blood-feuds. And | freely admit | have made mistakes over the years... my own list of persona
enemiesislarger than it should be. It could be any one of them."

"Isthat why you left the Courts?"
"One of thereasons. | thought they would forget meif | lost myself among the Shadows.”

| chewed my lower lip thoughtfully. His story pretty much matched Aber's, and every word rang
true. Sometimes, 1'd found, just being dive was enough to make an enemy. | may have found my family ..
. but I'd dso gotten more than my share of trouble along with them.



"Before we can proceed,” Dworkin went on, "I must check something. It will only tekea
moment... ."

He crossed to atable cluttered with wires and tubes and beakers, crystals and glass spheres and
copper pots- the cast-off paraphernadiaof awizard or dchemigt, asfar as| could tell. He rummaged
among the bits and pieces, tossing first one then another asde, muttering to himsdlf.

"How long have these feuds been going on in the Courts of Chaos?" | asked.
"Longer than anyone can remember. The Courts are ancient."”
"How old isthat?' King Elnar'sfamily had ruled in llerium for nearly athousand years,

"Every family in the Courts can trace their lineage back through the generations,” he said, "to the
man who first recognized the Logrus for what it was. Hisnameislost to us, but it isknown that he
created if from his own blood and magicsthat cameto himinavison. He built it, and then he went
through it. Once he completed the journey, when he discovered he had the power to move through
Shadows, he forged an empire that still stands. Every one of his children went through the Logrus as they
came of age, and they in turn gained the ability to wak among Shadows, becoming thefirst Lords of
Chaos and begetting al the noble houses and the great families that ill hold power in the Courts. Thus
hasit come down through the generationsto us, to you and me and dl the rest of our family.”

"How many generations?’ | asked. "How many years?'

"It could be ten thousand. It could be more. Who can say? Time haslittle meaning for those who
travel in Shadows..."

It seemed inconceivably ancient to me. A ten-thousand-year-old blood feud ...

"How many of these great families are there, anyway?' | asked. "And how many L ords of
Chaos?'

"There are hundreds of houses, though many are minor, like our own. The Lords of Chaos must
number in the thousands. King Uthor himself keeps the Book of Peerage, where dl the bloodlines are
detailed, from the greatest house to least. Should any of us survive the coming war, we should annotateit.
| ... did not provide anyonein the Courts with the details of my children bom in Shadow."

That piqued my interest. "What of me? Did you tell them of me?’
"No."
"And yet they found me anyway. How isthat possble ?'

"Yes, they did find you." He paused, frowning. "An interesting question. Y ou should have been
safein llerium. Nobody in the Courts knew of you."

According to Aber, Dworkin had spoken often of me to Locke and Freda and the other
members of our family. That's how 1'd been found. | knew without a doubt that we had atraitor in our
midst-someone who had given away my name and location.

But who? Locke? Freda? Aber? One of the others? | swallowed, picturing them one by one. |
couldn't see Blaise or Pella betraying me, somehow. Davin, perhaps?

Still searching, Dworkin continued, "Thereis ascience behind the Logrus. A reason it works. It
creates akind of menta shortcut, away to hold itsimage in your mind without trying. That isthe key to
moving through Shadows."

"Arethere other ways? | thought the Trumps-"

"Y es, there are other ways through Shadow, and there are ... legends, | supposed you would call
them ... of at least one other device which had smilar properties, though it was lost or destroyed



generations ago. The Logrusisal we have. | do not yet know why, but it makes some of us better able
to manipulate Shadows than others.”

"And you're one of the best, | suppose.”

"Me?' He chuckled. "Perhapsit seemsthat way to you, but in truth, compared to some of the
great Lords of Chaos, | am till but aclumsy child.”

| shrugged. Clearly he underestimated his own abilities. Our journey in hishorsdless carriage, in
which he had laid a series of traps for anyone following, had impressed Freda greatly, and | didn't think
that was an easy accomplishment.

"You said I'd need to get ready for the Logrus. How? Isthere sometraining | need? A new
ill?!

"Y ou need strength and stamina and determination,” Dworkin said. "When | went into the Logrus
nearly two hundred years ago, it dmost killed me. | lay feverish and near death for two weeks, and weird
vigonsfilled my mind. | dreamed of anew kind of Logrus, onewith adifferent kind of pattern, and
finding it has become one of the goas of al my work and research.” He gestured grandly, taking in this
room and the ones beyond, "In fact, the more | think about our enemies, the more | think this new pattern
may be the cause.”

"How? Did you actudly cregteit?"

"No... but | spoke openly of it when | was young, and | know it brought me undue scrutiny. After
all, if I had created anew Logrus... anew source of power over Shadows . .. who knew what abilitiesit
might confer onme!”

"And you think someoneistrying to kill you and dl your children," | said, "to prevent it."

"That isone possibility,” he admitted, "though a dozen others have occurred to me aswell.
Locke's mother isfrom a powerful family. They opposed our marriage ... and took insult when | 1eft her
and kept our offspring.”

"It wasyour right,” | said. "Lockeisyour first-born and heir gpparent. Of course he had to stay
withyou."
"Vderiadid not seeit that way."

"Ah." | nodded. Never underestimate the power of love. More than afew wars had been fought
inllerium over less. And mothers are not always rationd when their sonsareinvolved.

Now we had two possible causes for the attacks, a disagreement with L ocke's abandoned
mother, and Dwor-kin's vision of anew pattern. And he had admitted there were more.

| found theideaof anew Logrusintriguing, though. If he madeit, and if it worked theway the
origind worked, it could easily threaten the whole stability of the Courts of Chaos. Dworkin could set
himsdlf up asaking. And if hisLogrus, too, cast Shadows, created whole new worldsinitsimage, . . .

| shivered. Yes, | could see how anyone with ahigh position in the Courts of Chaos would fed!
threatened by it-perhaps threatened enough to want to kill even me, poor bastard son that | was, ignorant
of my heritage and abandoned on a backwater Shadow with no way to escape.

"Tel me more about thisnew Logrus,” | said.

Dworkin paused for a heartbest, scratched his head, and crossed to the other worktable, where
he began his search anew.

"I have cometo believe that the reason | had so much trouble walking the Logrusis because it
did not quite match the one within me. They are close asfirst cousins, but not the same. And this new one
has begun to emerge in my children, too. Freda hasit. Aber and Conner, too. But not Locke, aas, poor



boy... or perhaps he isthe fortunate one. Ah!"

He pulled what looked like aslver rod studded with diamonds from the jumble, then turned and
motioned toward the far corner of hisworkroom. A smal machinefull of glasstubesand wiresand tiny
interlocking gears stood there. | had barely noted its presence before, in the midst of al the other more
impressive looking devices. At its center sat a high-backed chair with armrests.

"Thisiswhat we need," he went on. "Sit there. We will sart at once."
"What isit?" | asked dubioudy. "Start what?"

"I must see the pattern contained within you," he said. "Sit. Make yoursdf comfortable. It takes
but afew minutes, and it will tell me how hard or easy it will befor you to walk the Logrus.”

It seemed sensible enough, and yet some ingtinct made me hesitate. For aninstant | had avison
of an dtar with adying man spread upon it, Strange patternsfloating in the air above him, and then it was
gone, Alanar. | recognized the man from Fredas Trump. What did thislittle flash of memory mean?Why
had | glimpsed adead man?

A coldnesstouched my heart. A panic. | did not want to be here right now.
"Sit," Dworkin commanded.
"l don't likeit," | said warily, taking astep back. "I don't think thisisagood idea."

"Nonsense, my boy." Hetook my arm and propelled me forward. Almost by reflex, | sat inthe
chair. "l have donethisto dl your brothersand sgters. . . and to mysdf. It is necessary.”

He stepped back, raised that rod, and pointed at me. | haf flinched, expecting a brilliant flash or
aburning beam of light-but nothing happened ... or a least, nothing seemed to happen. No sounds, no
lights, no grow! of thunder. The only sounds came from the bubbling cauldronsin the fireplace.

| discovered | had been unconscioudly holding my breeth, and | let it out with a sudden gasp.
Apparently I'd been concerned over nothing. The metal wand either didn't work or didn't hurt. | relaxed.

"Just aminute more," Dworkin said.
"What isit doing?" | asked.
"Tuning itsdf to theforceswithinyou," he said. "Hold till. Do not get up.”

He made afew adjustmentsto the rod, and suddenly the machine around me cameto lifewith a
whirring and a creaking of wooden gears. | must have jumped three feet. Turning my head, | peered up
into the intricate machinery. Blue sparks ghosted across its surface as wheels and cogs turned. It began
to hum like a kettle about to bail.

Dworkin stepped forward and inserted the silver rod into aholein the center of the mechanism,
and at that moment | felt a strange probing in the back of my head, dmost like the start of a headache,
but not quite. Without warning, memories sprang forth then vanished, images from the whole of my life,
the early timeswith my mother, later years with Dworkin, and even my service with King Elnar. |
glimpsed Helda and a dozen other women 1'd loved before her.

The images jumbled together in no particular order. Faster and faster they came, and the
humming noise of the machine became a deafening whistle that cut through my soul.

Cities and towns-battles and grudling marches-festivals and high holidays-my seventh birthday,
when Dworkin gave me my first sword-fighting the hell-creatures-childhood games in the streets-faces of
people I'd long forgotten-

Sowly, inthe air before me, a pattern began to form, full of eegant sweeps and curves, loops
and switchbacks, atwisting geometry like something | might have seen long ago in aforgotten dream.



Blue sparks drifted around me. Through everything | could just make out Dworkin'sform, hands raised
as he traced the pattern between us with hisfingertips. Where he touched it, it took on aruby glow.

Still the memories surged, more faces, more battles, more timeslong gone. Faster and faster they
came, dl blurred together now, and the whistle in the back of my head became an unimaginable screech
of sound that tore through my skull. My eyes burned. My skin crawled. | tried to legp out of that seet, to
get away from Dworkin's machine, but | couldn't move my arms or legs. When | opened my mouth to
beg Dworkin to stop, the only sound was an agonized scream.

Themeachinewaskilling me.

| tried to block it from my thoughts, but it only hummed louder. Squeezing my eyesshut, | felt my
thoughts shredding, the memoriesfleaing, al thoughts now impossible, only pain-pain-pain-

| gasped like afish out of water, tried to breathe-Blacknessfell like a stone.
NINE
| dreamed.

Flying. . . floating. . . drifting. . . | saw snake-headed monsters and an ever-shifting tapestry of
worlds. ..

[lerium, under thethrdl of hell-creatures...

The Courts of Chaos, just like on Fredas card, the air overhead pul sating with those weird
lightning-patterns, while dl around me the buildings moved like living creatures and cornersturned in on
themsalves with anglesthat couldn't possibly exist but somehow did . . .

Then worlds of vast deserts, endless oceans, and virgin forests where no man had or ever would
set foot. .. Come. . .

Deserts and swamps. ..

Cities buzzing with movement like the hives of bees... Wind-scoured rocks with no sign of water
or life,..Cometome...

| felt achill, aremembered feding of hate and loathing surging up insde. That voice-l had heard
that voice before!

Cometo me, sons of Dworkin, . .

Againg my will, | found mysdf drawn forward like amoth to itsflame. | soared through
blackness, through vast cold and dark distances, to aworld of strange colors. Patternsturned in the air,
odd shapes and geometriesthat drifted like snowflakes, patterns within patterns within patterns. My
vision began to brighten, then dim.

Sowly, | turned and discovered atower built entirely of skulls. A grim shock of recognition
swept through me. | had been here before, | thought, long ago.

Cometo me, sons of Dworkin . .,

| could not resst the voice. Like aphantom, | passed through the tower'swall. A stairway of arm
and leg bones circled theingde wall, ascending into shadows, descending into amurky, pulsating
redness.

| drifted down. The redness became the flickering glow of torches. They showed an eerily
familiar scene, guardsin armor who surrounded an immense stone dtar. And on that dtar abody lay
chained and bleeding ...

Tainel



Though his face had become gaunt and gray, and he looked ten years older, | till recognized my
new brother from the Trump in Freda's deck. He had a dueling scar on hisleft cheek just as Aber had
drawnit. And he had Dworkin'sface ... more so now than when his portrait had been done.

Naked and blood-smeared, he lay spread-eagle on the stone dab. But helived. As| stared at
him, | saw his chest risng and faling steedily.

Hisarms and legs had been heavily chained, and dozens of long, shallow knife wounds-some
days or weeks old, some clearly fresh-marred the smoothness of hisarms and face. His captors had
made an effort to keep him dive, | thought. While clearly painful, none of the wounds appeared
life-threatening. Thered risk would come later from infection.

Blood till seeped from the most recent wounds, but instead of falling toward the floor, drops of
scarlet floated up around him, lazily drifting through the air. As| watched, first one then another flattened,
spreading out and becoming miniature windowsinto other worlds.

In many of thosewindows, | glimpsed Juniper and the army camp that surrounded it.

They're spying on us, | redized. No wonder someone knew to send Iviniusto kill me. They
see everything that happens.

Suddenly everything in the tower grew flat, muted, distant. The colors washed out; the world
around me began pulling back like a sudden outrushing tide. The tower of skulls-thisworld of strange
geometries-receding into darkness-

Abruptly I found mysdlf back in my body. It was ashock, likelegpinginto anicy lake, and |
gasped.

"Drink ..." avoice commanded.

| sat up, puttering, liquid firein my mouth and throat.

"What-" | tried to say. It came out asamuffled "Waaa."

Opening bleary eyes, | found Dworkin crouched over me. He held asmall silver cup, which he
pressed to my lips. Thistime when he poured, | tasted brandy, old and smooth.

What had he done to me?

My whole body ached and refused to obey my commands. My hands shook. When | tried to
push him away and sit up, | flailed like afish out of water.

"Tane..." | gasped.
Dworkin jerked, spilling the brandy all over us both.
"What?" he demanded. "What did you say?'

| took a deep breasth and summoned my strength. Raising one hand, | pushed him away. My
limbs felt numb and wesk, like dl the blood had drained from my body and been replaced with |ead.
Rolling over onto my hands and knees took intense effort, but | managed it.

The room swayed dangerously. Grasping the edge of the closest table, | stood.
"Where... 7' | tried to ask. It came out more or lessright.

"Give yoursdf timeto recover, my boy," hesaid. "Y ou went through adifficult test.”
| frowned. "Yes... ... remember.”

As| sat on the edge of thetable, trying to recover my sense of baance, he pressed the cup into
my hands. Gingerly | took another sip.

"I know what | didwas .. . difficult for you. But it had to be done.”



"What. . .had to be done?’ | levered mysdlf up on my elbows, sick and dizzy insde.

"I looked within you, within your essence. Turned you inside out, saw what needed to be seen,
then put you back together.”

"My head hurts." Groaning alittle, | pressed my eyes shut and rubbed them. What felt like
thousands of little needles piercing my skull resolved itself into the sort of headache I'd only had after a
night of cheap rot-gut and too many women.

"Oberon ..." He hesitated.

| forced open my eyes and gazed blearily up a him.

"Y ou said something just now. It sounded like aname.”

"Tane" | sad, remembering my dream.

"What about him?"

"Heshurt."

"Where?'

"It wasjust anightmare.” | shook my head. "I can bardy recall it."
"Try," heurged. "Taine.. . you saw him?"

"Yes...ininatower made of bones, | think." | frowned, trying to recall the details. "l heard a
voice... aserpent'svoice. They had Taineon an dtar.”

"They? Who are they?"

"The guards... hell-creatures... but not likethe onesin llerium..."

"And Tanewasdive?You are sureof it?'

"Yes. | think . . . they needed hisblood for something ... it dripped up!"
"Goon." He spoke softly. "What were they doing with his blood?’

"l don't know..."

"Think! It isimportant! Try to remember!”

| half closed my eyes, trying to see the tower in my mind's eye, blood dripping into the air. "They
werelooking for us, | believe. | saw Juniper in awindow made of blood ... | think."

| shook my head, the dream-images dipping away, elusve aswill-0-the-wisps. In another minute
they would be gone.

Dworkin sank back on his hedls. "Blood drips toward the sky in the Courts of Chaos," he said
numbly. "Y ou have never been there. Y ou could not possibly know ..."

"It couldn't have beenredl,” | said.

"l think it was. And if you saw Taine. . . then he is dive! That isgood news. | had given up
hope.”

"Better off dead, from the look of him."

"All the children of Chaos hed fast and well. If we can find him ... if we can rescue him-"

"Do you think that's possible?"

"1 will s

"AndtheLogrud” | sad, levering mysdlf up with my elbows. | felt arising sense of excitement at



the prospect of traversing it. "How soon can we go there?"
He hesitated.

"What isit?' | demanded. "Y ou said it was my hirthright. Y ou said King Uthor couldn't deny me
my chanceto go throughiit.”

"Oberon.. . . the newsisbad. Y ou cannot use the Logrus. Not now. Not ever."

"No!" Anger and outrage surged through me. I'd spent my whole life being denied. Denied a
father. Denied afamily. Denied dl that should have been mine. | had no intention of missing out again. |
would master the Logrus, evenif | had to borrow one of Aber's magica Trumps and go to the Courts of
Chaos on my own.

"Ligento me" hesaid urgently. "The pattern within you is wrong, somehow. It is more distorted
thanmine. . . so crooked, | dmost did not recognizeit.”

"S07?' | sad. His news meant nothing to me.

"Y ou cannot enter the Logrus. It would destroy you, asit destroyed my brother, asit amost
destroyed Freda and me. Y ou would die, Oberon.”

| looked away. My headache returned with avengeance, little knives piercing the inside my skull.

"Sotha'sit, then?' | said. | felt like he had kicked my legs out from under me. "Therée's nothing
you can do? No way you can fix it, somehow? Make it work?"

"l am sorry, my boy." Hiseyes grew distant, thoughtful. "Unless... ."

"Unlesswhat?' | demanded. If he had any idea, any plan that might help me, | would have seized
upon it.

But Dworkin smply sighed and shook his head. "No. It was a crazy thought, best left unspoken.
Y ou must be content with who and what you are. If nothing el se, that may keep you dive. | know it gives
you small comfort now, but perhapsit isablessing in disguise. Put dl thoughts of the Logrus behind you.
Thereisnothing € se we can do for now."

For now. That dtill hinted of plansfor thefuture, | thought. Plans which, it seemed, he had no
intention of sharing with me. At leadt, not yet.

"Very wdl," | said. | had ablinding pain behind both of my eyes, like twin needles pushing into
my brain. | didn't fed up to fighting with him about the Logrus. There would be time enough for that | ater.

Let himthink I'd given up. I'd ask Aber about it later. My new-found brother seemed eager to
volunteer information. If another way existed to get to the Logrus, or to have it imprinted on my mind, he
might well know of it. Too many of Dworkin'slies had been exposed for meto blindly trust him now,
when he said the Logruswould kill me. For dl | knew, hed made it up to keep his control over me.

| considered the evidence. Firgt, my childhood face-changing game ... no oneelse | knew had
been able to do that. And what about my greet strength? | was two or three times stronger than any
normal man. Or the speed of my reflexes-the quicknesswith which | healed-?If the pattern insde me
came out so distorted, why had | been able to do dl these things?

No, | thought, everything added up to more than Dworkin wanted to admit. | already had a
measure of power over the Logrus-small asit was compared to everyone elsg's. Judging from al these
little Sgns, the Logrus within me worked just fine.

But what if he's right? asmall voice at the back of my

head asked. What if | cant master the Logrus? What if thisis as much magic asI'll ever
have?



| didn't like the thought.
"Takemy am," hesad.

With hishelp, | madeit to the chair without faling. My head still swam, but not like before. A
clarity had come over me, a sense of warmth and well-being. Probably from the brandy, | thought.

He moved to refill my cup, and | didn't slop him. | drank it in asingle gulp. After amoment's
hesitation, hefilled the cup again, and again | drained it all.

A warm glow spread down my throat and into my belly. | pressed my eyes shut, turned away,
tried to envison Taine on the dtar's dab and failed. My dream or vision or whatever it had been had | ft
me

"Y ou've had enough brandy,”" he said.

"No," | said, shaking my head. That was a mistake; waves of nausea engulfed me again. "l
haven't had enough yet-not by far. | fed like | need agood three-day drunk.”

"Do not fed bad about the Logrus, my boy," he said, patting my shoulder. "Y ou grew up without
it. You will not misswhat you have never hed.”

"Won't 17" A wild fury came over me. My mind was racing, cataoging every sin hed ever
committed against me, and the words just poured out. "Do you know what it's like, growing upinllerium
without afather? Y es, you werethere, but it wasn't the same. It wasn't real When my mother died inthe
Scarlet Plague and you smply disappeared-do you know how alone that left me?'Y ou cannot imagineit.
No father or mother or brothers and sisters. No uncles or aunts, no cousins. No one. Now, ten years
later, you magically sweep back in and expect everything to be perfect because, oh yes, you redly are
my father, and my wholelife up till now had been alie!”

"Oberon .. ." hewhispered. He took a step back, face ashen.

"It'sthetruth!" | yelled. My whole body quivered with rage. "And now . . . after you've shown
me all these wonders... told me about the Logrus and the powers that should be mine. . . now youtel
meI'll never have them! And never misswhat I've never known!"

"I-" he began.

| drowned him out. "I never knew my father, and | missed him. | never knew ared family, and |
missed it. | never knew my brothers and sisters, and | missed them every day of my childhood. Every
time | saw other children, it reminded me of what | lacked. Don't tell me | won't misswhat I've never
had-1 know the truth!"

"Perhaps | deservethat,” he said heavily. His shoulders dumped; he seemed old ... old and tired
and beaten. In that moment, he looked every day of histwo hundred years of age.

A pang of guilt touched me, but | pushed it away. He was the one who should fed guilty, | told
mysdf. He was the one who had lied to me, denied me anormd childhood, and now planned to deny me
everythingdse.

| had lived too long in Shadow. Never again. | would not be denied my birthright.
Whatever it took, whatever it cost, | would master the Logrus. | vowed it to myself.
Digantly, | heard abell toll.

"Timefor dinner,” Dworkin said softly. Then with atouch of dmaost bitter irony, looking up into
my eyes, he added, "Time for you to meet the rest of our happy little family.”

TEN

To my displeasure, | needed Dworkin's steadying touch on my arm to navigate the corridors.



Luckily, by the time we reached the dining hall, much of my strength had returned. We paused outside,
looking at each other, and | shrugged his hand away.

"l suppose | should thank you," | said bitterly. Silence stretched uncomfortably between us. ™Y ou
cannot help your nature,”" he said smply. ™Y ou were aways arebellious child, never content.”

"Y ou make me sound ambitious. I'm not. | only want what should by rights be mine."

"I know," hesaid, "and | do not blame you, my boy. It isalot for meto ask... but try tofit in, and
try to be apart of thisfamily. | know it will be difficult-none of usis perfect, meleast of dl. But... we are
al worth the effort. | have to believe that. It keeps me going.”

"Very wdl," | sad. "I'll... try. For now."
"Thank you."

Turning, he pushed the door open and we entered the dining hall-a large oak-paneled room with
acrysta chanddlier over thetable. Logs blazed, snapping and popping cheerfully, in the fireplace againgt
thefar wall, and they took the dampness and chill from the air.

The table had been set for fifteen, though only ten had arrived so far: Freda, Aber, Pella, Blaise,
and six others- four men and two women. All twisted in their seatsto Sareas| camein. Aber grinned
happily and waved.

| forced mysdf to smile and gave the wholetable apalite, "Hello." No sense | etting them know
how | felt right now; our problems should stay private between Dworkin and me. Freda's warning
echoed in my mind: trust none of them. If any of the others found out what had happened between usin
Dworkin'sworkshop, they might try to use it against me. No matter how | felt about my father, | wouldn't
alow that to happen.

Locke and Davin | recognized from their Trumps, and from seeing them in the courtyard earlier
that day. And, of course, I'd aready spoken with Freda, Pella, Blaise, and Aber. The other four were
strangers. As| looked over my siblings, | noticed again that al bore a striking resemblance to Dworkin . .
.andtome.

"Thisis Oberon," Dworkin said heavily. He sarted to put ahand on my shoulder, hesitated, let it
drop to hisside. | caught Freda pursing her lips-she'd noticed, and she didn't like the tension between us.

"I'm pleased to be here," | said in even tones. Be bland, be harmless, | told myself. One of them
may betrying to kill me-1 wouldn't let on that | knew. "I hopewell al grow to befriendsaswell as
family."

That got asnort of derision from Locke, which hetried to hide behind aquick cough. | gave him
acool gppraisa asif to say: | know your type. You will not get to me.

Dworkin did aquick round of introductions, starting with my haf-brothers: Locke, of course, tall
and stout, with afull black beard and abrooding expression; Davin, ayear or two younger than me and
dender as areed, smooth-cheeked and serious; Titus and Conner, clearly identical twins, both as short
as our father and both with his eyes and wary expressions; and Fenn, who wastdler than Dworkin but
not astdl asme, with blue eyes and a hesitant but honestly welcoming smile, Aber came last; he gave me
aquick grin.

| nodded and smiled at each in turn. Be calm and polite, reved nothing, | reminded mysdlf.

Asfor my half-sisters, | had already met Freda, Pella, and Blaise. That left Isadoraand Syara, as
alike astwo peasin a pod: reddish hair, pae complexions, broad cheeks and eyes, and the dender

figures of goddesses. Clearly both shared the same mother. Had we not been related, | would have
lusted after them. Asit was, | could now only admire them from afar as objects of feminine perfection.



"l want you at my right hand tonight,” Dworkin said to me, sarting for the head of thetable. "We
have alot of catching up to do. Locke, dide down for Oberon.”

Locke tried to hide his annoyance as he rose to make room for me. Luckily the sest next to his
was vacant. As the eldest son, clearly he was used to the place of honor next to our father, and clearly he
resented my taking it. So much for our getting off to agood start. If hetruly feared my replacing him, as
Aber claimed, thiswould only feed his paranoia

| gave amentd sigh; surely hewould redizethat | couldn't control our father'swhims. And, | had
to admit, it seemed only natura for meto St next to him tonight, on my first evening in Juniper.

"Locke, you may have my seet,” Fredasaid, rising. She had the place to Dworkin's [ ft.

"Areyou sure?" he asked. To my surprise, he seemed hesitant. | would have expected himto
leap at the chance... though perhaps he knew Freda's motives too well and expected to pay some later
pricefor her favor.

"Y ou and Father need to talk about military matters” she said with adismissvewave. "'l will sit
next to Oberon tonight. | think it best.”

"All right. If you want it s0."

Locke till looked a bit puzzled, but he traded places with her quickly, before she could change
her mind. Being one seet closer to our father seemed important to him. | reminded mysdlf that he had
grown up knowing his noble heritage ... and playing politicsin the Courts of Chaos. Perhaps having the
right seet at dinner wasimportant, and I smply didn't have sense enough to redizeit. | definitely would
have preferred a spot at the far end of the table next to Aber.

| glanced a my father. Better to Sit with afriend, evenin exile, than with an enemy. No, | had to
correct myself, not an enemy. A tired old man, sad and out of his eement. Dworkin wasn't meant for
war, | redlized suddenly, thinking of hisworkshop and dl his experiments. He should never have been
head of our family ... he should have been tinkering and building and playing with histoys.

And | knew, then, why L ocke commanded the army instead of him. Everything-our family, our
plight-began to make sensein that context. Dworkin was weak, and our enemy had to believe we made
easy prey. Weakness had often been the cause of war, | knew from my studies of llerium'shistory . . .
and the history of the Fifteen Kingdoms, which had once numbered twenty-seven before conquest and
consolidation had dwindled their number.

Try asthey might, Locke and Davin would not be able to win thiswar, which clearly had dready
begun. And from the look of things, we were far outclassed.

| gave Fredaasad little smile as she sat to my right,
"Y ou'relooking particularly lovely thisevening,” | told her Sncerely.

Shedll but preened, smoothing her dress and looking entirely pleased. "Thank you, Oberon. Y ou
cleaned up rather well yoursdif.”

"Thanksto you, dear sister. Y ou sent the barber up, didn't you?”
"Me? No-it was probably Anari."

"Probably,” | said blandly. | took aglance around the table to see if my mentioning Iviniussvist
had gotten areaction, but apparently it hadn't. Side conversations had sprung up, and only Locke and
Fredaand our father were paying attention to me-L ocke pretending not to, of course, but | could tell he
took in every word as aman too long in the desert takes in water.

| chatted amiably enough with dl of them over thefirst course, a cold creamy soup made with
some kind of yellow pumpkin, telling one and dl abit about my childhood in llerium. And, inturn, |



|learned more about them.

Dworkin certainly had been busy over his 200 years. Almost al of them had different mothers on
different Shadows. Most had been raised with the knowledge that they were children of Chaos, and all
had gone through the Logrus in the Courts of Chaos except for me. | felt a pang whenever they
mentioned it.

Freda must have sensed it, for she touched my arm and murmured, ™Y our turn will come,” she
murmured. ™Y ou must have patience.”

Petience ... I'd had too much of that already. So | smply smiled alittle sadly and made no reply:
little sensein letting them know my bitter newsjust yet, | thought.

| did find out some interesting facts. Locke turned out to be more than eighty years old-though he
looked no more than thirty. Our whole family aged quite dowly, it seemed, which explained not only
Dwaorkin's condition despite his advanced age, but how he had managed to sire so many offspring. He
had |eft more than afew women-or had them leave him, aswith Locke's mother, a Lady of Chaos-but
most had been norma humans found on Shadows such as my own. They had died of old age while he
remained young and hearty.

And at least twice Freda hinted that time moved at different speedsin different places. A year in
the Courts of Chaos might well be two or five or ten years on other Shadows.

It was Aber who broached the question | had hoped to avoid. "So, Dad," he said happily, and |
could tdl he thought he was hel ping me, which madeit dl the more painful. "How soon will Oberon go
through the Logrus?'

"Never," Dworkin said flatly. No tact there, just a sharp and unpleasant truth.
| looked down, studying the tablecloth, fingering my napkin. Never. It had afind ring.

"What!" Aber sounded honestly shocked. "But not even King Uthor can deny Oberon his
birthright. He must gain power over Shadow!"

Dworkin shook his head. "Though heis my son, Oberon does not carry the Logruswithin him. It
isso distorted, it has become nearly unrecognizable. He cannot try the Logrus... ever. It would destroy
him, asit destroyed my brother Darr.”

ELEVEN

Utter silence followed. | took a quick glance down the length of the table. To aone, my every
haf-brother and half-sister, even Locke, had alook of stunned disbelief on hisor her face. They took
their magica powersfor

granted, | redlized. That one of their own might be unable to use them-unbelievabl el

And yet it was true. Despite my anger and hurt and earlier denid, | could find no reason for
Dworkin to lieto me. If anything, he needed meto go through the Logrus... needed another strong son to
help defend Juniper. Clearly such atask now lay beyond my meager, morta abilities.

"How can that be?' Freda finaly asked, looking troubled. " Anyone born of Chaos carriesthe
Logruswithin. It isapart of our very essence. Y ou have said it yoursaf many times over, Father."

Dworkin said, "Hedoescarry it ... only it has gone wrong within him." Sowly shaking his head,
he regarded me thoughtfully. "I do not know why or how, but the problems we have al had-except of
course you, Locke-with the L ogrus are so much theworsein him,"

"But to forbid him from ever trying the Logrus!”" Aber protested. "That has never been done
beforel”

"l did not forbid him," Dworkin said sharply. "'l sad it would kill him."



"Itisthesamething,” | said.

"Perhaps the problem issmpler than you redize," Locke said, leaning back and regarding me
with ahaf taunting, half triumphant smile. He clearly scented my blood and was moving in for thekill, the
strong attacking the weak. " Perhaps his mother whored around on you. It wouldn't be the first timewe
had abagtard in the family."

| rosefrom my chair smoothly and silently. "Take that back,” | said, voice cold asagrave, "while
you il can.” If I'd had my sword, | would have drawnit,

"Oberon! Sit!" Dworkin barked. "L ocke, gpologize.”

My nerves stretched toward their breaking point. Nobody had ever insulted my mother and
lived. If not for Dworkin, I would have legped across the table and twisted L ocke's head off with my
bare hands-brother or not.

Instead of responding, my haf-brother dowly tilted his chair back on the rear two legsand
grinned mockingly a me. "The pup thinks he hastegth.”

My voice was hard. "M ore than enough to rip your throat out.”

He shrugged, "My apologies, brother." | noticed how he emphasized the word, like he doubted
itstruth. "l chose my wordswith insufficient care. | meant-"

So softly I dmost missed it, Freda hissed, " Shut up, Locke, or | will make you wish you had.
Thisisdinner."

Locke glanced at her, |looked away, didn't finish. Clearly he didn't fear me. But could he be
afraid of Freda?

She touched my hand softly. "Sit, Oberon. Please.”

It was not acommand, but a soft, kind suggestion, and somehow it took the fight out of me. | let
out my breath and did as she ingtructed.

Pointedly, she said, "Bickering isforbidden at dinner, asour brother knows." And her voice
carried the same insulting inflection Locke had used.

Inthat instant | discovered | liked her even more than | had known.
"Thank you," Dworkin said to Freda. He cleared histhroat. "Now, wherewas|?'

Dutifully picking up my spoon, | returned to my soup. | wasn't redly hungry anymore, but |
couldn't let Locke know held spoiled the medl for me.

"Oberon ismy son," Dworkin said with conviction. "I have known it Since the day he was born.
And my tests here today proved it. The problem lieswith the Logrus... it isadamnable mystery ill, even
to me. Its pattern iswithin Oberon-without any doulbt, it is there-but sometrick of fate, or our family's
poor degenerate blood, has distorted its pattern in him more than in the rest of us. That isthe true and
only answer."

Silence stretched again. My siblings stared at the table or the walls or went back to their soups,
now and then glancing furtively at each other or Dworkin-anywhere but at me.

"Well done, Locke!" Aber findly said after more than afew awkward minutes had passed. He
began clapping. "That's the way to make a new-found brother fed at home and brighten up the dinner
conversation.”

"Shut up!" Locke growled at him.

Then Freda began clapping, then Blaise and Pella, then most of the others. Dworkin threw back
his head and howled with laughter.



| stared from one to another, bewildered. Thiswas hardly the reaction | would have expected.

Locke glared around the table, gaze settling first on Aber then me, but he must have remembered
Fredas threat because he said nothing. Instead, rising, he threw down his nagpkin and stalked from the
room.

"Send up my med," he called to one of the servants. "l prefer to eat with civilized
company-aone!”

If anything, the applause grew louder,

"Hrd time that's ever happened,” Aber said brightly, the moment Locke was safely out of
earshot. "Can't say it will hurt the dinner conversation.”

He picked up hisbowl and spoon and made abig show of moving to Locke'sformer place. As
he settled in, he gave me aquick wink.

"Hey!" he said to everyone down at the other end of the table. "The food tastes better up here!”

That got alaugh... from everyone except Davin, who sat next to him. He was L ocke's right-hand
man, | reminded mysdlf. Clearly hetook that position serioudy. He frowned, and | haf expected himto
rise and leave, too, in ashow of solidarity . .. but he didn't.

Then he glanced a me, and | recognized the look in hiseyes.
It wasn't hate or mistrust.
It was pity.

They now had acripplein their mids, | redized suddenly. They could al work wonderslike
Dworkin. All travel through Shadow-worlds, summon weapons from great distances, contact each other
with magica Trumps, and only the gods knew what else.

And now they pitied me, like the soldier who had logt his sword-arm in battle and would never
fight again, or the scribe who had gone blind from too much reading. They pitied me because | would
never share our family's one great gift... the Logrus.

Asl| looked acrosstheir faces, not one of them met my gaze. They dl felt the same way, | saw.
Only Freda and Aber seemed willing to accept me as| was.

Fredawas patting my arm.

"Y ou do not need the Logrus,” she said. "It dmogt killed Father and me, you know. | lay
unconscious for nearly amonth after | completed it.”

"Oh?' That interested me.

"It is supposed to be afamily problem.” Shelowered her voice so only | could hear. "L ocke had
the least trouble.

Poor breeding, if you ask me. Dad had him by hisfirst wife, alLady of Chaos-an arranged
marriage, you know, well before he inherited histitle. The biggest mistake he ever made wasfdlingin
lovewith her; hesaid it ahundred timesif he'ssaid it once.”

| forced achuckle.
"Thank you," | told her softly. "It helpsto have afriend.”

"Noneof usistruly your friend,” she said softly, but in an amost wistful tone. "Trust no one, but
love us anyway, even Locke, since we are family. Betrayd is our nature and we cannot change, none of
lBH

| regarded her curioudly, thinking of Ivinius. Could this be aconfesson? Or just the bittersweet



words of awoman who had been hurt too often by those around her?

"Y ou'retoo much of apessmig,” | findly said. " prefer to think of everyone asafriend until it's
proved otherwise."

"You are naive, dear Oberon.”
"I've been disappointed in the past... but | have aso been pleasantly surprised.”

She smiled. "Y ou do not truly know us. Soon . . . too soon, | fear, you will." She patted my arm
again. "You do have agood heart. | admire that. Now finish your soup."

| took afew more spoonfulsto satisfy her, but | didn't enjoy them. Mostly | wanted to be aone
now ... to think things through, to reconsider the day's events. So much had happened, and so quickly,
that | could barely takeit in.

Locke's departure had definitely lightened the mood around the table, though. Small
conversations resumed around us, and the next course came right on schedule: braised pheasant, or a
game bird close enough to pheasant that it didn't matter, accompanied by spicy roasted potatoes and
strange yellow vegetables the size of walnuts that tasted, somehow, like fresh salmon.

| ate dowly, eavesdropping on the chatter around me: Davin telling Titus and Conner about a
new horse he had broken to saddle. Blaise telling Pellaand I sadora about a kitchen scanda involving the
pastry chef and apair of scullery maids; apparently she'sjust heard it from one of the seamstresses, who
had gotten it straight from the herb gardener. Aber and Freda talked about new Trumpsthat Aber
planned to paint. And Dworkin . . . Dad . . . looked down across us dl and smiled like the benevolent
ruler he so desperately wanted to be.

Almost pointedly, nobody discussed me ... or so much aslooked in my direction. Being ignored
hurt dmost as much asbeing insulted.

Oberon the weak.
Oberon the cripple,
Oberon the doomed-to-be-powerkss.

There must be an answer, | thought. Maybe Dworkin- Dad, | corrected mysdlf-had made a
mistake. Maybe atrue version of the Logrus did exist somewhere within me, only he hadn't seeniit.
Maybe...

No. | couldn't givein to wishful thinking. | forced dl thoughts of the Logrus from my mind. After
al, | told mysdif, I'd spent my whole life with no knowledge of it or the powersit bestowed. For yearsi'd
relied on my witsand the

strength of my arm. | didn't need Dworkin'stricks, nor magic cards nor spdlls, just agood sword
and asturdy horse.

As servants cleared our platesin preparation for the next course, Dad leaned back in his seat and
focused his gaze on Davin.

"How are the new recruitsworking out?" he asked.

At last something | knew, | thought, leaning forward and regarding Davin with interest. Hopefully
L ocke managed troops better than he managed relations within our family.

"Aswell as can be expected,” Davin said. He gave ashort report, mentioning company names
like"Eagles' and "Bears' and "Wolves," none of which meant anything to me. A company could have
been anything from ahundred to athousand men, depending on how it had been set up.

The report seemed to satisfy Dad, though. | aso liked what | heard. Locke and Davin seemed to



have asolid grasp of military matters. From the sound of things, their newest recruits had begun to pull
together into an able combat force and would be ready to join the rest of the troopsin just afew weeks.

"How many men are under your command?" | asked Davin, hoping to win afew pointswith him
by showing an interest. Perhaps he could use whatever influence he had with Locke to put us on better
terms.

"Nearly two hundred thousand,” he said off-handedly. "Give us another year and we will have
half amillion. . . thefinest force ever assembled, if | do say so mysdlf.”

"We may not have ayear,” Dworkin said.
"Did you say-two hundred thousand?" The number shocked me.

"Widl, afew thousand more, actudly,” Davin said with alittle shrug. "I haven't seen the latest
figuresyet. Morekeep arriving dl thetime."

"Where are they coming from?' | wasn't suredl of Ilerium had that many able-bodied fighting
men.

"Oh, far and wide." He met my gaze. "We recruit from adozen Shadows, including some where
we are worshipped as gods. They are eager to join."

"I would have guessed fifteen or twenty thousand menintotd,” | said, thinking back to the Sze of
the camp around the castle. Their numbers made King Elnar's fight againgt the hell-creatures|ook like an
aley brawl in comparison. "Where do you keep them dl quartered?”

"There are additiona companies stationed to the north and east of Juniper. We only have so
much space around the castle, after al.”

"With atenth that many,” | mused aoud, "it would be asimple matter to drive the hell-creatures
from llerium once and for dl..."

Davin brayed with laughter. | flushed, redlizing how ridicul ous that must have sounded to him.
[lerium was but one world amidst al the Shadows cast by the Courts of Chaos, meaninglessto anyone
except me ... and well beyond the concern of anyone else at thistable. Never mind that | had spent the
last twenty yearsthere, and that | had dedicated my life to serving my king and my country.

And never mind that those vows gtill weighed on me.

"With you gone," Dworkin reminded mein gentle tones, "the enemy no longer has any reason to
attack Ilerium. They will leave it doneto concentrate on other battles."

"Likehere" | said, redizing thetruth. "That'swhy you've brought al these soldiersto Juniper,
isn'tit. You're getting ready for an attack.”

"Very good!" Davin saidin lightly mocking tones, apaeimitation of Locke now. "Givetheman a
prize"

| gave ashrug and did not bother to reply. Sometimesiit's better to say nothing. Locke had taken
an ingtant didike to me, and Davin had obvioudly taken his cue and done the same. Even o, | hoped they
both might eventually be won over as dlies-perhaps even as friends-with some effort on my part.

| said, "Two hundred thousand men ... dl fully trained? Armed and armored? Reedly for battle?’
Davin smiled. "That'sright. We've been preparing them for ayear now.”

| frowned. "Thelogigtics of keeping such aforce-the food supply aone, not to mention the costs!
How isit possible? Juniper lookswell off, but surdly it can't support astanding army of such sizefor
long!"

"All we need istaken from Shadow," Davin said with agrand wave of hisarm. "Were



worshipped as gods on countless thousands ofworlds. People are happy to tithe us all we need-food,
wegpons, gold, jewels. Everything."

"But why so many? Do weredly need two hundred thousand men? Or haf amillion? How many
hell-creatures do you expect will attack?"

Fredasaid, "If we command this many, so too may other Lords of Chaos. They have had longer
to prepare ... they might well command more. Perhgps millions more.”

| found the numbersincredible. That my family could sustain aforce of two hundred thousand, let
aonetrain and manage it, spoke greetly of their general competence in such matters.

Dworkin said, "An attack is coming, and soon. Freda has seen it.”

"In her cards?'

| glanced at her, and she gave alittle nod.

"Soon," she said.

"Oberon has given me some good news, though,” Dworkin said happily. "Taineisdive."
There were exclamations all around thetable.

"How?Where?' Freda demanded.

| took aminute to tell them of my dream or vision or whatever it had been-the few detalls| could
gtill recdl, anyway. Dworkin had to remind me of severa key pointsas| sumbled through the narrative.

"Areyou certain it wasred?' Davin asked me, sounding more than alittle Skeptica.
"No, I'mnot," | said. | had more than afew doubts mysdlf. "I have no experience in such things."

Dworkin said, "Remember, Oberon has never been to the Courts of Chaos. He had never even
heard of it before

today. In his dream, however, the blood flowed up. That isadetail he could not have guessed or
imagined. | believe hisvisonistrue. Somewhere, somehow, Taineisill dive”

"Indeed," Freda said.

Davin looked thoughtful suddenly and regarded me with what | thought was a new-found
respect.

"The question now," he said, "iswhat do we do? How can we rescue Taine?'

"PerhgpshisTrump .. ." Aber said.

Fredashook her head. "I have tried that too many times now. He cannot be reached.”

"When wasthe last time?" | asked.

She thought carefully before replying. " Perhagps two weeks ago.”

"It never hurtsto try again,” Dworkin said. "Perhaps, knowing heisaive, you will have a better
chance of reaching him."

"I will try," she said, "as soon as dinner isover. We should dl try."

There were murmurs of agreement from all present. It seemed they al had Trumps depicting
Taine and could use them.

| felt ameasure of pride. Perhaps| was more than acripple after dl. Maybe | had my own form
of magic to fal back upon . . . visonsthat showed more than Freda's Trumps.

Servants began bringing in platters bearing the next course-cubes of beef, nicely pink and



seaming, artfully arranged with waxy |ooking yellow-and-red

striped beans. Unfortunately, as ddicious asit looked, | found my appetite completely gone. A
restlessness came over me, aneed to get up and do something active rather than st and wait for the medl
to end.

Pointedly, | stifled ayawn.

"If you don't mind," | said to Dworkin, "I'd like to retire. Everything I've been through today is
garting to catch up with me. I'm going to fal adeep in thischair if | don't get somerest.”

"Off you go, then." He made shooing motionswith hisfork. "Pleasant dreams, my boy. | will send
for you again tomorrow. There are sill afew matterswe must discuss.”

"Yes Dad," | sad, rising.

Freda, Aber, and dl the rest-even Davin-bade me good night. They all had interesting
expressions on their faces: not so much pity, now, asakind of awe or wonder. | might not be ableto
walk the Logrus asthey had done, but it seemed | shared at least some of their powers. Dworkin had
been right to show it off before them. Thisway they wouldn't dismiss me outright, the way Locke had
done.

| strode out into the corridor, pausing only long enough to get my bearings. Although exhaustion
redlly did threaten to overwhelm me, | knew | had work to do: Iviniuss body remained hidden behind
that tapestry. | had to dispose of it without being seen.

Instead of going back to my rooms, however, | decided to explore the castle abit more. There
might be a safe, easy passage out-1 just had to find it.

Unfortunately, every way | turned, | found more servants moving on errands or scrubbing the
floors or changing candles or filling reservesin oil lamps. The castle's saff had to number in the hundreds.

| passed one of the guard rooms Aber had pointed out earlier that afternoon. Through the open
door, it looked like any of ahundred guard rooms I'd seen over the years- arack of swords againgt the
far wall, armor and shields on wooden pegs, atable and plenty of sturdy chairs.

At the moment, three guards sat at the table throwing dice. Unfortunately, the one facing the door
recognized me-the moment he saw my face, he legped to his feet.

"Lord!" he cried. He saluted, and the other two shoved back their chairs and did the same.

"Pease, continue with your game." | gave a polite wave, then strolled on. No need to involve
them; they were probably off duty and unwinding from along day's work.

Kitchens. . . servants quarters. . . the till-guarded corridor by Dad'sworkshop . . . themain
hal ... everywhere| went, | found people. Lots of people. And al seemed to recognize me. Clearly, |
thought with some frustration, getting Ivinius out of Juniper would not be as easy as1'd hoped.

Then | remembered Aber's gift-my own set of Trumps. | could make them work on my
own-after al, | had been able to contact my brother earlier from Dworkin's horseless carriage. Perhaps|
could use one now to get rid of Iviniuss body. Frowning, | tried to recall dl their pictures. | had barely
glanced at them-but hadn't one showed aforest glade with Juniper in the distance? That would be
perfect, | thought.

Excited now, | hurried back up to my rooms. The hinges squeaked when | entered. Servants had
lit an oil lamp on the writing table, but everything elselooked just as | had left it: my sword acrossthe
back of one of the chairs, the stand and washbasin bes de the now-dark windows, the desk shoved up
againg thewadl, its paper, ink, and blottersdl in dight disarray.

The carved wooden box containing my set of Trumps sat atop the stack of unused towels on the



tray atop the washstand.

Fedling agrowing sense of dation, | opened thelittle box and pulled out my stack of Trumps.
They felt cool and hard asivory in my hands. Sowly, one by one, | leafed through them. Portraits came
first: Aber...Locke,..Pdla...Blase...Freda...

Y es-there was the one | needed! With atrembling hand, | drew forth the card | had half
remembered. It showed adark forest glade, lush grass underfoot, trees al around, with Juniper'stowers
just visblein the distance. This seemed an ided place to dump abody ... far enough from Juniper to be
safe from any immediate discovery. Let Iviniuss magterstry to figure out what had happened to him!

Cardin hand, | started for the sitting room. Then | stopped mysdlf. How would | get back after
I'd disposed of the body? | gave a chuckle. | was catching on to this game of Trumps-1 would need one
to bring me safely home.

| returned to my set of cards, selected the onethat | had confiscated from Aber, which showed
my bedroom, and only then headed for the sitting room. Thiswould be afast and smple job using magic,
| thought. | would go to the glade, dump the body, and come straight home.,

Hurrying now, | swept back the tapestry.
My dation died. | had come back too late.
The body had disappeared.

locked door. But anyone smuggling out a body would have encountered witnesses. Clearly the
body had been removed by other, perhaps even magica means. A Trump? It seemed likely.

And aTrump meant one of us... one of my haf-brothers or haf-sgers...
But which one?

Puzzled, annoyed, and more than dightly frightened by theimplications, | carefully bolted my
doors, checked the windows (there didn't seem to be any way short of flying to get to my balcony from
the balconiesto elther side), and | moved my sword to within easy reach of the bed.

Only then did I undress and crawl between the shests.
Exhaugtion surged like an ocean tide. | was adegp dmost before my head hit the pillow.

Polite knocking has never been the way to rouse mein the morning, nor softly called invitationsto
breakfast. Aswith dl soldiers, | liked to deep the sameway as| ate, fought, and bedded my
women-heartily, fully, deeply. Trumpets sounding acall to arms, or the clash of swords, arethe only
thingsthat stir my blood in the early hours. Otherwise, as my men had found out over the years, it's best
to let me be.

It should have surprised no one, then, that | scarcely heard the knocking, or the politely incessant
"Lord? Lord Oberon?' that followed from the hallway when | refused to be awakened.

When someone threw back the curtains and bright

sunlight flooded the room, | half opened one eye, saw it was only Aber, rolled over, and
continued to snore.

"Oberon!" he caled. "Wakee wakee!"

| opened my eyesto ditsand glared at him. Hands on his hips, my half brother gazed down at me
with abemused expression. Behind him, in the doorway to my bedchamber, stood a clump of anxious
servantsin cadlelivery.

"| thought | bolted the door!" | said.



"Dad wants to see you. The servants have been trying to rouse you for half an hour. Findly they
came and got me."

"Why didn't they say something?'

Growling alittle, | threw back the covers and sat up, naked. A couple of the women hurried from
the doorway, blushing. Anari hurried forward with arobe which turned out to be severd sizestoo
large-but it would do, | shrugged it on.

Then | noticed aTrump in Aber'shand . . . and plucked it from his grasp before he could object.

"Ahal" | said. A miniature portrait of my antechamber, done just like the one | had confiscated
yesterday. "'l knew | locked the door last night!™

Helaughed. "Wdl, how ese do you think I'd get in?"
"Y ou told me you didn't have any more Trumps of my roomd™

"No," hesadwith agrin, "I didn't. | told you | didn't have any more of your bedroom. Thisone
isn't of your bedroom, isit?"

"A finediginction,” | grumbled. Helooked entirely too pleased with himself. Served meright for
not being specific enough, though | didn't appreciate the service. Clearly | needed to do a better job of
watching out for my own interests. "I'll hang onto this one, too. Do you have any other Trumps of my
rooms? Any of them?'

"Hundreds!" He tapped hishead. "I keep them up here."
| snorted. "Make surethey stay there. | don't like people sneaking up on me!™
"Oh, dl right." Hesghed. "Youreno fun."

Yawning, | sretched the kinks from my muscles. "Now what were you saying? Dad wantsto see
me?'

"Yes" Aber folded hisarms. ™Y oull find things run much more smoothly when you tick to his
schedule. Rise early in the morning, stay up late at night, and try to catch anap in the afternoon if time
dlows™

"Lord," said Anari, "I have found you avaet and taken the liberty of preparing your schedulefor
today."

Schedule? | didn't like the sound of that.
"Goon," | sad.

Anari motioned toward the doorway, and ayoung man of perhaps thirteen or so dashed forward
and bowed to me.

"Thisismy great-grandson, Horace," Anari said. "Hewill serveyou wdl."

"I'msure,” | said. | gave Horace a brief nod. He had Anari'sfeatures, but black hair to the old
man'swhite. "Pleased to have you, Horace."

"Thank you, Lord!" He looked relieved.
"Cdl me Oberon," | told him.

"Yes, Lord Oberon!"

"No, just Oberon. Or Lord."

"Yes...Oberon...Lord." He seemed hesitant at such familiarity. Well, hewould get used to it
soon enough. | needed avalet, not atoady.



Anari said, "The cagtletalorswill be here after breakfast. They will prepare clothing to your
tastes. After that, lunch. Y ou will befitted for armor in the afternoon... and Lord Davin wishesto
accompany you to the stables. He saysyou need ahorse.”

"A peace offering?’ | asked Aber.

"Who understands them?' he said with ashrug. "'l don't.”

| didn't care; | did need ahorse.

"It soundsfine" | said to Anari. "But al must wait until after | see my father."
"Of course.”

Horace was dready making himsdf useful, laying out clothes for me-a beautiful white shirt witha
stylized lion's head stitched on the chest in gold thread and dark wine-colored pants that shimmered
dightly in the bright morning light. They looked about my size, too . . . certainly closer than the robe.

"These were Mattuss,” Aber said. "1 don't think hed mind if you took them,"

"They're beautiful." | ran my hand over the fabric, wondering at the incredible softness and the
slky texture, unlike anything I'd ever seenin llerium. No one

there, not even King Elnar himsdlf, had garments such asthese.
"They were made in the Courts of Chaos," Aber said.

"What's the secret? Magic?'

"Spider-slk, | believe

"Incrediblel™

Horace had continued hiswork while we talked, setting out awide belt, cape, and glovesin
colors to match the pants, plus clean socks and undergarments.

"Y ou know whereto find me," Aber said, starting for the door. "I'll walk down with you when
you'reready. Don't dawdle. .. Dad's till waiting!"

"And growing more annoyed by the moment, I'm sure,” | added with asmile. "l remember.”

Shaking his head, he left, and the few servants fill outside the door followed. Anari started after
them, then paused in the doorway to look back.

"Don't worry," | told him. "Horace will befine. | can tell he'sahard worker. And I'll watch out
for him, you have my word."

He seemed relieved. "Thank you, Lord Oberon.”

Ten minutes later, | collected Aber from hisrooms across the hall and started down for Dad's
workshop. | have dways had afairly good sense of direction, and | unerringly retraced our journey from
the previous evening.

Aswewalked, | asked Aber what had happened at dinner after | |€eft.

"Not much," he said. "Everyone was too shocked.”

| chuckled. "Shocked? By Taine's being dive or my being acripple?'

"A little of both, actudly." He swallowed and wouldn't meet my gaze. "After dinner-"
"Everyonetried to contact Taine with his Trump," | guessed. "Buit it didn't work."
"That'sright."

"So he's either dead, unconscious, drugged, or protected somehow from your Trumps.”



"That'show it looksto me."

We reached Dworkin's workshop. Two new guards- one of whom | recognized from the dice
game in the guardroom-snapped to attention as we passed.

"Isthere anything ese you can do?' | asked. "Isthere any way to just reach through his Trump,
grab him whether he's awake or not, and just drag him through?”'

"l wish we could. But Trumps don't work that way."

| raised my hand to knock on the workshop door, but it swung open for me. The room blazed
with light. | couldn't see Dworkin for amoment-but then | spotted him on the other side of the room. He
hadn't opened the door, but there didn't seem to be anyone el se present. Ghosts? No- probably just the
Logrusagain, | realized with agulp. If he could snatch swords from the other end of the castle, why not
open doors from ten feet away?

"Ah, thereyou are!" Dworkin said. "Comein."
Disconcerted, | stepped insde.
"Good luck!" Aber said to me, and then the door dammed in hisface.

Dworkin sat at atable in atall-backed wooden chair. The table held abox, and in the box sat
what |ooked like an immense ruby. | must admit | stared at it; | had never seen ajewd of its Sze before.
Surely it belonged to someking . . . which iswhat Dworkin probably wasin this Shadow.

He chuckled. "Impressive, isit not?!

"Beautiful,” | said. | raised it, studying the carefully faceted sdes, which gleamed seductively in
the bright light.

"Thiscrystd isspecid. It holdsareplicaof the pattern within you."
"Where did you get it?"

"|.... acquired it sometime ago. It has unusua properties, one of which may prove useful inyour
gtuation. Your Pattern, | now believe, isnot amere distortion of the Logrus after dl."

"Then... you werewrong last night?' | felt amounting excitement. Thismight be the answer to my
hopes and prayers. "I can wak the Logrus after al?

"No-that would kill you!"
"But you said-"

"l said your pattern isnot adistortion of the Logrus. It is something else ... something new. A
different pattern.”

| frowned, confused. "How can that be? sn't the L ogrus responsible for everything ... for the
Courts of Chaos and al the Shadow worlds?

"In someways, perhaps.”

"I don't understand.” | stared at him blankly.

"Few are the things that cannot be replaced.”

"Youmean | redly am acripple. | cannot draw on the Logruslike you do.”

"No!" Hethrew back his head and laughed. "Exactly the opposite, my boy-you do not need to
draw on the Logrus. Y ou have something else to draw upon, . . your own pattern.”

"My own..." | gared at him dumbly.
"I hold the design of your pattern fixed clearly in my mind now, and it burnswith a primal power.



You arelikethat first nameless Lord of Chaos. Y ou hold a pattern-this new pattern-ingdeyou. It is
unlikethe Logrud It isa pattern from which whole worlds may spring, onceit istraced properly!”

Not the Logrus. . .,

| felt a sudden joy, aboundless euphoria, as| realized what that meant. Perhaps| could master
Shadowsthe way the rest of my family had. | might yet travel between the Shadow worlds and work
the wonders | had seen. Suddenly it dl lay within my grasp.

And | wanted it more than | had ever wanted anything in my life. More than afather, morethan a
family, | wanted my heritage ... my destiny.

Only-
"Traced properly?' | asked dowly. "What does that mean?"
He hesitated, and | could tell he was trying to find the wordsto explain it to me.

"l believe the Logrus exists not just ingde, but outside the universe aswe know it," hefindly said.
"Thefirst Lord of Chaos partly traced its shape using hisown blood . . . putting aform to the formless,
meking it real inaway that it had not been before. It ismy belief that when someone of our bloodline
passesthrough it, the Logruss pattern isimprinted forever in hismind, enabling him to useit-to draw on
its power and move between worlds."

"l understand,” | said. I'd heard the whol e history-of-our-powers speech aready. "Y ou said the
Logruswouldn't work on me.... it would destroy me."

"That is correct. What we must do for you is something similar to what the first Lord of Chaos
did ... find away to trace the unique pattern within you, so that your pattern isimprinted on your mind,
much theway the Logrusisimprinted on my mind."

"All right,” | said. It sounded reasonable enough. And yet... something still bothered me.
Dad hestated.

"You'releaving something out,” | said accusingly.

"No..."

"Tdl me"

He swallowed. "I have never tried this before. It may work. It should work, if my theories about
the Logrus and its nature are correct. But then again . . . what if | am wrong? What if | have made a
misteke?'

"It might kill me" | said, recognizing what he had been unwilling to say.

"That, or worse. It might destroy your mind, leaving your body little more than an empty shell. Or
..itmight do nothing a al."

| didn't know which would be worse. My hopes had been raised; it had to work. It would work.
| had run out of options.

"What are my chances of living?' | asked.

"| cannot guarantee anything, except that | have done my best.”

"Would you doit?" | asked. "Would you risk your own life on tracing this pattern?"
"Yes," hesad smply. No arguments, no explanations, just asingle word.

| took adeep breath. Thiswas the moment of truth. | could risk everything and try to gain power
unimaginable. Or | could be safe, forever trapped in the world of mortal men.



Could | live with the Lockes of the world sneering & me, pitying me? Could | livewith myself if |
passed up my one last chance for power?

Only cowards choose the safe path.

| had known what my answer must be even before Dworkin told me of therisk. | wanted power.
| wanted magic of my own. After seeing what Dworkin and the rest of my family could do, how could |
step back now?

| swalowed hard. "l want totry it."
Dworkin let out hisbregth. "I will not fail you, my boy," he said softly.

Heheld up theruby. | gasped asit caught the light, sending flashes of color dancing and dashing
around the room.

Holding thejewd higher, a my eyelevd, | found it

glowed with aninner light. | leaned forward, wanting to fal into its center likeamothiscalled by
an open flame.

"Look degp insde," Dworkin continued. His voice sounded asif he were standing far away.
"Fagtened within it isadesign... an exact tracing of the pattern within you. Gaze upon it, my boy-gaze and
let your spirit go!™

A shimmer of red surrounded me. The world receded, and light and shadow began to pulsate
rhythmically, shapes and forms seeming to gppear, then vanish.

Asthough from agrest distance away, | heard Dwor-kiris voice: "Follow the pattern, my boy...
let it show you theway ..."

| stepped forward.

It was like opening adoor and entering aroom | never knew existed. The world unfolded around
me. Space and time ceased to have meaning. | felt neither breath in my lungs nor the beating of my heart;
| Imply was. | did not need to breathe, or see, or taste, or touch. When | reached for my wrigt, | felt no
pulse... | felt nothing at al.

Lights glimmered, moved. Shadows flowed like water.
Thisigntreal . ..

And yet it was. Before me, behind me, to the sdesand al around me, | saw thelines of agreat
pattern. It blazed with aliquid red light, curves and sweeps and switchbacks, like the twisted body of
some immense serpent or dragon. It held metransfixed withinit, just as| held it within me, and together
we balanced perfectly. | felt acam, aharmony of belonging.

"Thisway..."
| felt ahand on my shoulder, pushing me on. | took a step.
llDajl?l

"Yes. | am here. | have projected myself inside the jewel, too. Come. Move forward, onto
the pattern. Walk its length. | will be with you..."

| stepped forwad, heading for the pattern. Thiswas no mere distortion of the Logrus. It was
separate, different, and yet... two parts of some greater whole.

Digtantly, asthough in adream, | heard Dad's voice talking to me. | could not make out the
words, but the tone nagged and insisted. | had to do something ... go somewhere....

So hard to concentrate. And yet | knew there was something | had to remember ... something |



had to do....
"Forward," sadthevoice. "Do not stop."
Y es. Forward.

| moved on, into the pattern, following the glowing red light. At first | found it easy, but it grew
steadily harder as| progressed, like wading through mud. The light pushed a me, trying to drive me
back, but | refused to give up. | thought. | would not stop no matter what happened.

And abruptly the resistance ceased. | moved easily down thetrail. Thelight, clear and brilliant, lit
the path. Around the turn, forward-another turn-

Thewhole of my lifeflashed before me, but strangdly vivid-al the placesI'd been, dl the people
I'd ever met.

My mother -

Swearing to serve King Elnar -
Sword lessons on the town green-
Our house in Piermont-

Fighting the hell-creatures-
Dworkin as a younger man-

The path curved and again grew difficult, and | found mysdf straining for every inch, forcing
mysalf forward. | would not stop. | could not stop. The lights ahead beckoned. Images of my life flashed
and danced through my mind.

The beach at Janisport-

King Elnar's crowning-

Fishing on the banks of the Blue River -
The women | had known before Helda-
The battle of Highland Ridge-

In bed with Helda-

Mustering troops for battle-

For some reason, | seized upon the image of the battlefield. Here King Elnar had fought the
hell-creatures to a standstill. Here we had known our first red victory in the war against the
hell-creatures.

Inmy mind'seye, | ill saw our troops again ralying vaiantly to the king, swords and pikes
raised, screaming their war-cries-

And, reaching the center of the pattern, where it had wound in upon itself-

-| staggered across mud and matted grass, then drew up short, haf gagging on the stench of
death and decay. Bodies of men and horseslay al around me, rotting and covered with flies. A low buzz
of wings came from the corpses.

| looked up. It was |ate afternoon on adark, overcast day. A chill wind blew from the east,
heavy with the promise of rain. It could not remove the stench of death, however.

Sowly | turned in acircle. The battlefield stretched asfar as| could seein every direction. There
had been a massacre here, and | saw uncountable hundreds, perhaps thousands of bodies, al human, al
dressed in King Elnar's colors.



From warmth to cold, from dry to damp, from the safety of a castle to the horrors of a battlefield
in an instant. What had happened? How had | gotten here?

Dworkin'sruby ... | remembered it now. | had seen the filds outside of Kingstown while gazing
into the jewel. Somehow, it had sent me here.

But why? To see the destruction?

| covered my mouth and nose with my shirt tail, but it did little to hide the stench. Slowly, | turned
full circle, taking in the horrors around me,

These men had died at least four or five days ago, | estimated. Broken weapons, a burnt out
war-wagon toppled on its sde, and fallen banners caked with mud and gore spoke to the magnitude of
theloss. King Elnar's army had been destroyed, and from the number of bodies, probably to the last
man.

A cold drizzle began to soak my hair and clothes. The stench of carrion grew worse. Carefully |
began to pick my way among the bodies, looking for the king, for anyone | knew.

| shivered, suddenly, soaked to the skin. Then | forced myself to look at the battlefield, at al that
remained around me. Birds and dogs and other, less savory carrion-eaters had worked on the corpses
for several days, but | didn't need to see faces to recognize them.

All had been human.

| climbed onto the burnt-out wagon's sides, my fingers growing black and greasy from the char,
and when | stood above the battlefield | saw the true scope of the disaster.

The battlefield stretched asfar as| could see. Proud bannerslay in the mud. Swords, knives,
pikes, and axes by the score lay rusting on the ground. And everywhere, piled or singly asthey had
falen, lay more bodies.

No one, not wife nor child nor priest, had come to sing the funeral songs and bury the dead. | did
not have to look to know that Kingstown too had fallen, or that the hell-creatures had daughtered all
whom they met dong the way.

So much for Dad's prediction that the hell-creatures would leave [lerium once | went to Juniper.
Asl| picked my way through the battlefield, a numb sort of shock settled upon me. Severed limbs, empty
eye sockets that seemed yet to stare, expressions of terror and pain etched on every face-l could
scarcely takeitdl in.

Then | came to a place where the bodies and debris had been cleared away. A line of seven
chest-high wooden poles, each stuck into the mud perhaps two feet apart, held ghastly trophies: the
severed heads of King Elnar and six of hislieutenants.

Staring a what little remained of my king, | felt my stomach knot with pain. | sumbled forward to
stand before him. His eyes were closed; his mouth hung open. Though his grayish skin had begun to
crack from exposure to the sun, he had a peaceful 1ook, almost as though he dept.

It was a struggle to keep from throwing myself to the ground and sobbing helplesdy. How could
this have happened? Dad had said the hell-creatures would leave once | fled Ilerium. | had believed him.

"I'm sorry,” | told him.

Suddenly, impossibly, King Elnar's eydids flickered open.

| felt ajolt of terror.

His eyesturned dowly to regard me. Recognition shonein them.

"You!" he croaked, bardly ableto form thewords. A black tongue darted out, licking cracked



and broken lips. ™Y ou brought this punishment upon us!™
"No..." | whispered.

The other heads on the other poles began to open their eyes, too. Ilrich, Lanar, Harellen-one by
onethey beganto cal my name: "Obere. . . Obere. ., Obere .."

Voice growing stronger, King Elnar said, "Y ou fled your oath of dlegiance. Y ou abandoned usin
our hour of need. Know, then, our doom, for you shal shareit!"

"| thought the hell-creatureswould leave," | told him. "They werelooking for me, not you."
"Traitor!" hesaid. "Y ou betrayed usal!"

And the other heads began to shout, "Traitor! Traitor! Traitor! Traitor!”

"No!" | said. "Ligentome! It'snot true!”

"Hell-creatures!” King Elnar began to scream. "He's here! He'shere! Come and get him! Come
and get thetraitor!”

"Quiet!" | sad, voice sharp. "Don't cdl them-"

"Help!" one of the other heads shouted. "Hell-creatures! Come help us! Lieutenant Obereis
herel"

| cried, "Shut up!”
Another cdled, "Thisisthe one you want, not usl Help! Help!"
"Come and get him!" shouted the rest of the heads. "Come and get him!"

| tried everything to quiet them-explanations, reasoning, orders. Nothing worked. They just
wouldn't stop shouting for the hell-creatures to come and get me.

They were no longer men, but bewitched things, | finally told mysdf. The people | had known
would never have betrayed methisway .. . not the king | had sworn to servetill my dying breeth, not my
brothers-in-arms ... not one of them.

Raising my boot, | knocked over King Elnar's pole. His head did not roll free. | bent to pry it off,
but then | discovered it was not stuck on top of the pole, but had somehow become a part of it... flesh
and wood grown together in ahorrible mingling of the two.

"Liegekiller!" the heads shouted.
"Traitor!"

"Murderer!”

"Assassn!”
"Hell-creatures-help us!”

| pulled the pole free from the ground. A little more than four feet from end to end, it only
weighed twenty pounds or so. | raised it easily over my head and smashed the head-part on the nearest
gonewith dl my strength.

King Elnar's face shattered, but instead of bone and brains, a pulpy green mass and what looked
like sap sprayed out. It smelled like fresh-cut lumber.

Half sobbing, | smashed it again and again until the head was completely gone. Then | used the
pole to smash the other heads, too. All the time they screeched their insults and called on the
hell-creatures for help.

They couldn't helpiit, | told myself. They were no longer the people | had known.



Finaly it was done. Alone again, | stood there, listening to the wind moan softly through the
battlefield, the smdl of fresh wood mingling with the carrion stench. Rain pattered down harder.
Darkness began to fdl. Lightning flickered overhead.

Turning, still dragging the pole, | looked toward Kingstown. Perhaps | could find answers there
... or away back to Juniper. | needed time to rest and think and gather my wits.

Then | heard the one sound | feared most; distant hoofbeats. A lot of them. Hdll-creatures?
Answering the heads frantic cals?

| didn't doubt it. The hell-creatures must have |eft the heads to watch for my return. And they had
betrayed me assoon as| arrived.

Desperately, | looked around. There was no one l€eft dive to help me here, and no place to make
agtand. | might hide among the fallen bodiesfor atime, but asearch would find me soon enough, and |
didn't look forward to anight spent lying motionlessin cold mud.

| snatched up afalen sword, only to discover it was chipped and bent in the middle. The second
one| grabbed was broken. Damn Dworkin and his no-swords-in-the-workshop rule! If I'd had my own
blade, | might have stood a chance.

With darknessfaling rapidly now and rain drumming incessantly, | didn't havetimeto hunt for a
weapon | could use. With the hell-creatures approaching, | had to find cover, and fast. In my current
condition, | didn't think 1'd last two minutes againgt any determined attack.

| ran toward Kingstown. Perhapsit still stood. Perhaps the remains of King Elnar'sarmy had
ralied there and till heldit. Though | knew the chances were dim, it seemed my only remaining option.

At thevery least, | might find aplaceto hide until morning.
THIRTEEN
Kingstown was a burnt-out ruin.

When | topped the small hill overlooking the town, tongues of lightning showed nothing but
blackened rubble. Not a single building remained. Here and there stone chimneys still sood, marking the
passing of this placelike gravestones. | would find no help here. Oberon . .,

A distant voice seemed to be calling my name. | gazed around mein surprise. "Who'sthere?"

Aber. Think of me. Reach out with your thoughts. | tried to picture himin my mind. Asl
concentrated, an image of him grew before me, wavered, and becameredl.

"Itisyou!" | gasped. Perhaps my situation wasn't as desperate as 1'd thought.

"Yes. Dad said he .. .lost you, somehow. | thought I'd try your Trump. Where are you
now?7. What happened?"

"I'm cold, wet, and tired. Can you get me back home 7
He hestated only asecond. "Sure."
"Thanks."

He reached out his hand toward me, and | did the same toward him. Our fingers touched
somewherein the middle. He gripped my wrist firmly and pulled me forward. | took a step-

-and found myself standing in aroom lined with tapestries of dancers, jugglers, and scenes of
merriment. An oil lamp hung from the ceiling, spreading awarm yellow light. A rack of swords, a
cluttered writing table, a high canopied bed, and two plain wooden chairs completed the furnishings.

| glanced behind me, but another wall stood there now, this one lined with shelves full of books,



scrolls, shells, rocks, and other odds and ends such as anyone might accumul ate over the years. llerium,
Kingstown, and the hell-creatures had vanished.

"Isthis-?" | began.
"My bedroom.”

Only then did | relax. Safe, Back in juniper. | found mysdlf trembling from sheer nervous
exhaugtion. | had never felt so helpless before.

But | had escaped.
"Youlook likeadrowned rat!" he said, laughing a bit.

| glanced down. Rain had plastered my clothes to my body. Mud and sap and wood-pulp had
splattered my pants

and boots. Water dripped from my hair, trickled down my forehead and cheeks, and dripped
frommy chin.

"| fed likeadrownedrat," | told him. "Sorry about the mess" Gingerly | lifted first onethen the
other foot. My boots left a muddy brown smear. Water began to pool al around me.

"That's okay."
"But your carpets-" They had to be worth asmal fortune!

He shrugged. "Oh, | don't care. They can be be cleaned or replaced. Having you back safeis
what matters. Now, st down-you look like you're about to collapse!”

"Thanks." | took two steps and sank heavily onto one of his spare wooden chairs. My clothes
squished. Water ranin my eyes. | just wanted to find awarm dry place and curl up there for the next
month. "I think this has probably been the worst night of my life."

"What have you got?" Aber asked.

"Huh?' | looked down and redlized | till held the pole. . . the one upon which King Elnar's head
had been stuck. | let it drop to the floor. Somehow, | never wanted to seeit again. It was cursed or
bewitched or both.

"I was going to defend mysdlf withit," | said haf apologeticaly. "Hell-creatures were hunting me."
His eyes widened. "Hell-creatures! Where were you?”'

"Back home... the Shadow | came from... llerium.”

"How did you get there?"

"Dad did something. He was trying some experiment, some idea he had to get around my using
the Logrus." Taking adeep breath, | pulled off first one boot, then the other. Half an inch of water sat
insgde each. After amoment's hesitation, | put them down next to the chair.

"Wdl?' he demanded. "Did it work?"

"I don't think so. It gave me a headache, then somehow he dumped me back in llerium-that's the
place | grew up. King Elnar-his whole army-had been butchered. The hell-crestures had burned the
town, too. | don't think anyone survived. And they were gtill there, waiting for me. If not for you . . ."

"I'm sorry," he said sympatheticdly.

"It can't be helped,” | said heavily. It seemed I'd escaped my destiny. Dad redly had saved me.
"If I'd stayed behind to fight the hell-creatures, 1'd be dead, now, too."

"You look hdf frozen aswell as haf drowned,” he observed. "How about a brandy?’



"Please!" | pushed wet hair back out of my eyes.

An open bottle and a glass sat on the writing table. He poured me alarge drink, which | downed
inasingle gulp, then asecond one, which | spped.

Rising, | went over to the fireplace. It had been banked for the evening, and its embers burned
low, but it fill radiated warmth. It felt good to just stand beforeit, basking like a cat in asunny window.

Aber threw on a couple more split logs, then shifted the coals with a poker. Flames appeared.
The logs began to burn. The room grew wanner, and | toasted mysalf quite happily front and back.

"How did you bring me here?" | asked him. "The Logrus?'

"Yes" Hewent back to the writing table, picked up a Trump, and brought it back to show me. It
had my pictureonit. In typica fashion, he had drawn me holding a candlestick and peering into darkness.

| had to chuckle. "That's exactly how | fedl right now," | told him. "Lost in the dark. Or perhaps
found but ill in the dark.”

| reached out to take the card, but he said, "Sorry, it'snot quite dry yet,” and carried it back on
thewriting table.

Taking another sip of brandy, | fet itswarm glow spreading through my belly. Maybe there were
some advantages to belonging to this crazy family after al. A last-second rescue by abrother 1'd only met
the day before... it was the sort of thing abard could easily spin into aheroic song.

Frowning, | thought back to King Elnar and my fdlow lieutenants, dl dead now, their ensorceled
heads smashed to pulp. If only the story had ahappy ending . . .

Aber had taken a blanket from the bed and now handed it to me.

"Get out of those wet things and dry yoursdf off," he said. "I'll bring you another set of Mattuss
clothes. As soon asyou're up to it, you must see Dad. He'sworried sick about you.”

"Thanks" | sad gratefully.

Aber returned in short order with shirt, pants, and undergarments, plus my valet. Horace looked
half adeep and | guessed Aber had dragged him from bed to help me.

It didn't take them long to get me changed and cleaned up. | found myself moving dowly; after all
I'd been through, the lateness of the hour, and the effects of the brandy, my armsand legsfdlt likelead
weights, and my head began to pound. | wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and pass out for the
next day or two.

Aber had a spare pair of boots, but they proved several sizestoo small. Horace went out and
soon returned with alarger pair-1 didn't ask where held found them, but | suspected he swiped them
from another of my brothers. Not that | cared at this point.

"Youll do,” Aber said finaly, looking me up and down. "Just try not to collapse.”
" fed better," | lied.
"That's just the brandy. Y ou look terrible.”

"Could be." | took adeep breath and turned toward the door, swaying dightly. Timeto vist our
father, | thought. | couldn't put it off any longer. | said as much.

"Do you want meto go with you?" Aber asked suddenly, steadying my arm.
"No need,” | said. "Hell want to see me done. We have alot to discuss.”
"You'reright, he never wantsto seeme. But dlill. . ." He hesitated.

"I know theway," | said with more confidencethan | felt.



"Areyou sure?!

s

Til just wish you luck, then." He glanced at Horace. "Go with him," he said, "just in case.”
"Yes, Lord," Horace said. He stepped forward, and | leaned a bit on his shoulder.
"Thanks" | said to Aber, "for everything."

"Y ou don't know how lucky you are!™

"Surel do." | grinned a him.

"Goon, get out of here. Dad'swaiting.”

Horace helped me into the corridor, where | took a deep breath and forced myself to stand on
my own two feet. | thought | could make it successfully downstairs on my own. | didn't want the other
servants to see me limping and leaning on Horace-rumors of some persona catastrophe would be all
over Juniper before daybreak.

With Horacetrailing, | made my way unerringly downstairs and through the maze of corridors,
past two deepy looking guards, and straight to Dworkin's workshop.

| didn't bother knocking, but pushed the door open and went in. Dworkin had been seated at
one of histablestinkering with afour-armed skeleton.

"What happened? Where have you been?' he demanded, leaping forward. "Y ou just-vanished!”

| swayed alittle, and Horace legped forward to steady me. | leaned on his shoulder as he helped
meto achair.

"Tha will bedl," | told him.
"Yes, Lord," he said, and he bowed and hurried out.

Sowly | told my father everything that had happened to me: my sudden unexpected appearance
at the battlefidld north of Kingstown, the heads of King Elnar and his lieutenants and how they had
betrayed me, my flight from the hell-creatures, and how | discovered the town had been burned.

"Aber saved me" | said. "He made atrump to check on me, then used it to bring me back here.”

"Thenit worked," he said, awed. "Thejewel redly does cany atrue image of your pattern. Y ou
are now attuned to it, and it to you."

"| don't understand.”

Hesamiled kindly. "Y ou traveled to llerium on your own, drawing on the pattern within you. Y ou
can master Shadows now."

| felt sunned. "1t worked? Redly?!
"vYeg"

"Likethe Logrus?'

"eg"

| sghed with rdlief, "Good. . .."

"The very nature of Chaosliesinthe Logrus," hesaid. "Itisaprimd force, dive and vibrant. Itis
incorporated into the very essence of the Lords of Chaos, from King Uthor on down to the smallest child
who shares hisblood.”

"Including you," | said. "And everyone of your blood... except me."



"That'sright."”
"But why not inme?'

"Oh, | know the answer to that now," he said with alaugh, "but we must saveit for another day.
Come, | havea

bed in one of the back rooms for when | work too long here. Lie down, deep. Y ou will bethe
better for it tomorrow."

| still had athousand questions-how had | trangported myself to llerium without a Trump? Did |
need the ruby to work magic? Would it take me to any Shadow world | could envision, even ones|'ve
never been to before?but | didn't have the Strength to argue. Rising, | followed him through severa
different rooms than the ones I'd seen before, al equaly cluttered with magica and scientific devices, until
we cameto onewith asmall bed pushed up againgt thewall. A pair of mummified lions sat on top of the
covers, but he tossed them into the corner and pulled back the blankets for me,

"Inyou go, my boy."

Without bothering to undress, | threw myself down.

Dreams came quickly, full of weird images of burning patterns encased in ruby light, talking
heads, and Dworkin cackling as he loomed over me, pulling strings like amad puppeteer.

FOURTEEN

| don't know how long | dept, but when | finally awoke the next day, | felt groggy and out of
sortswith the world. Dworkin had vanished. Slowly | sat up, stretched, rubbed my eyes, and | climbed
unsteadily to my feet. My muscles ached and my head pounded.

| wandered out of the workshop, past two new guards on duty in the corridor, and into the
banquet hall. Perhaps food would help, | thought.

Blaise and a couple of women I'd never seen before were eating what looked like acold lunch at
one end of thetable. | nodded politely to them, but took my own medl at the other end. They barely
seemed to notice me, going on about various people I'd never heard of.

"How may | serveyou, Lord?' aservant asked, gppearing a my sde.
"A bloody stesk, half adozen fried eggs, and beer.”
"Yes Lord."

He returned five minutes later with platesfilled with the food 1'd ordered, plus a basket of fresh
bread, acake of butter, asalt cdlar, and alarge bowl piled high with fruit. | recognized apples and pears,
but most of the others- strange knobbed balls of green and yellow, mottled reddish-orange blades, and
puffy white globes the sze of my fist-I had never before seen.

| atein silence, thinking back to events of the previous day. It al seemed distant and unredl, as
though someone €l se had voyaged to llerium. And yet | could still hear King Elnar and his lieutenants
VoiCces-

Traitor!

Murderer!

Assassn!

It sent acold knife through my heart.

After egting, | felt much like my old sdif. | had dept well past noon, | redlized. | couldn't spend
the whole day lounging around the castle, so | went in search of Anari. He had set up awhole day of



gppointments for me with tailors and the like, but unfortunately, between Dad and everything elsg, |
hadn't kept asingle one. Perhaps, | thought, he could reschedule them for later.

| finaly found himin asmal room off the audience chamber, looking over reports and making
gaff assgnments. He greeted me warmly when | walked in.

"| trust you are satisfied with young Horace, Lord?' he said.

"Quite satisfied,” | said. "He seems able and enthusiagtic. | have no complaints.”
"l am happy to hear it." He smiled, and | thought the news genuindy pleased him.
"Do you know where my father is?'

"Prince Dworkin has gone to ingpect troopswith Lord Locke and Lord Davin. They should
return before dinner."

"Ah." | couldn't expect Dworkin to neglect his duties and wait for me, | supposed. Still, I'd hoped
hewould il be here.

"What of thetallors?' | said. "I'm afraid | missed dl the appointments.”

He consulted a set of papers on the desk before him. "'l believe. . . yes, they are with Lady
Blaisenow," hesaid. "Sheis sdlecting fabrics for new officers uniforms. That should take most of the
afternoon. Will tomorrow morning be soon enough for you to seethem?’

"Yes." | could dways borrow more of Mattus's wardrobe, as needed.

"Very good, my Lord." He dipped aquill peninink and made anote of it. His handwriting, |
noticed, wasthin and ornate.

| continued, "'Isthere aworkout yard in the castle?!

"Of course, Lord Oberon. Master Berushk will be at your service." He motioned to a page of
perhaps nine or ten years, who wore castle livery and stood attentively by the door. " Show Lord Oberon
to the workout yard," he said.

"Yes, dr," the page said.

The boy led me outside to the front courtyard, with its broad flagstones, and then we passed
through asmall rose garden. The gate on the far Sde opened onto an enclosed courtyard perhaps fifty
feet square. This had to be the place, | thought, looking at the practice dummies, racks of swordsand
other weapons. It even had a pivoting drill machine with wooden arms and swords.

Two men, stripped to the waist, now fought there with swords and knives, pivoting and thrusting,
parrying and ripogting. A third man, older and much scarred on his hands and face, looked on critically.

"Thisisit, Lord," the page said to me.
"Thanks. Y ou may go."
"Yes, Lord." Bowing, he ran back the way we had come.

| turned my attention to the fighters, whom | now recognized as my half brothers Titusand
Conner. They were workmanlike at best in their swordsmanship, | decided.

"Hold!" the third man said. Titus and Conner drew up short, panting and sweating.

"Y ou're letting your guards down again,” he said to both of them. | slently agreed with his
assessment. ™Y ou cannot count on your opponent being astired asyou are. In ared battle, such
mistakes would cost you your lives."

| pushed open the gate and went in. They all paused to look at me.



"Who isthis?' Berushk asked.
"Oberon, our brother," Titus-or wasit Conner?- said to him.

"Another soft and usdess child?' said the wegpons-master with asneer, giving me adismissive
look from head to hedl. "Well, young Oberon, | haven't seen you here before. Are you lost on your stroll
through the roses? Off with you, and leave swordplay to rea men.”

| had to laugh. King Elnar's wegpons-master had used dmost exactly the sameinsultsthefirst
time we'd met. My temper had been hotter in those days, and as a fresh young officer, I'd had alot to
prove. Of course, I'd taken offense, drawn my blade, and demanded a fight on the spot. He'd obliged ...
and I'd very nearly killed him, thefirst student ever to do so. | would have killed him, had severd others
not dragged me away from thefight.

Only later had | found out that that wegpons-masters often goaded new pupilsinto fightsto get a
fair assessment of their abilities.

| just grinned a Berushk and said, "I'm happy to show you how it's done, old man. Do you have
agpare sword?'

"Wood or sted?" he asked, grinning back.
"I'll borrow Conner's,” | said. "With his permisson.”

"Of course." Thetwin on theright stepped forward, offering methe hilt of his sword. As he grew
close, heturned his back to Berushk and whispered, "Watch yoursdlf, he changes hands in the middie of
afight, and helikesto give duding scars.”

| gave him awink.

"Now, let'sseeif | remember how thisworks," | said doud. "I believe | hold it so, and the object
isto poke you with the pointy end?'

Berushk smiled. "Enough games, boy." He made little circles with the tip of Titussblade. " Show
me your best."

| gave hisaquick salute with the blade, then assumed a classicd atack stance, right foot
forward, left hand on my hip, blade up and ready.

He attacked fast and high, and | parried with little apparent grace or skill, making it
seem-once-twice- again!-as though luck more than skill protected me. As sword rang on sword, |
yielded ground steediily before him.

When he ddliberately |eft an opening, | didn't takeit. Instead, | hesitated, trying to appear
indecisve. Let him think he had me confused and on the run, | thought. | was the master of thisfight, not
him. | would determine when and how it ended.

Sighing a hit, wanting to get our fight over and done so he could get on with lessons, he attacked
with renewed vigor, thistime using aquick double-feint desgned to get around my guard.

My parry came abeat too dow. He twisted, lunged, backd ashed with what should have struck a
ginging blow to my right thigh.
Only hisblow didn't land.

Thiswasthe chance I'd been waiting for. With the speed of a striking panther, | closed instead of
retreating, moving insde hisreach. His eyes grew wide. He redlized- too late!-what had just happened
when his blade whistled through empty air.

| flipped my sword over to my left hand, grabbed hiswrist with my right hand, and gave twist and
ajerk. He staggered, off balance and over-extended. Without hesitation, | pivoted and kicked hisleft leg



out from under him, and he sprawled onto his back with awhoosh of expelled air.
Stepping close, | pointed my sword at histhroat.
"Yield?' | asked quietly.
He chuckled. "Well done, Oberon. Worthy of aLord of Chaos. | yield.”
Conner and Titus were taring at me like I'd just grown a second head.
"Youwon?' Titussad. Y ou actudly won?"

| offered Berushk my hand, and he pulled himsdlf up and dusted off his clothes somewhat
ruefully.

"That" hesaid to Conner and Titus, "isthe way to fight a battle. Never reved your strengths.
Let your opponent migudge and make the first mistake." He turned to me. "Who trained you, Lord
Oberon? | have never seen the clave-a-main used in such an energetic manner before!”

"My father,” | said evenly. | tossed Conner his sword.

"That would explainit,” Berushk said, smiling. "I have never seen him fight, though tles of his
wild youth are dtill legend in the Courts of Chaos. He must have been quite accomplished.”

"Hedill is" | said, thinking back to our battle with the hell-creaturesin Kingstown. His
swordsmanship had been nothing short of amazing. | went on, "I take it I've passed your test?"

"Lord Oberon,” hesaid, "l fear thereislittle you can learn from me."
"l just camefor aworkout."

"That," hesaid, "we can do," Helooked at Conner and Titus and winked at them alittle too
happily. "Can't we, boys?"

Berushk proved true to hisword. | spent the next two hoursin one of the most grueling exercise
sessons of my life, fighting the three of them singly, paired, or al three a once.

| didn't lose asingle contest, not even when Berushk tied back my left arm and put weightson
my feet. It left me soaked in sweat and shaking, but | managed to tag them all with awooden sword
before my strength gave out.

"That'sit for metoday!" | said, panting.
"Wl fought, Lord," Berushk said. He bowed to me.

| noticed our audience had grown to include agood dozen army officers and castle guardsmen.
They began to clgp and cheer, s0 | gave them aquick salute with my sword before returning it to the
practice weaponsrack. | had afeeling they'd be talking about my workout for sometime.

Then | towded off, thanked Berushk for histime and trouble, and headed inside. The watchers
parted silently as | passed through their ranks.

Conner and Titus hurried to join me.

"I think you're as good as Locke," Conner told me.

"Maybe better,” said Titus. "Berushk till beats him now and again.”

| laughed. "That's just because they work out together. They know each other's tricks."
"BEvens0..."

And we spent the walk up to our rooms chatting like old friends. | had found them dour and
distant at dinner, but once they relaxed, | found | actually enjoyed their company.



We reached our floor and went our separate ways. That's when | noticed the door to my rooms
stood open. So much for my plansfor aquiet rest before dinner.

| peeked around the door frame, expecting the worst.

Instead of lurking ns, however, | found Fredaand Aber waiting insgde for me. Freda, a
the writing table, had her set of cards out and was turning them over one by one, studying the emerging
pattern. She did not look happy.

"Problems?" | asked Aber quietly as| entered. "Doesn't she like what she sees?!
"The problemis, she's not seeing anything.”

| raised my eyebrows. "Isthat bad?"

"l don't know." He folded his arms and frowned. " She won't tell me."

That made me smile. "Y ou should join mein the workout yard tomorrow,” | said, heading for my
bedroom and the washbasin. I'd need to get cleaned up for dinner. "It'sagood way to get your exercise
and bond with your brothers."

"The problem with that,” he said, "isthat | don't like my brothersdl that much. Present company
excepted, of course.”

"Of coursg," | said.

"And asfor bonding with them?' He gave amock shudder, "No thank you! Who did you work
out with?"

"Conner and Titus. And an interesting wegpons-master named Berushk.”

"I met him once. All hedid wasinsult me!"

"What did you do?'

"| told him to grow up and went back inside.”

| had to laugh. "Everyone says abattle is coming. Don't you want to be ready?"

"Oh, don't worry about me. | have aplan. If we're attacked, I'm going to stand well out of the
way while you and Locke and Dad kill everyone.”

| snorted. "That's not much of aplan.”

"It will do for now."

"Have you seen Horace?"

"Who?'

"My vad."

"Oh, him. No. Want me to send someoneto find him?"

"No. .. just show metheway to Mattuss closet, will you? | need some clean clothes."
"Sure. Come on." He started for the door, and | trailed him.

Before we made it out, though, Freda said, " Oberon, please come herefirgt. | want you to shuffle
these Trumps.”

"All right,” | said. "If you think it will help.”

Asl| reached for them, aloud bell began to toll close by, its pealsloud and incessant, coming
every few seconds. | paused, listening, counting. Five then eight then ten strikes, and then it stopped.



Freda had an anxious expression on her face. Rising, she began to pack up her cards.

"What doesthat bell mean?' | demanded.

"Anemergency!" Aber said. "We have five minutesto report to the main hal!"
FIFTEEN

Let meget my sword firgt," | sad, | wasn't making the mistake again of getting sent off
gods-knew-where without being properly armed.

Running back into my bedroom, | grabbed my swordbelt and buckled it on. Then | rejoined
Fredaand Aber, and together we hurried downgtairs. Titus and Conner followed amost on our hedls.

We met Locke and Davin on the ground floor. Both looked grim.
"Anyone know what the problem is?' Locke asked us. "Sorry, no," | said. "You?'

"No." He turned and headed for the audience hall a ajog, Davin at hishedls. Aber and |
followed them.

"How often hasthe darm been rung?’ | asked Aber. "First timethat | know of," hesaid. "It's
only supposed to be rung in the direst of emergencies.”

"Like an attack?"
Hegulped. "Yed"

We reached the audience chamber, and there Anari directed usto asmall antechamber off to the
left. Insde, Dworkin sat at atable covered with maps of the lands around Juniper. A soldier with that
extrajoint in hisarms stood tiffly at attention before him. | noticed he had minor wounds on his hands
and arms, and what appeared to be burns on the left side of hisface.

| nudged Aber. "He's been fighting hell-creatures,” | whispered.

Aber looked suddenly terrified. "Here?" he whispered back. "Then it's begun?’
"What isit?' Locke demanded of our father and the soldier. "What's happened?’
"Tdl them, Captain,” Dworkin said.

"Yes, Prince” Sowly, in strangely accented tones, the officer began his report. "We were on the
dawn patrol-"

"That'sten men on foot walking theforest line" | overheard Davin whisper to Blaise.

"-and there was awind blowing from the forest. | smelled fresh horse manure and knew it could
not have come from our camp. No horse patrols go there. | ordered everyone to spread out, and we
entered the trees to investigate.

"Almogt immediately we came upon asmall campsite, well hidden. Three devilswere waiting for
uswith their fire-breathing mounts. They attacked and killed four of my men. Wekilled one, and when
that happened, the other two fled. We could not catch them on foot. They seemed to vanish into the
trees. Men are searching for them now, but . . ." He shrugged. "I do not have much hopefor the finding."

"Hell-creatures come and go likethat,” | said, half to mysdlf. "Y ou never seetheir raiders-or their
pies-until it'stoo late, and you never find them when they run.”

Davin shot me acuriousglance. "Y ou know them?" he demanded. "How?"

"They tried to kill Dad and me the day before yesterday. 1've been fighting them for the last year
inllerium."

"How can we be sureit'sthem?' Aber said.



| shrugged. "How many other armies have fire-bresthing horses?’
Locke said to the captain, "How long had they been there?"
"No more than two or three days, Generd."

Locke turned to our father. "I must seethat campsite. They fled quickly. Perhapsthey |eft
something behind.”

"A good idea," Dworkin said, nodding. "Take Davin with you .. . and Oberon.”
"Oberon?' Locke asked. | heard doubt in hisvoice. "Are you sure-?"

| stepped forward, "As| just said, I've been fighting hell-creatures for more than ayear now. |
think | know them better than anyone else here.” Or almost anyone e sg, | thought, looking around the
circle of faces. We gtill had atraitor in our midst.

"Very wdl," he said with ashrug of acceptance, no taunting or baiting now, whenit realy
mattered.

| had half expected a childish display of temper, and my opinion of him asasoldier went up a
notch. A very smal notch.

"Get your wounds looked after, Captain," Locke said. "Meset us at the stablesin twenty minutes.
WEell have afresh horse ready for you."

"Yes, Generd," he said. He gave Locke araised-palm salute, then hurried from the hall.

"Thetimeishere" Dworkin said softly, brow creased. "They will move againgt us shortly, if they
are sending watchers. We must be prepared.” Helooked up at us, at Locke, Davin, and me. "Be on your
guard. They will kill you if they have achance. Do not give them onel”

| trailed Locke and Davin to the stables. Now that we had atask to do, Locke moved with the
deftness and speed of an experienced commander, calling for horses and a mounted squad. Grooms
hurried to obey, and guards went running to the camp outside to summon the men he wanted to
accompany us.

"Better add more guardsto Juniper'swalls," | suggested in a quiet voice as we waited for our
horses. ""Put more guards at the gates, too. Have everyone searched coming in ... and going out. The
hell-creatures are shape-shifters. No telling what they might try to smugglein ... or out.”

" Shape-shifters? Y ou're certain?'

"Yes" | sad, thinking of Ivinius, so well disguised as a human barber that he had gotten close
enough to dit my throat.

"Very wdl. I'll take your word onit,"

With afrown, he waved over the Captain of the Guard and gave him instructions. The man took
off running amoment later.

"Extraguards,” Locketold me, "at the gate. Extra patrols on the wals. Anything e se you'd
suggest?’
"Judt. . . after this, trust no one."
Heraised his eyebrows at that, but made no reply.
"Arentyougoingtoask...?' | sad.
"No. | recognize Freda'swords."

Instead of denying it, | chuckled. "Y es. But she'sright, at least in this particular instance. A
hell-creature dmost killed me once by impersonating a barber. 1'd hate to have the same thing happen to



you."

L ocke gave me another odd look. "Y ou aren't what | expected,” he admitted. "Y ou surprise me,
brother.”

"Thisisthe second time I've been told that since | got here.”
"Freda-?' He hegitated.

"No. If you must know, it was Aber. He expected meto be just like you, from Dad's tales, and
apparently you two don't dways see eyeto eye.”

Locke shrugged. "Suchislife" he said philosophicaly. "There are only sheep and wolves. | have
never much wanted to be asheep.”

"Asfor me. ..l amply don't care about our family's

politics” | told him. "You'real strangers. . . except, of course, our father." I'd dmost said
Dworkin. "My only concern is keeping aive-and the best way for meto do that isto keep the rest of you
aive, too. We al want the same thing, so we might as well work together."

"Well spoken.” He hesitated. "L ater, tonight perhaps, we must have atalk ... just you and me,
done"

"I'dwelcomeit.”
He gave acurt nod and looked away.

A privatetak ... | took hisinvitation as something akin to an gpology-or at least as an admission
that | wasn't as horrible as he'd thought. Slow progress, but progress nonethel ess.

Our horses had been saddled and were now being led into the courtyard. He stepped over to a
handsome black stalion, about sixteen hands high, who nuzzled his padmslooking for sugar. | felt apang
of envy-the stallion was amagnificent animal, and Locke patted his neck affectionately.

They had brought me adappled gray mare, who seemed good tempered and fit. She would do, |
decided, looking her over. Davin had achestnut gelding with white socks on both front feet, full of
nervous energy. The extrajointed captain who would be leading us had another dappled gray marelike
enough to minethat | couldn't have told them apart.

"Mount up!" Locke caled.

| swung into the mar€'s saddle and followed L ocke and the others out through Juniper's gate.
Twenty more horsemen waited outside for us, and they fell in behind, two sde-by-sde columns, aswe
turned left and cut through the army camp. Ahead, perhapsfive or sx milesaway, | could see the dark
line of trees that marked the edge of a dense forest. The land had been cleared for farming al the way to
its edge, but no crops had been planted and the military camp didn't extend al the way to itsedge. It
seemed anided place from which to spy on us.

When | glanced over my shoulder, | spotted extra guards just now coming out onto the castle
battlements, and the two men normally stationed at the gates had grown to eight.

| caught up with the captain who'd found the hell-creatures. His wounds had been cleaned and
dressed, and the minor burns on his face gleamed with ointment.

"I'm Oberon,"| told him.

"l am cdled dDarjan, Lord." Heinclined hishead. "If it pleasesyou."
"These spiesyou found ... had you ever seen tharr like before?"

He hesitated. "No, Lord."



| had the impression he knew more than that, but didn't want to speak too openly to me. After
al, he had never seen me before today and didn't know my loydties. And who knew what rumorswere
circulating among the guards about me. . . one overheard insulting remark between Davin and Locke
might well fuel a dozen stories among the guards and soldiers of my treachery, cowardice, or worse,

| let my marefall back, and he spurred histo catch up with Locke. They talked in low voices,
with Captain d'Darjan pointing ahead. Then Locke glanced back at me and nodded, and | guessed
d'Darjan had asked what he could safely tell me. Nothing to do but wait, | thought with growing
impatience.

A thirty-minute ride brought usto the edge of an ancient forest. A thick hedge of gorse bushes
and blackberry brambles, threaded with trails, grew along its edge.

| studied the tall oaks and maples, many with trunks as wide around as my arms could reach, that
towered a hundred feet over us. They would provide ample vantage points for spying, | thought.

| rode forward to join d'Darjan and my brothers. The rest of the soldiersreined in behind us.

"Thisisit, General,” Captain dDarjan said, indicating what |ooked like a deer track that wound
between the gorse bushes and circled out of sight. It would be a prickly, uncomfortableride, but |
thought a horse could make it through. "Thereis another path on the other side, but it isno larger.”

"Fan out into the forest and keep watch,” Locke called to the soldiers behind us. He dismounted.
Davinand | did the same. "Be on your guard. Shout if you see anything unusud. If you spot the enemy,
fal back at once."

His men whedled their horses and began moving dowly into the forest down varioustrails,
sharp-eyed and ready for battle. | didn't think anything or anyone would be able to sneak up on us.

"Let'stakealook at their camp,” Locke said. He tethered his horse, drew his sword, took a
deep breath, and marched into the thicket.

Davin followed him, and | followed Davin. Captain d'Darjan brought up the rear.

| had to admit the hell-creatures had chosen their hiding spot well. From the outside, you would
never have guessed their camp lay hidden within the thicket. Thetrall, little bigger than a deer track,
widened after afew paces and aturn, and only there did | spot the impressions of horse hoovesin the
soft earth.

We circled in toward the center of the thicket. There, an area perhaps twenty feet across, with a
tall oak at its center, had been cleared with small axes.

The hell-creatures had clearly |eft in haste, abandoning three bedrolls, asmall coil of rope, and a
wickedly barbed knife. They had even dug asmadl firepit and rimmed it with large rocks to hide the
flames

| found astick and stirred the ashes, uncovering the well-gnawed bones of what 1ooked to be
ratsor squirrels. A few embers gill gleamed faintly orange-red.

Rising, | looked at thetree. A broken branch at eye leve till oozed sap, | found. From the
evidence, they probably hadn't been here more than aday or two, as captain dDarjan had said.

"Heréswhere they tethered their horses" Davin said, squatting and examining the markings.
"Three of them, dl right."

| turned dowly, looking for anything else out of the

ordinary. The oak tree at the center of the thicket had several more broken branches about
twenty feet off the ground.

"They climbed up to spy onus" | said, pointing.



"Takealook," Locke said.

| grabbed a sturdy looking limb and pulled mysdlf up. It was an easy climb, and sure enough,
when | reached the broken limbs | discovered | could see both the military camp and the castle with an
unobstructed view.

"Well?' Locke cdled up.
"| can see everything,” | said, squinting. "Troops, horse pens, even Juniper.”
"So they know how many we are," Davin said, "and where we're placed.”

| began to climb down, then dropped the last five feet. "And they know the lay of the land now,"
| added. "They were scouting for an attack.”

"They may come back," Locke said. He heditated, looking up the tree, then down thetrail.
"We're going to have to clear out al the brush at the edge of the forest and post sentries. Thiscan't

happen again.”
"Burnit off?' Davin asked.

| left them and went to the abandoned bedrolls. When | picked thefirst one up, something small
fluttered down fromitsfolds... aTrump, | realized from its blue back, complete with gold lion. | glanced
at Locke and Davin, but they hadn't noticed.

"No," Locke was saying. He had turned to face the other way, toward the heart of the forest.
"We can't risk afire spreading out of control and reaching the camp. 1t will have to be done by hand.”

Carefully, trying to avoid attracting my brothers attention, | turned my back to them, picked up
the card, and flipped it over.

It had Locke's picture onit.

The hair on the back of my neck prickled with aarm. | glanced over my shoulder, but he and
Davin were busy talking and weren't paying the dightest attention to me. They hadn't seen my discovery.

And | couldn't let them seeit. | saw the need for great care; in thisfamily, it seemed | could never
trust anyoneif there was an dternative.

"I'll get a detachment out as soon aswe get back,” Davin said. "It's going to be atwo-day job,
possibly three™
| tucked the card into my deeve, then rgoined them with asigh of mock disgust.

"Nothing else here," | announced.

Locke gave anod, then turned and led the way back toward our horses. The cool touch of the
Trump againg my arm was a congtant reminder of my discovery.

Locke. ..

Why would the hell-creatures have his Trump . . . un-less they needed to contact him?
And why would they contact him... unlesshe wasthe traitor?

SIXTEEN

On thetrip back to Juniper, | ranged ahead of the others, leaving Locke and Davin with their
men. | rode neither hard nor fast enough to attract undue attention, but managed to get back agood ten
minutes ahead of them.

All theway, winding through the tent city of their soldiers, crossing the drawbridge, and into the
cadtle's courtyard, | kept turning the implications of my discovery over and over in my mind.



We had atraitor in our midst. lvinius's presence-and the disappearance of his body-proved it.
And thetraitor had to be someone capable of usng Trumps. . . which meant afamily member.

But Locke?

Wéll, why not Locke?

He had been nothing short of hotile until this morning. And since Dworkin-I till found it hard to
cdl him

Dad-trusted him with the defenses of Jumper, his betrayd would be truly disastrous.

Or was| dlowing persond didiketo cloud my judgment?

Safely ahead of the others, | pulled out the Trump I'd found, turned it over, and studied it without
concentrating too hard on the picture. Locke ... drawn exactly the same way as Freda's Trump had been.

Infact, | realized with some dismay, this could be Fredas Trump. But they couldn't both bein
league with hell-creatures ... could they?

| knew one fact that might help: Aber had created this card. I'd ask him who it belonged to as
soon aswe got back to Jumper. If he could identify it...

| 1eft my horse with the grooms and went looking for Aber. | found Freda standing in the
audience hal with Pdlla, Blaise, and a couple of women | didn't recognize. The warning bell must have
brought everyone out looking for news or rumors.

| joined them.

"Did you find anything?' Freda asked me, once suitable introductions had been made. As| had
suspected, the women | didn't recognize were the wives of two of Dworkin's chancellors.

"I'mafraid not,” | said. | didn't mention the Trump I'd found. "It was just acamp site. They had
been spying on usfor acouple of days.”

"Too bad. Areyou al back now? Safe?"

"I'm alittle ahead of the others,” | said, glancing toward the door. "L ocke wantsto clear the
brush at the edge of the forest, and I'm sure he's going to stop and detail those duties before reporting
back. He and Davin shouldn't be too long."

She nodded thoughtfully, then took my arm and drew me aside. "And how did you find Locke
today?' she asked more softly.

"Less..." | searched for the right word. "L ess upset by my presence. | think he's begun to accept
me. Who knows, we might even end up friends.”

"Davin gave him acomplete report about what Father said about you lagt night.”

| smiled lightly. "Yes, | got the fedling he knew about it. He has nothing to fear from me now. |
cannot take his place without the Logrus.”

"Do not place too much trust in him yet. He may not view you as an enemy, but you are ftill a
riva."

"I wont," | promised. What would she think if she knew he wanted a private chat with me
tonight? " Trust must be earned. He certainly hasn't earned any yet."

And he wont earn it aslong as there's a chance he's our traitor, | added slently.

"Good." She amiled, the smdl lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth crinkling, "1 hope you
both make an effort at it. Y ou can be of great help with thearmy, | know."

"l hope s0," | said. Ddliberately changing the subject, | asked, "Have you seen Aber?"



"Aber? Not since you l€eft. Y ou might ook in hisrooms. That's where he spends most
afternoons.”

"Thank you," | said. | gave her and the chancellors wives a palite nod, then headed for the sairs.
"Until dinner.”

Today | felt more comfortable navigating the castle's seemingly endless stairs and corridors, and
found my way safely to my rooms. | found Horace in my bedroom. My bed was covered with hegps of
dothing.

"What'sdl this?' | asked, staring.

"Mattuss clothing, Lord," Horace said, folding a shirt deftly and placing it in the wardrobe. "Lord
Aber said | should bring it in for you."

"Thoughtful of him."
"Yes, Lord,"

| realized | hadn't had a chance to change yet from my workout, and now | stank not just of
swest, but of horse.

"Pick out new clothesfor me," | said, heading for the washbasin. " Then get the rest of them put
away." I'd clean up before going to see Aber, | decided.

Five minutes later, | went to Aber'sroom and knocked sharply.
Hecdled, "Enter a your ownrisk!" in cheerful tones.

| went in and found him sitting at a drafting table by the windows. Smdll bottles of colored
pigments sat al around him, and he held atiny horsehair brush in one hand.

He paused in hiswork. "What news from the woods, brother?' he asked.

"Nothing more than we dready heard,” | said with ashrug. "Trie hell-creatures were long gone.”
"A pity," hesad.

| came closer, looking at the half-dozen Trumps sitting out on the table. "What are you doing?"
"MakingaTrump."

Hepicked it up and turned it S0 | could see ... and though only haf finished, it clearly showed a
man standing with feet spread and sword raised, ready for battle. He was dressed | in deep blueswith
black trim, and his cloak ruffled faintly as though from asteady breeze. In the white spaces of the
unfinished background, ever so faintly, | noticed alacework pattern of thin black lines... curves and
anglesthat seemed to reach deep into the card, somehow, like athree-dimensiona puzzle. A
representation of the Logrus? | suspected so.

Aber had just begun coloring the face when | walked in. With some surprise. | redlized it wasa
miniature portrait of me.

"What do you think of thisone?' he asked. "I'm making it for Freda. She told me she wanted it
last night, after dinner.”

"No more candles?'

He chuckled. "Actudly, that one was supposed to be Mattus. | finished it up thismorning with
your face" He shrugged gpologeticdly. "l wasin ahurry.”

"And agood thing you were. Y ou probably saved my life."
"Ah, how ironic! The artist savesthewarrior.”



| laughed. "It was till agood likeness, even if it started out as a picture of Mattus. And I'm even
more flattered by thisone."

"Redlly?' He seemed honestly delighted. ™Y ou know, | think you're the first person who's ever
sad that to me!”

| regarded hisnew card carefully. "Blueis not redly my color, though,” | said. "How about red
next time?"

"The colors don't matter, it'sthe person and how theimageisdrawn.” He set it back in the last of
the dying sunlight. "Haveto let it dry now, anyway," he said. "' So, what brings you here?"

| hesitated. Trust no one, Fredahad said. But thiswas something | couldn't do alone. | needed
andly ... and of dl my family, | liked Aber most of al. If | had to trust someone, it had to be him ... for
no other reason than he was the one most likely to recognize the Trump I'd found. It wasn't an easy
decision, but once made, | knew it wastheright one.

"l want you to look at something.” | pulled out the Locke's Trump and handed it to him. "I found
it. Isit yours?'

"Wdll, | madeit." Heturned it over and pointed to the rampant lion painted in gold on the back.
"l put alion on dl of mine. Dad never bothered with such niceties when he made Trumps.”

"Do you know who you medeit for?'

He shrugged. "Why not ask at dinner? I'm sure who-ever'slost it wantsit back.”
"l... do have areason.”

"But you're not going to say.”

"No. Not right now."

"Hmm." He studied me thoughtfully, then raised the Trump for a second, studying it more
carefully. "Honestly, I'm not surewho | madeit for," he admitted. "I've done at least twenty of Locke
over theyears, and | dways copy my origind. They al look pretty much the same.”

He opened adrawer in the table and pulled out asmall teak box similar to the one he'd given me,
but with polished brass corners. He siwung back the lid and pulled out aset of perhapsfifty or sixty
cards, fanned them open, and pulled one out.

When he set it beside the Trump | had found, they appeared identical. | wouldn't have been able
to tell them apart. No wonder it had looked like Fredas-he really had been copying hisorigind card
over and over. And with twenty of them out there. . . this Trump could belong to anyone.

"Sorry," hesaid. "Likel told you, ask a dinner. That's your best bet.”
| shook my head. "'l can't do that. Do you think it might be Locke's?'
“No."

"Why not?'

"l never give anyonetheir own Trump. It'sawaste of my time. Why would you want to contact
yoursdf?'

It made sense. And yet, when | thought back to my carriage ride, envisioning the Trumps1'd seen
on thetable, | was pretty sure Freda had one of herself.

"What about Freda?' | asked. "Doesn't she...."

"Oh, that's different.” He laughed. " She reads patterns from them, so she needs one of everyone
inthe family, including hersdlf. That'swhat you get for growing up in the Courts. People are ... different



there. They think and teach and learn things that the rest of us, who grew up in Shadows, can only long
for."

| nodded. It all fit. "So L ocke wouldn't need it. He couldn't useit. But Davin ..."

"Yes, it might be his"" Aber's eyes narrowed abit with sudden suspicion. "Why are you asking al
these questions? Something's wrong. Where did you really get it... in the enemy's camp?'

| hesitated. If | could trust one family member, somehow | thought it would be Aber. Should | tell
him?1 needed an dly . . . someonein whom | could confide and seek advice. . . someone who knew
Juniper. And if anything happened to me, if another hell-creature managed to assassinate me, | wanted
the truth known. He had just guessed where the card had come from, after al. What could it hurt to tell
him the truth... or as much of it as he needed to know?

"That'sit, isn't it?" Hetook my slencefor confirmation. "So .. . they have our Trumps."

| took adeep breath. Againgt my ingtincts for secrecy, | told him how | had found the Trump,
hidden it from Locke and Davin, and brought it back with me.

Then | told him my suspicions about atraitor in Juniper.

"And you thought these spies had been talking to Locke," he said, folding his hands together
under his chin thoughtfully. ™Y ou thought L ocke might betray us."

"That wasthe generd ideg,” | admitted. "He's been the mogt, ah, hodtile, after al.”

"You'rewrong," Aber said bluntly. He looked me straight in the eye. "L ocke doesn't have the
imagination or the ambition to betray anyone. He and Davin spent the last year training the army for Dad.
They will both fight to the degth, if necessary, to protect us."

"Maybe he thinks were going to lose and wants to be on the winning side.”
"They aretrying to wipe out our bloodline. Why would they let him live?"
"Ded's have been made before.”

"Not with Locke."

"Then how do you explain this?" | tapped the Trump with my finger. "Maybe they agreed to let
himliveout hisyearsin exile. Itsasmal priceit he can deliver Juniper ... dl of us™"

"l don't know." Hisbrow furrowed again. "There are at least four sets of Trumpsmissing ...
Mattus, Alanar, Taine, and Clay dl carried them. This card could easily be one of theirs.”

"Then why Locke?' | demanded. "Why would hell-creatures carry his card and no others?’

"And why would they forget it when they left?" Aber countered. "It's not the sort of thing you'd
accidentally leave behind when you clear out camp. And, for that

matter, it's not the sort of thing aroutine scout would carry.”
"l seeyour point,” | admitted.

"What if they wanted ustofindit," hewent on. "What if they planned the wholething, right
down to hiding that card in the bedroll?*

The idea hadn't occurred to me. It was devious. ... ex* actly the sort of trick a hell-creature might
try.

Aber went on, "If Dad stripped Locke of hiscommand, it would do usredl damage. The men
love him and will follow him to the seven hells and back, if he asks. Davin isn't hdf the leader Lockeis.
And the men don't know you well enough to follow you. Losing Locke would be aterrible blow."

"Y ou have agood point,” | admitted



"So, what are you going to do?' he asked. "Tell Dad or keep it to yourself?'
"I'mnot sureyet," | sad. "If only you recognized the Trump! "

| began to pace, thinking. Everything had seemed much clearer before I'd talked to Aber, when
L ocke looked guilty. Now, according to Aber, finding the Trump meant the traitor could be anyone
except Locke.

Who?
| sighed. "Plots and schemes have never come easily to me,” | told him.

"Nor to me," hesaid. "It takesalot more patience than | have. Y ou'd be better off talking to
Blaise, if you want that sort of advice."

"Blaise?' Hissuggestion left mefaintly baffled. "Why her? 1.would've thought you'd send meto
Freda."

"Fredais no amateur, but Blaise is the true master when it comesto intrigue. Nothing happensin
Juniper without her hearing about it."

"Blaise?" | said again. "Our sgter Blaise?"

He gave achuckle at my bewildered expression.

"Don' let her fool you," he said. " She's got aregular network of spies. Half the staff isin her
"And the other haf?'

"Seegping with her."

| snorted. "Wall, it savesmoney, | suppose,” | said.

Blaise ... It was something to think about. | hadn't even considered her. From our first meeting,
I'd gotten the impression she knew little beyond what jewelry to wear with which clothesto
such-and-such a court function-an important skill in itsway, I'm sure, but not one I'd ever found
particularly useful. Perhaps | had been too quick to dismiss her.

And then, just when Aber had me haf believing I'd been fooled into believing we had a spy
among us by the planted Trump, | remembered Ivinius the barber, who had tried to kill mein my rooms.
He'd been smuggled into the castle for the sole purpose of killing me, and by someone who knew who |
was and what | needed to hear to put me off my guard.

So who had sent Iviniusto kill me? And how had he or she gotten the body out of my rooms
without being seen?

"But | do know-without any doubt-that we have atraitor in Jumper,” | continued,

He blinked in surprise. "What! Who?"

"l don't know-yet."

Then | told him how Ivinius had tried to dit my throat in my room. It felt good to share this secret,
too.

"So that'swhy you jumped at mewhen | Trumped in," he said. ™Y ou thought 1'd come to check
on your murder!"

"Or tofinish thejob." | sghed and shook my heed. "If it had only been Locke instead of you . . .
thingswould certainly be alot smpler right now."

"You werelucky," hesaid dowly, "If it had been Locke, you'd be dead. He's the best
swordsman among us,”



"Y ou've never seen mefight.”

He shrugged. "I concede the point. But Locke's the best swordsman I've ever seen. He was
schooled by a dozen wegpons-mastersin the Courts of Chaos. He grew up with blades in both hands.
His mother, after dl-"

"Fredamentioned her," | said. "Some sort of hell-creature?”’

"TheLady Ryassade Lyor ab Sytdlaishardly ahell-creature.”

"Then youve met her?'

"Not formally, no ... but I've seen her half adozen times"

| shrugged. "Y ou're probably right. Father never would have married her otherwise.”

"True"

"And," | said, "if you say Locke'sagreat swordsman, I'll accept that, even though I've never seen
himfight."

"Good."

"It'sjust that | made the mistake of letting down my guard, thinking | was safe here. It won't
happen again. Not with anyone.”

He pursed hislipsagain. "A traitor... that's something none of us has ever talked about before.
Yet it makesalot of sense. This Shadow isvery, very far from the Courts. About asfar asyou can get
and still usethe Logrus. We should have been safe here ... and yet they found usfairly quickly.”

| soread my handsin ahalf shrug. "So ... what now?"
"Blaise. .." he hestated.

"The same qudities that make her alikdy dly also make her alikely suspect. She could have
gotten lviniusinto the castle and sent him to my room."

"True. She saw what you looked like when we had drinks, so she knew you needed a shave and
ahaircut. But you could say the same for Pella, Freda, and me, too. Or Dad, for that matter. Or anyone
you passed in the corridor.”

"Or anyone who saw me get out of the carriage when we got here," | said, remembering the
crowd that had surrounded Dad. Locke and Davin had been among them... plus severa dozen others,
any one of whom could have said the wrong word to the wrong person and set me up.

| Sghed. Clearly we weren't getting anywhere.

"What do we do now?" | asked.

"Tdl Blaise aout the Trump you found,”" he said, "and your suspicions. The more | think about it,
the more | believe shelll be ableto help you. I'll tel Freda. Perhaps one of them will have an answer.”

"Don' tell them about the hell-creature barber yet,” | said. "I don't want to tip my hand.”
"No .., you'reright, of course. Savethat. It may beimportant later."

| found Blaisg's rooms on the floor above, and her serving girl showed meinto asitting room
donein bright colors, with fresh cut flowersin intricate arrangements al around. My sister reclined ona
small sofa, aglass of red wine in one hand and a pretty young man in the other. He kissed her fingers,
rose with asideways glance at me, and dipped out the side door. | watched him go without comment,
thinking of Aber'sjibethat she dept with haf the serving staff. An exaggeration, of course ... at least, |
hoped so.

"Oberon,” shesad, risng.



| kissed the cheek she offered.
"Blase" | sad. "You'relooking lovely."

"Thank you." She wore that wide, predatory smile again, and al my mistrust came flooding back.
"I'm glad you've cometo seeme,” shesaid, "May | offer you somewine?'

"No, thank you."

"It'stimewe had atak. But | certainly hadn't expected to see you so soon.”
Glancing pointedly at her serving girl, | said, "Thisian't redly.asocid cal.”
"No?'

"Aber thought | should seek your advice."

"Interesting.” She smiled. "Go on."

"Alone, if you don't mind."

She made alittle motion with one hand, and her serving girl curtsied and withdrew, shutting the
door. Only then did | turn back to my haf sster.

"I'm listening,” she said, more businesdike than before. She set down her glass, folded her hands
in her lap, and looked up at me curioudly.

| took adeep breath. What did | have to lose at this point? | didn't know who to trust and who
to suspect, so | might aswell put dl the evidence out in the open. Perhaps she would have more insight
than Aber and | did.

Quickly, before| could change my mind, | told her everything, starting with lviniustrying to dit
my throat and ending with the Trump I'd found in the hdll-creature's camp. A littleto my surprise, she
neither interrupted nor showed the dightest concern. She merdly looked thoughtful.

"What do you think?' | asked.

"That you are adamned fool," she said sharply. "Y ou should not have hidden an assassination
attempt. Thisisn't agame, Oberon. If we arein danger in Juniper, we al have aright to know!"

| bristled at that, but did not reply. Unfortunately, | thought she might beright. | had handled it
wrong. |

should have gone straight to Dad as soon asI'd killed Ivinius.

"What'sdoneisdone," | findly said, "and cannot be changed. | thought I made the right decision
a thetime."

"And now you've cometo me?

"Aber seemsto think you might have acertain ... in-sight into whatever plots are going on
around us"

"Hmm." She leaned back on the couch, drumming her ringersonitsarm, eyes distant. "I'm not
sure whether to be flattered or insulted. There has never been much love between Aber and me, you
know."

"We don't need love. We need cooperation.”

Shelooked meintheeye. "Y ou are quiteright, Oberon. Thisis not a petty squabble among
sblings. Weare dl involved, and we aredl in morta danger. If we are not careful, wewill dl end up
dead."

"Do you know anything about lvinius?" | asked.



"He performed hisjob well and faithfully for many years. He was married. | believe hiswife died
about aweek ago."

"Murdered?’ | asked.
She shrugged. "When awoman of seventy-odd yearsdiesin her deep, who questionsit? Not |."

"l suppose not.” | sat on the chair opposite her. "Of course, Iviniuss wife would have known
immediately if someone began impersonating him, | bet they killed her to keep her quiet.”

"A hdll-creature impersonating Ivinius would need help. A stranger could never snesk into
Juniper, replace a skilled tradesman, and impersonate him perfectly without some assistance. It had to be
someone with aknowledge of the castle's routine, who brought him here and coached him on what to say
and what to do."

| reminded her that the body had been removed from my rooms.
"That narrows down our list of suspects.”
"Not redly,” | said. "The door wasn't locked. Anyone could have walked in, found lviniuss

body, and escaped with it.”

"Anybody might have dipped in," she said, "but no one saw abody being carried out. | would
have heard. Y ou cannot hide adeath here . . . which means whoever took the body used a Trump."

"A family member?'
llYall

"That'swhat | concluded,” | said. "Someone who knew | arrived in need of ashaveand a
haircut. You, Freda, Aber, Pella, Davin, and Locke dl saw me. | don't know whether any of the others
did."

"And then you found Locke's Trump in the hell-creatures camp,” she said, frowning.
"Yes. But Aber doesn't think he'sthetraitor."

"Lockeisguilty of many things, but he wouldn't plot with our enemies. They planted that card for
ustofind."

"That'swhat Aber said, too. But if not Locke, then who?"
"I think | know."
"Tdl ma"

Blaise shook her head as sherose. "Not yet," she said firmly. "1 have no proof. We must see
Father fird. Thiscannot wait."

She hurried me out and down a series of back staircases and plainly furnished corridors through
which aconstant stream of servants moved until | had quitelost al sense of direction. Juniper was big-
But when we pushed out into amain hallway, | reaized wed taken a shortcut and reached Dad's
workshop in about hdf thetime it normally would have taken from my suite.

Now that she had a purpose, she moved with a speed and determination that surprised me. Who
did she suspect? As Aber had said, there was more to her than I'd thought.

She swept past the two guards, with me il trailing, and knocked on our father's workshop
door.

Dworkin opened it after a heartbeat, peered up at the two of us, then stood back for usto enter,
"Thisisan odd pairing, | would say. What brings you here together?'



"Tdl him," Blasesaid, looking a me.

So, for the third time that afternoon, | repeated my story, leaving nothing out. Then | told him our
conclusions, down to our having atraitor in the family,

"I know | should have cometo you sooner,” | said, "and I'm sorry for that. | didn't know who'l
should trust... so | trusted no one."

"Y ou thought you were doing theright thing," Dworkin said. "Wewill get to the bottom of this
meatter."

"Blaise thinks she knowswho the traitor is,”" | added. "Oh?' Helooked at her, surprised and
pleased. "That'sright, Father. It can only be Freda."

SEVENTEEN
Fredal" heand | said asone. | couldn't believeit.
"That'sright."
"But-why?" | said.

"Who else could it possibly be?' Blaise said. " She has more Trumps than any of us except Aber.
She's said severa times that we cannot win the coming battle. And she refuses to name those who have
st themsdves againg us”

"l am not sure refuses isthe correct word,” Dworkin said. " She cannot see who they are.”

"'She has named the guillty often enough before," Blaise said, folding her arms stubbornly. "Why
not thistime. . . unlesssheis helping them?'

"No," Dworkin said. "I cannot believeit. Wild accusations prove nothing.”

"Then how about proof." Sheleaned forward. " Freda went into Oberon's rooms yesterday
morning . . . after he went downstairs to see you. Shewent in done, and she didn't come out,”

"How do you know this?* Dworkin demanded.

"One of the scrubwomen told me.”

"A y?' | sad.

Sheamiled a me. "Not at dl. | smply asked some of the servantsto keep an eye onyou, in case

you needed help. She noticed Freda going in after you had left, and when Freda didn't come out, it
struck her as odd. She mentioned it to me thismorning.”

Dworkin turned away, and when he spoke again, hisvoice shook. "Summon Locke," he said.
"And Freda."

We had quite alittle gathering in Dad's workshop: Locke arrived with Davin in tow, and Freda
camewith Aber. No reason had been given, just that our father wanted them.

| had to repeat my story afourth time for Locke's benefit, and | went through the details quickly
and surely. When | mentioned finding his Trump hidden in the bedroll, he leaped to hisfest.

"I had nothing to do with them!" he said.

"Sit down," our father said. "We know that. They clearly planted the card there, hoping to
discredit you." Helooked a me. " Continue, Oberon.”

| finished up with the discussion Aber and | had, where we agreed that the hell-crestures were
trying to get L ocke removed.

"See?' Davin said to himin awhigper. "They fear you."



Then Blaise told how Freda had been seen entering my rooms ... and how she hadn't come out.

| stepped forward. "Unfortunatdly, eyewitnesses don't prove anything,” | said. "Remember, the
hell-creatures are shape-shifters. One of them could easily have disguised himself as Freda."

"How could they-" Blaise began.
| said, "Look!"

Closing my eyes, | envisoned Fredasfacein my mind, her long hair, the thin lines around her
eyes, the shape of her jaws and cheeks. | held that image, made it my own, and then | opened my eyes.

"See?' | said with Fredals voice. From the shocked faces of everyone around me, | knew my old
childhood trick gill worked. My face now looked exactly like Fredas. "Anyone can doiit.”

"How-" Blaise breathed.

Dworkin chuckled. "A smple enough trick. Y ou have never tried to change your face, have you,
my girl?"

Blaiselooked from Fredato me and back again. Then, when she opened her mouth, no words
came out.

"I have something to say," Freda said, sanding. She glared at Blaise. "First, my comingsand
goings are of no concern to anyone but myself. | don't need your spies peeking at me from behind every
wash-bucket in the castle. Second, | did go to Oberon's rooms yesterday. He wasn't there, so | left. And
| used a Trump-wedl do."

"Where did you go?' Blaise countered. "Off to hide the body?"

"If you must know, | returned to my room," Freda said coolly.

"What did you want with me?' | asked her.

"I wanted to read your cards. Just like this afternoon,.. only | didn't get a chance then, either.”
"See?' Dworkin sad. "A smple explandtion.”

"Then who removed the body?' Locke said.

Nobody had an answer.

Then, for the second time that day, adistant bell began to sound an alarm.

Locke led the way out to the audience hal, where aman dressed as a lieutenant stood waiting
with two other men. They were panting and soaked in swest.

"Generd!" he gasped, sduting Locke, "they're doing something to the sky!"
"What?' Locke demanded.

"I don't know!"

Asone, we ran to the windows and peered up at the sky.

Directly over Juniper, immense black clouds now boiled and seethed. A strange bluish lightning
flickered. The cloud grew larger as we watched, and dowly it began to move, swirling, spirding inward.

"What isit, Dad?" | asked Dworkin.

"l have never seenitslike before" he admitted. "Freda?"
"No. But | do not likeit."

"Nor 1," said Locke.



"Whereis Anari?* Dworkin said.
"Here, Prince." He had been standing to the back of our little crowd, also staring up at the sky.

"l want everyone out of thetop floors,” Dworkin said firmly. "Bring the beds downdtairsto the
ballroom, dining hall, and audience chambers. No oneisto go above ground level.”

"I'm going to pull some of our troops away from Juniper,” Locke said, starting for the door. "l
don't know how, but that cloud meansill for us." To Dworkin he said, ™Y ou and Freda need to find
something to stop it. If you need to swalow your pride and ask for help at the Courts of Chaos, do it!"

Turning, heran for the door, with Davin and the lieutenant close behind.
"Oberon, come with me," Dworkin said, turning and heading back toward his workshop.

| heditated. Part of me wanted to join Locke in the field, getting the army camp moved farther
from Juniper. There was something about those clouds that made me more than alittle bit afraid. But a
good soldier-and adutiful son-obeys orders, and | followed him back to hisworkshop.

Inside, he bolted the door, then turned and went to alarge wooden chest pushed up againg the
wall. He opened the top and drew out a blue velvet bag with its drawstring pulled closed.

He opened it dowly, carefully, and pulled out a set of Trumps sSimilar to Aber's. Looking at them
over hisshoulder, | saw portraits of men and women in strange costumes. | didn't recognize any of them
aspart of our family.

Heflipped past these people quickly, then drew out animage | did recognize ... agloomy castle
amodg logt in night and storm, with strange patterns of lightning around the silver-limned towers and
battlements. The Grand Plaza of the Courts of Chaos, drawn amost exactly asit had been on Fredas
card.

"Y ou're going to the Courts of Chaos?" | asked dowly. Just looking at the Trump sent my skin
crawling.

"Yes. Lockeisright-1 have avoided it too long. Thisfight has gotten out of hand. | must petition
King Uthor to intercede. Itisadisgrace .. . but it must be done. Y ou will accompany me."

| swvdlowed. "All right."

Heraised the card and stared at it. | took a deep breath, held it, expecting to be whisked off to
theworld on the card at any second.

But nothing happened.

| let out my bresth. Still Dworkin stared. And gtill we stayed in hisworkshop, unmoving.
"Uh, Dad ..." | began.

He lowered the card and looked at me. | saw tears glistening in his eyes.

"l cantdoit," hesad.

"Want meto try?"

Silently, he handed me the card. | raised it, saw the courtyard, concentrated on theimage. . .
and nothing happened. | stared harder. Still nothing.

Rubbing my eyes, | turned the card over and looked at the back-plain white-then at the front
again. | remembered how other Trumps had seemed to cometo lifeas| stared a them, and | tried once
more, willing it to work.

Nothing.

Was | doing something wrong?



Dworkin took the card out of my hand.

"| thought s0," he said softly, returning it to the bag and tightening the drawstring. "Now we know
what the clouds are for. Somehow, they are interfering with the Logrus. We are cut off."

"Perhapsit'sjust thecloud,” | said. "If we ride out from under it..."

"No," he said, eyes distant. "They are here, now, and they are close. Now that we cannot retrest,
cannot run, they will march on us ... and they will kill usal.”

EIGHTEEN
| swallowed. "It can't be asbad as dl that."
"Why not?" | had no answer.

"I'll tell Freda," | said, starting for the door. " Perhaps shelll know what to do." He gave acurt
nod.

| 1eft him there, seated at one of hiswork tables, just staring into space. | had never seen him like
thisbefore, and it tore me up insde. How could he have let it come to this? How could he have become
50 helpless so suddenly? It didn't take me long to find Freda; she still stood at one of the windowsin the
audience hall, staring up at the sky. Aber and most of the others were till there aswell.

The black cloud, | saw, had doubled in size, and it swirled faster than before. Blue flashes and
the congtant flicker of lightning gave it asinister appearance.

| touched Freda's arm and motioned for her to follow me. She gave onelast look at the sky, then
we went off to the sde, where we could talk without being heard.

"What happened?' she asked. "Is he gone?'
"No." Quickly | told her what we had discovered. "I thought you might be able to do something.”

She shook her head. "I have not been able to use my Trumps since thismorning. | started to tell
you when we were in your room. | wanted you to shuffle them ... | thought | had done something to
causethe problem.”

"It had begun even then?' | said. "Before the cloud?’

"Apparently. Why?'

"Then maybe the cloud isn't the cause. Maybe it's something else.”
"Likewhat?"

| shrugged. "Y ou and Dad are the experts. Isthere adevice that could cause it? If so, could it be
hidden here, insde the castle?"

"Not that | know of," she said.

| Sghed. "So much for that idea. | thought Ivinius or our unknown traitor might have smuggled
something into Juniper.”

"Stll ... itispossble, | suppose. | will organize asearch, just to make sure.”
"Why don't you ask Blaiseto do it?"

Shelooked at mein surprise. "Why?"

"She'sdready in charge of the servants. She can put them to work."

"You ask her, then. | cannot, after what she accused me of."

| looked into her eyes. "Trust none of them, but lovethem al?"



She sighed and looked away. "Adviceis easier when given than taken,” shesaid. "Very well, |
will tak to her."

Turning, she headed back to thewindow. | saw her pull Blaise aside, and they beganto talk in
low voices. Since no blows were exchanged, | assumed the best. In alife-or-death Situation, even bitter
enemies would work together to save themsalves.

| went outside, into the main courtyard. The cloud had grown large enough to blot out the sun
and mogt of itslight, and ahazy sort of twilight settled over everything. Guards hurried acrossthe
courtyard, lighting torches. | knew without doubt that something huge and terrible was about to break
over us. | think wedl did.

Wi, let it come. | gave aslent toast to inevitability. The sooner it came, the sooner we could act
agand it.

Without warning, atremendous flash lit the courtyard, followed by adeafening crack of thunder.
Tiny bitsof rock rained down on me, followed by a choking cloud of dust. Then ablock of stone asbig

asmy head hit the paving stones ten feet from where | stood, shattering. | regled back, coughing and
choking, eyes stinging and tearing.

Screams sounded from inside the cadtle. It took me a second to redlize what had
happened-lightning had struck the top floor.

| ran for the steps to the battlements, knowing I'd be safer there than out in the open. Theredl
danger lay in falling stones, not being struck by lightning. Somehow, | had afedling this one had been the
first of many to come.

Gaining the top of the battlements, | looked out across the army camp. Men by the thousands
worked frantically, packing gear, pulling up wooden stakes and folding tents, herding animals. | spotted
Locke on horseback, directing their movements. He seemed to be directing everyone within two hundred
yards of the castle away to the empty fields by the forest where the hell-creatures had been spying on us.

Another blagt of lightning came, then athird. Each struck the castle's highest tower, cracking
stone blocks and roof tiles. Debris rained down. Luckily no one wasinjured or killed.

"Closethe gates!” | called down to the guards on duty. "Don't let anyone in except Locke or
Davin! It'stoo dangeroud!”

"Yes, Lord!" one of them called up, and two of them began to swing the heavy gates shut.

| went back down to the courtyard, waited for the next bolts of lightning to strike and the debris
to fall, then sprinted across the courtyard and into the audience hall.

It was desarted. Two of the windows had broken, and | saw blood on the floor-someone had
been cut by flying glass, | thought.

| potted servants moving in the halway, and | hurried to see what they were doing. Anari, it
turned out, had taken Dworkin's orders to heart and had begun moving al the castle's beds and bedding
to the ground floor. Servantswould deep in the grand balroom. My sisterswould share the dining hall.
My brothersand | would have one of the lesser halls-one with no windows. Hopefully the lightning would
stop or the castle would withstand its blasts through the morning.

| caught sight of Aber, who was supervising two servants as they carried an immense wooden
chest down the stairs, and | strode over to join him.

"Who got hurt in the audience hal?' | asked.

"Conner," hesaid. "A section of the glassfell in on him. Hisface and hands are cut up, but helll
live"



"That'sgood news," | said. "What'sin the trunk?"

"My set of Trumps. And afew other preciousitems| don't want to lose. | thought I'd store them
down here until we leave. We are leaving, arent we?'

| smiled bleskly. "What happened to your faith in Dad, Locke, and me? | thought you planned to
gt tight until wekilled everyone.™

Hisvoice dropped to awhisper. "No offense, brother, but have you noticed what we're up
againg? Wewon't be diveto fight if we don't get out of here, and soon. They're bringing the castle down
on our heads!"

A particularly loud crack! sounded outside asif to underscore hiswords. The castle shook, and |
heard the low rumble of faling stones.

He might have apoint, | thought. But the castle walls grew stronger the closer you got to the
foundations. It wouldn't be easy to destrop Juniper.

"Incaseyou missed it," | told him, "our Trumpsaren't

working anymore. We can't go anywhere. It'stimeto stand and fight.”

"What?' He paed. "Y ourewrong! The Trumps dwayswork!"

"Try one," | said, "and you'll see. Neither Freda, Dad, nor | could get them to work."

The servants carrying the trunk had reached the bottom of the stairs, and he motioned for them to
st it down. They did so, and he flipped openitslid. | peered over his shoulder and saw stacks of cards.
.. there had to be hundreds of them.

He picked up the top one, which showed me ... it was the same card held been painting in his
room egrlier.

"Do you mind?' he asked me.
"Go ahead.”

Hesared at it intently, frowning, but | felt no sense of contact. From his frustrated expression, |
knew it wasn't working for him, either.

With alow moan, he dropped his arm and looked at me. His face had gone ashen; his hand
trembled.

"I'm sorry,” | said. | felt alittle guilty for having him try the Trump when I'd known it wouldn't
work. Making Trumps seemed to be his one great talent, and it had been rendered useless right now.

"l can't bdieveit," hesad.

"WEell think of something else" | said with more confidence than | felt. "Dad has whole rooms full
of magicd stuff. He must have something that can help us™

Aber tossed the card back into the trunk, then

dammed down thelid. Mationing for the two men to pick it up again, hetold them to put it with
therest of hisbelongings. They started off down the hall.

"Well," hetold me philosophicaly, "I'll just haveto fal back on my other plan, | suppose.”
"What'sthat?" | asked.

"Hide until the danger's past!”

| laughed, and he gave me aweak amile. At least he ftill had his sense of humor.
Thelightning stopped half an hour later, with the coming of night, but | suspected it wasa



temporary reprieve. Perhaps whoever had sent the cloud needed daylight to direct his attack. | had little
doubt but that the blasts would resume at dawn.

Our father remained locked in hisworkshop, leaving the rest of usto care for the castle. It was
late by the time we had everyone bedded down for the night, from family to servants. The guards bravely
walking the battlements were the only ones outsde.

Freda, Blaise, and | retired to the audience hdll, waiting for Locke and Davin to return. We didn't
have much to say to each other, but the company was better than being alone.

The slence outside seemed ominous.

Findly, toward midnight, | heard horsesin the courtyard and rose to check.
"It'sLockeand Davin," | told my sgters.

"About time," Blaise murmured.

Locke |eft the horseswith Davin and hurried insde. He looked grim when he saw us.
"What news?' | asked.

"Themen are now asafe disance from the castle,” he said. "I don't think the lightning will reach
them. What have | missed? Where's Dad?"

"Locked in hisrooms" | said unhappily. "He's not answering to knocks."
Freda added, "We moved everyone to ground level, and they are settled for the night.”

"I saw thelightning strikes," he said. " Perhaps we should move everyone out to the fields as soon
aspossble”

"| think that would beamistake," | said. "They'retrying to drive usinto the open. Despite the
lightning, we're better off in here. Although the top towerswill fall, the closer the walls get to the ground,
the stronger they become. Well be dl right for awhileyet.”

"Good enough.”

"If you're going back out tomorrow morning,” | said, "you might want to do it before daybresk. |
think darkness stopped thelightning.”

"I will." He glanced around. "Where are we camped out tonight?"*
| rose. "I'll show you."

My deep was deep and restful, for once. Even though | shared the chamber with a dozen others,
most of whom snored, exhaustion took me. No bad dreams plagued me, no visons of evil serpentsor
dying men on stone dtars, no

skies of ever-shifting patterns nor towers made of human bones.

| woke alittle before dawn, listening to the first stirrings of life, thinking back to events of the
previous night. It seemed unreal, somehow, amost like abad dream. Clouds didn't swirl in the sky,
loosing thunderbolts upon helpless people. It seemed impossible, and yet | knew it had happened.

A dlent figure crept into the room. | tensed, hand reaching for my sword. It was one of the castle
guards. Another n?

Silently, like aghost, he padded to Locke'sside. | prepared to shout awarning and launch mysglf
at him, but he only stretched out his hand and shook his generd's shoulder.

Locke came awake with agtart.

"Y ou asked meto fetch you before dawn, Generd,” the man said. "It'stime.”



"Very wdl," he said softly. "Wake Davin." Rising, he began to dress.

| too sat up, stretching. My muscles ached a bit from my workout the previous afternoon, but |
felt much refreshed . . . ready to fight, if need be, to protect Juniper. The hdll-creatureswould not take
the castle easily, | vowed. | began to dress, too.

L ocke picked up his boots, noticed me, and gave aquick jerk of his head toward the door.
Rising, | grabbed my own boots and followed him out. We headed toward our father's workshop.

"What are your plansfor today?" | asked when he paused to pull on hisboots. | took a moment
to do the same.

"Prepare the men for battle,” he said grimly.

"I don't think it will cometoday."

"Why not?'

"Why rush? Let the lightning work on our morde.”

He nodded. "Y ou'reright. That'swhat | would do, too."

We headed for our father's rooms again, but the guards there lowered their pikes, blocking our
way.

"Apologies, my Lords" said the guard on duty with an audible gulp. "Prince Dworkin said not to
let anyone disturb him. Not even you, Generd."

Locked Sghed. "I know you are only doing your duty,” hesaid. "But | must do mine aswell."

He hit the man twice, fast and hard, with theflat of his hand; the poor fellow dumped to thefloor.
It happened before the other guard could so much as move.

Lockeglared across a him. "Remove your friend," hesad, "or | will remove you both.”

"It meansmy life, Lord,” the man pleaded, eyes wide and desperate. He barred the way with his
pike and raised his chin, then pressed his eyes shut. "If you please.”

Locke nodded. Then he hit him twice, too, and when he did to the floor, Locke and | stepped
over the bodies. We had gone well beyond the point of fooling around.

Dworkin had |eft the door unbarred, so we didn't have to kick it in. Locke glanced over a me,
then pushed it open and entered.

Our father sat with his head down on the table nearest us, snoring. Three large bottles sat before
him. Two had been completely emptied, plushdf of thethird,

| picked up the haf bottle, sniffed once, set it down.
"Brandy," | said.
"Dad! Wake up!" Locke shook his shoulder.

Dworkin lolled to the side and would have falen to the floor if | hadn't reached out to steady him.
We didn't get to much as awhimper. He was dead to the world.

"Typicd," Locke sad.

"He's done this before?"

"Oncethat | know of, when he got kicked out of the Courts of Chaos."

"Kicked out? Why?'

"Well, that's not exactly how hetdlsit. He usudly says heleft because he grew tired of lifein the



Courts. But | know the truth. He forgetsthat | was there, too.ll
| leaned forward. "What redlly happened? Every time someonetellsme, | get adifferent sory.”

"Thetruth?' He gave asad smile. "He seduced King Uthor's youngest and favorite daughter. Got
her with child, in fact. Once that hgppened, it was hard to hide their involvement.”

"Couldn't he have married her?"

"Unfortunately, she was dready betrothed. Had been, in fact, since birth. Dworkin knew that,
too, and he didn't care.”

"Then .., dl thiscould be King Uthor's doing?'

"Could be?' He chuckled. "Oh, Uthor may not be leading the attack, but | seehishandiniit. |
had hoped we could outrun or outlast him. Heisold. And al this happened forty years ago, astime goes
in the Courts."

Forty years, . . long before my birth. | stared down at our father's unconscious form. If Locke
told the truth-and | believed him; why should he lie?-then Dad had brought ruin upon himsalf. And upon
therest of us.

| pushed him back onto the table. He could deep off hisdrunk there. Foolish, foolish man.

"Leavehim," | said. "If you don't mind, I'll accompany you today. | don't want to spend the day
inthe cadtle, ligening to faling rock. And if | get achance to swing my blade afew moretimesin the right
direction-"

"All right." He chuckled humorlessy. "I'm sure we can find something for you to do.”

The grooms had emptied the stables during the night. Our horses were penned with the cavary's
mounts outside in the main camp. Davin joined usin the courtyard, now littered with falen stone, and
together the three of uswalked out toward the military camp.

The sky grew lighter. | saw that the clouds il swirled endlessy overhead.

Halfway to the army camp, thelightning started again behind us. | glanced over my shoulder at
the castle, as balt after bolt of blue lanced from the sky, striking the tallest towers. More stonesfell,
rasing clouds of dust. | didn't envy those till ingde. | knew it wouldn't be apleasant day for them.

Ahead, horns began to sound.
"That's an attack!" Locke cried, recognizing the call to arms and sprinting for the pens of horses.
Davinand | followed on hisheds.

NINETEEN

By the time we reached the horses, the grooms had already saddled L ocke's black stallion.
L ocke mounted without hesitation and took off at agallop.

Davin and | waited impatiently for our own horsesto be readied. "Does anyone know what's
happening?' | called, but none of the grooms or the soldiers at nearby tents spoke up. The soldierswere
grimly putting on armor and buckling on their weapons.

Findly our horses were ready, and we took off after Locke. It didn't take uslong to find the
command tent, and when we ducked through the flgps, we found our brother barking orders.

"They're marching on our men to the north,” he said to Davin.

"Therecruits?' Davin paled. "They're not ready!" "They've just become our front lines. Muster
the Wolves, Bears, and Panthers. We need archers at the fore. Put them ... put them at Beck's Ridge."

"Got it." Davinturned and ran.



Locke looked to me. "Y ou said you fought them for ayear. What advice can you give me?'
"Arethey onfoot or mounted?’ | asked.
"Tel him," Locke said to one of the captains standing before him.

The man turned to me. "Both,” he said. "They havetwo lines of creatures with pikes marching at
the fore. Horsemen with swords ride behind. No archersthat | could see.”

"That soundsright,” | said. | svallowed at the sudden lump in my throat. It wasjugt like llerium
al over again, only larger. There, we had logt battles steadily for ayear, and we had been ableto fall
back as necessary. Here we had a castle to defend. A siege seemed inevitable. And yet, with the
lightning blagting the castle to ruin, we would find no safety within itswalls.

To Locke, | sad, "Their mounted troops are the biggest danger right now. Their horses bregthe
fire, remember, and they kill men asreadily astheridersdo.”

"Then I'll have our archerstake out as many horses and riders asthey can,” Locke said.

"Fight the horsemen with two wesgpons,” | continued. "Keep aknife pointed at the horse and it
won't cometoo close. Theriders are strong and like to beat down their opponents, so keep moving and
keep them off-baance. Fight two or three on one."

"What weapons are best?' the captain asked.

"Spears, pikes, and arrows.” | glanced at Locke. "How many archers do you have, anyway?'
"Five thousand, more or less”

| whigtled. "That many!" For thefirst time, | felt asurge of hope. "It may be enough.”

"Best guess a their numbers?' Locke asked the captain.

"Maybe ten thousand, from what | saw. We outnumber them.”

Locke frowned. "That'stoo few," he said. "There should be more. They've scouted us. They
know how many we have."

Horns began to sound again outside. A runner came through the flaps.

Gasping for bregth, half bent over with his hands on his knees, he managed to say: "More of them
marching againgt us, Generd! From the east and the south! Thousandd!”

Nodding like he'd expected it, Locke rose. " Sound the ready call. We march in five minutes.
Split theforces evenly in thirds. Archersto the front, pikes and spears behind. I'll lead the west, Davin
the east. Oberon, will you take the south?"

"Yes" | sad.

He nodded. "WEell pick off as many aswe can with the archers. Keep faling back around the
castle. If necessary, welll regroup there and make our stand.”

"All right,” | sad.

"Parketh," he said to one of hisaides, "find Lord Oberon some armor. Move!"

The number of men assigned to my command-nearly twenty-five thousand infantry, with spears
and pikes, plustwo thousand archers and athousand cavary-seemed impossibly huge, and yet as | rode
down the assembled ranks, | couldn't help but fed it wouldn't be enough. This attack had been well
orchestrated . . . the hell-creatures knew our numbers, and still they came. Somehow, | thought we had
missed someimportant detail.

Then | glanced up at the sky, at the swirling black mass of clouds over Juniper, and | wondered if
they counted on the lightning to help destroy us. If we fell back around the castle, we would certainly be



withinitsrange...

No sense worrying about retreat now, | thought with asigh. If we carried the day, we wouldn't
have to worry about getting too closeto the castle.

| reached the end of my troops, raised my sword, and cried, "On to victory!"
The men gave a cheer, then began to march forward, heading south acrossthe fields.

Aswe neared the woods, troops began to pour from the forest silently, waves of hell-creatures
armed with pikes. | saw no sign of their horsemen yet, but | knew they wouldn't be far behind. We
couldn't wait for them-our archers would have to take out their first wave of attackers.

"Archersready!" | caled, and the bugler sounded my commands so al could hear.
Our front lines dropped to one kneg, giving the archersroom to am.
"Firel" | screamed.

They began to let loose their arrows, huge valleys of them. Thefront line of hell-creaturesfell, but
more swarmed from the treesin aseemingly endless black wave.

My archers continued to shoot, but there were too many of the hell-creatures. For every one that
fdll, five moretook his place, advancing on usat arun. And then, behind them, | saw lines of
hell-creatures on horseback making their way steadily toward us.

"Sound the call for the pikemen!" | said to the bugler, astheir first men neared our lines.

He blew the cal, and our archers dropped back. The line of pikemen rushed forward, screaming
fierce battle cries. The archersraised their bows and fired over the pike-men's heads, killing more of the
hell-cresturesto the rear.

"Hold some arrows back for their horses” | shouted. "Aim for their mounts whenever you have a
clear shot!"

Both sdes met in the middle of the field, a huge writhing mass of bodies. From my vantage point
on my horse's back, | saw till more hell-creatures pouring from the forest, dthough there had to be tens
of thousands dreedy fighting.

Our archers kept firing as they found targets, but | held our horsemen back. Their mounts shifted
impatiently, eager to charge.

"Steady . . . steady ..." | murmured.

The battle dowly turned in the hell-crestures favor. Half my troops had falen, and the remaining
half seemed badly outnumbered. The archers had begun to fall back; they couldn't pick out targets easily.
| knew the time had come to send in my horsemen.

"Sound the charge," | said, railsng my sword.

Tothewailing call of the horn, | spurred my own mount, and together with my two thousand
cavarymen, | rodeinto the battle.

It became ablur of dashing, hacking, and chopping. Around me, | saw horses and riders from
both sides pulled down and then hacked to hits. Still 1 fought on, my sword ablur as| killed
hell-creatures by the dozen. Soldiers began to rally around me, and together we cut awide swathe
through the enemy'slines. | screamed my war-cry and rode, smeared in blood and gore, fighting as | had
never fought before, taking awild joy inthefed of metd dicing through armor and flesh, of killing those
who had destroyed my life and my love and my home.

Suddenly, it was over. | heard thewail of enemy horns, and the hell-creatures turned and began
their retreat. Archersfired at their backs, taking down dozens, then hundreds more. The men around me



began to cheer.

| sagged in my saddle, grinning madly, exhausted beyond words. As| turned, taking in the
battlefield, | saw bodies everywhere, human and hell-cresture dike, piled three and four deep in places.

My armstrembled. My head ached. | had never felt so tired beforein my entirelife.

Andyet | felt awild dation-it had been avictory of epic proportion. Although two-thirds of my
men had fallen, dead or wounded, we had still won the battle. And we had killed twice as many of them
asthey had killed of us.

"O-ber-on! O-ber-on! O-ber-on!" The men began to chant my name.

| raised my sword and sat up straight in my saddle. "Back to camp!” | cried. " Carry the wounded
and our dead!"

Still cheering, they fanned out across the battlefield, looking for human survivors, killing whatever
hell-crestures Htill lived.

There would be no prisonersin thiswar, | thought.

By the time we started back toward camp, scouts had ridden out to get areport and tell me what
had happened. Their news wasn't good. Although Locke's men had ultimately carried the day, Locke
had been badly wounded, dragged from his saddle, and |eft for dead by the hell-creatures. His men had
carried him back to histent, where physicians now tended him.

That was the good news.

Davin's men had lost their battle. Davin hadn't made it back. He lay lost somewhere on the
battlefield, amid the corpses of eghteen thousand other men.

| left my horse and hurried to see Locke. | pushed past the physicians, ignoring their pleasto let
the general rest, and kndlt at the side of his cot.

Although they had bandaged his head, blood had already soaked through the bandages.
"Locke" | said, "it'sme."

His eyesflickered and opened. Slowly he turned his head toward me, though | could tell it pained
him greetly to do so.

"What news?' he croaked.
"Wewon," | said. "At least for today."
He smiled a bit, and then he died.

Taking adeep breath, | reached out, shut his eyes, and stood. Priests hurried forward and began
to say their prayers, getting his body ready for burid. I'd have to ask Fredawhat we did with our family's
dead, | thought dis-tantly.

"Send runnersif the enemy moveson usagain,” | told Lockesaides. "I must tell our father."
"Yes, Generd," they saidto me.

Slowly | turned and walked out into the open. Officers called to me for news of Locke, but |
ignored them.

With aheavy heart, ignoring the lightning that once again struck the castlewalls, | began thelong
walk back. It would be dark soon, | thought. The attack would cease. | would go in and et them know
what had happened.

It wasn't aduty | looked forward to.



TWENTY

Thetwo guards at Dworkin's door had been replaced, | noticed as | approached. They snapped
to attention, but made no move to stop me.

| went past them and entered my father's workshop without knocking.

Hetook onelook at my face, then sagged into achair.

"Thenewsisbed,” hesad flatly, "isn't it."

"Davin and Locke are dead,” | told him. "But we won the day."

"And tomorrow?'

"Tomorrow," | said, "'l will lead the men. Wewill fight and hope for the best.”
"Will you tell Freda?' he asked.

"Yes" | said, and without another word | turned and left.

| raninto Aber firgt and paused to tell him the news, but he didn't seem surprised.
"| told you Locke wasn't atraitor,” he said.

"No," | agreed, "he wasn't. He may well have been the best of usdl. | havetotell Freda. |
promised Dad."

"She'staken over thelittle room off the audience hall. Shewon't come out. I'vetried al day."
"What's she doing?'
"l don't know."

| Sighed, rose. Til gotalk to her," | said. One more unpleasant task on top of an unpleasant day,
| thought.

| went to the audience hall, but when | tried the door to the little room, it had been locked from
theingde.

"Freda," | cdled, knocking. "Let mein."

Shedidn't answer.

"Freda?' | cdled. "It's me, Oberon, Open up, will you? It'simportant. Fredal”

| heard bolts diding, and then the door opened afoot-enough for meto dip ingde. She closed it
and locked it behind me.

"Y ou should not have come," she said.
Shelooked terrible, face pinched and drawn, cheeks gray, hair a disheveled mess.
"Aber isworried about you."

"Worried about me?' She gave alaugh. "1 am the least of anyonesworries. The end has come.
We aretrapped. Wewill die here"

"You've seen thisin your cards?’ | nodded toward the deck of Trumps scattered across the
table, on top of Dworkin's maps.

"No. | cannot see anything.”

| glanced at the two small windows set high in the wall. She had drawn the curtains, hiding the
clouds and the incessant flicker of that odd blue lightning.

"Thereisanold saying,” | said. "Where theréslife, there's hope."



"It isnot true." She gestured at the table in the center of the room. Severa candles, burnt down
amost to nubs, showed her Trumpslaid down in rows. "The patterns are random, without meaning. We
will al die. We cannot survive without the Logrus.”

"I did," I said. "l havelived my whole life without the Logrus."

"And look where it has gotten you," she said hitterly. "Y ou would be dead now if Father had not
saved you."

"No," | said. "'l survived ayear of fighting againgt the hell-crestures without the Logrus, or Dad,
or you. | survived my whole life without once drawing on its power. | still cannot use the Logrus, and |
am the one who survived today's bettle.”

"And, .. Lockeand Davin?'
| swallowed, looked away. "'I'm sorry."
She began to cry. | put my arm around her.

"I'm not about to give up,” | said softly. "I'm not about to lie down and die here, trapped like an
animal. Out of every lifealittle blood must spill. It makes us stronger. We will survive”

"Y ou do not know any better," she said after aminute, and with some effort she regained control
of hersalf and dried her tears. "Thewar isaready over... we havelost."

"Our enemy wants usto believethat. | dont.”
Shelooked a me, puzzled. "l do not understand.”

"Y ou're thinking like awoman of Chaos. Y our first impulseisto reach for the Logrus ... and
when it isn't there, you think you're crippled.”

"l am crippled! Wedl are!"

"No, you're not!" | fumbled for the right words. "L ook, I've never drawn on the Logrus. Not
oncein my wholelife. Y ou don't need it to use asword. Y ou don't need it to walk or run or laugh or
dance. And you don't need to see the futureto live. People get by just fine without the Logrus. They
adways have and they awayswill."

"Not red people” shesad. "Just Shadowlings..,"
"Am | aShadowling?'
She hesitated. "No.. . . but-"

"But nothing! Forget the Logrus! Forget it exists! Think of what you can do without it... find ways
to fight, ways to escape, ways to confuse and deceive our enemies. Dad says you're the smartest of us
al. Proveit."

Her brow furrowed, but she did not argue any more.

| crossed to her table, gathered dl her Trumpsinto asingle stack, and put them back in their little
wooden box. Had afire burned in the fireplace, | would have cast theminto it.

"Don't look at your Trumpsagain,” | said inafirm voice. "Promise me?"
"l promise" shesaid dowly.

"Keep your word," | told her. Then | kissed her on the forehead. "I will send someone with food.
Eat, then go to deep. Something will occur to us sooner or later. Some way to win thefight. .. thewar.”

"Yes, Oberon,” shesaid softly. "And. . . thank you." | forced asmilel didn't fed. "Don't mention
it



Asl left her room, | found my mind suddenly racing. She had given me an idea, with her
stubborn clinging to the power of the Logrus. | knew the Logrus had become usaless. Something had cut
off Juniper from its power, isolated us, left Dworkin and al the rest of my family power' less. Without the
Logrus, they fet like cripples.

Our enemies depended on that.
Taking to her had given me anidea... anidea so crazy, | just thought it just might work.

| sent servants running to the kitchensto prepare ahot meal for Freda, then went back to our
Dworkin'sworkshop. Again the guards let me pass without question.

| strode straight to the door, found it standing open, and an impromptu war conference going on
ingde. Conner, his head and shoulder wrapped in blood-stained bandages, stood insde with Titusand
our father. Thejumble of experiments had al been dumped onto the floor or shoved into the corners, and
maps now covered every singletable,

"-not going to work," Conner was saying heatedly.
They dl grew Slent as| entered.

"I know I'minterrupting,” | said, "but get out, both of you. Now. | have to speak to our father
aone. It'simportant.”

"You get out," Conner said, bristling. "Wereworking."

"Go," Dworkin said to them both. "We are not accomplishing anything. Get some deep; we will
tak again later."

Conner looked like he wanted to argue, but findly gave anod. Titus helped him stand, and
together they limped out.

| shut the door after them, then barred it. | didn't want to be disturbed again.

"They aretrying to help,” Dworkin said. "Y ou cannot lead the whole army yoursdlf. You are
going to need them."

"Forget thearmy,” | told him. " Aber showed me something of what goesinto making a Trump.
Y ou incorporae the Logrusinto it, making it part of theimage. Right?'

"Inaway. Yes"
"Y ou're supposed to be good at it. He said s0.”
"Y es. | made thousands of them in my youth."

"l want you to make me a Trump, right now. But instead of the Logrus, | want you to usethe
pattern within me."

Heraised hisbushy gray eyebrows. "What?'

"Youveseenit," | sad. "Yousadit'sinthat ruby. You know what it lookslike. If it's so different
from the Logrus, perhaps we can useit to get away from Juniper. It took meto Ilerium, remember.”

"Yes" He stared, eyes distant, envisoning something... perhaps the pattern within me, the pattern
he had seen deep within that jewel. "What an interesting thought.”

"Will it work?' | demanded.

"l don't know."

"l want you totry."

"It may be possible," Dworkin mused adoud. "If..."



Hedidn't finish his sentence, but rose and fetched paper, ink, and acup full of brushes. After
clearing a space on one of the tables, he sat and began to sketch with aquick, sure hand.

| recognized the pictureimmediately: the street outside Heldas house. He drew burnt-out ruins
where her home had been, with only the stone chimney till standing.

"No.."" | sad. "l don't want to go there. Anywhere else, please!”

"Y ou know this street well," he said, "and that will help you concentrate. It isthe only place we
have both been recently.”

"lleriumian't safel”

"It should be by now. Time movesalot differently between these two Shadows ... asingle day
hereisamost two weeksthere."

"What about my pattern?’ | asked. He hadn't drawn the image the way Aber had, starting with
the Logrus in the background, but went straight to drawing the street. "Don't you need to work it into the
picture?’

He gave alow chuckle. "Y ou begin to see the difference between Aber and me," he said. "Aber
does not understand why the Trumps work. He doesn't want to understand. Instead, he davishly copies
my own early efforts, when | painted aflat representation of the Logrus as part of each card, behind the
image. It helped me concentrate. The Logrus does not actually need to be part of the card ... but it does
need to be foremost in the artist's mind as he creates. It shapes the picture as much as the human hand.
They are, after dl, one and the same.”

"I don't understand.”
"Y ou do not need to. That ismy point!"

He dipped his pen in the inkwell and finished quickly. Theimage was sketchy, little better than a
smpleline drawing, with the faintest hints of shape to the background. But despite the lack of detall, it
had an unmistakable power that | could fed as| gazed uponit. A power which the Logrus Trumps no
longer held.

| concentrated on the scene, and it swiftly grew moreredl... colorsentered ... adeep blue sky ...
black for the burnt-out foundationsto either side .. . blue-gray cobblestones littered with broken red roof
tiles... and suddenly | looked out onto the street in late afternoon. Not asingle building still stood, just
fire-blackened chimneys by the dozens. Neither man nor beast stirred anywherethat | could see.

Had | stepped forward, | would have passed through to safety. Kingstown and Ilerium lay within
my reach.

Dworkin's hand abruptly covered the picture. Blinking, | stood before him again.
"It worked!" he said, and | heard the awvein hisvoice. "We can leave!”

"Make more Trumps," | told him, "for five distant Shadows, places where everyone will be sife.
WeEIl send everyone through, scatter the family to places our enemieswill never find them.”

"Why separate?’ he asked. " Surely together ..."

"Wedill have atraitor anong us,”" | reminded him. "I don't know whoiit is. But if only youand |
know where everyone has gone, they will be safe. | think that's how they found us here.”

"Yes," hesad, smiling now, his confidence returning. "A good plan. Fredaand Pellacan go
together. Conner and Titus. Blaise and Isadora. Syaraand Leona. Fenn and Aber. No one will be able
to track them if they stay away from the Logrus...”

"Exadtly."



"Youand | will golast,” he went on, eyes distant, envisioning some specid Shadow. "We must
work on magtering the pattern within you ... for that is where our future hopes must rest."”

"Whatever you say, Dad." | rose and clasped his shoulder. "Be strong for now. Well win. I'll
make sure of it."

"I never had any doubts." He smiled up a me.
Then | went to find the rest of our family. We had a castle to abandon.
TWENTY-ONE

With everyone living on the ground floor, | didn't think it would take long to find &l my brothers
and sgters. | found Aber waiting impatiently outside Dworkin's rooms.

"Wel?' he demanded. "Wdl what?"
"From the way you went racing in there, | thought something had happened. Did it?"
| shook my heed. "Actudly, we have come up with aplan. | think it's going to work, too."

"Gregt! Tell meabout it. What can | doto help?' "We haveto find everyonefirst.” "'l just saw
Fredaand Pdlain thekitchens," he said. "Fetch them. I'll ssewho esel can find." We split up. | headed
for thedining hall, and there | found Blaise, Titus, and Conner seated at the long table- now pushing up
againg thefar wall. A cold supper of roast chicken, grilled vegetables, and what looked like mest
pudding sat before them.

They grew slent the second | walked in, and from their guilty expressions, | knew they had been
talking about me.

Weéll, let them. | had nothing to hide. And it looked very much like I'd be their savior.
"What news?' Conner asked after afew awkward seconds.
| said, "Our father has come up with a plan. He wants to see everyonein hisworkshop. Right

NOw.
"It'sabout time," Blaise said, throwing down her napkin and standing. "Whét is he up to?"
"Later," | said, "when everyone getsthere. Do you know where anyone e seis?’

Blaise hesitated.

"Tel me "l sad.

"It'sFenn and Isadora,” Conner said suddenly. "They aren't here.”

"What!" | stared at the three of them. "Don't tell me they'retrying to dip past the hell-creatures-"

"No," Blaise said. "They left three days ago by Trump. Just before the problems started. They
went for help. We weren't supposed to tell anyone. . . they swore usto secrecy.”

| cursed. They might be dead or captured. Then aworse thought struck. Had we just found our
traitor-or should | say, traitors?

"Do you know where they went?' | asked.

"It'sLockesfault,” Titusexclamed. "He put them up to something.”
"They didn't say," Blaise said. "We were just supposed to cover for them.”
"Fenn called it asecret misson," Conner added.

"And none of you hasthe dightest ideawhat it was?'

"That'sright,” Blasesad.



| sighed. Well, perhaps it made things smpler. Two less bodiesto save. Two less possible
complications to our escape.

"All right," | said. "Go join our father. | till haveto find Leonaand Syara.™
"| think they're dtill inthe audience hdl,” Blaise said.
"Thanks." | nodded. "I'll check therefirst."

| watched them go, then hurried to the audience hall. Sure enough, | found Leonaand Syara
helping tend to wounded soldiers. Some of the more grievoudy injured had been brought here from the
battlefields.

"Father wantsto seeusal,” | said, drawing them aside. "L eave them to the physicians.”

They hesitated a second, looking at the injured and dying. Clearly they didn't want to leave their
charges.

"It'svery important.” | linked my arms through theirs and gently steered them toward the door.
"I'm not alowed to take'No' for an answer."

"Very wdl," Syarasaid with asigh. "But there are men dying here.”

"Dad hasaplan,” | said. "He needsusdl there.”

At that, they gavein and let me lead them back to our father's workshop.
The door stood open. | brought them inside, counting

heads. Y es, everyone had come. They clustered around Dworkin, chattering happily, asking
questions which he answered with knowing smiles,

"Ah," hesad. "Here is Oberon. Ready, my boy?'
"Yes." | shut and barred the door.

"What'sthis plan?' Conner asked me.

Everyone echoed his sentiments.

"Areyou donewith the Trumps?' | asked Dworkin.
"es"

"Wereleaving," | told my brothers and ssters. "We're going to split up-head to different
Shadows. | want you al to stay there at least ayear or two. Do nothing involving the Logrus. Let's seeif
we can't outlast our enemies.”

"But the Trumps-" Freda began.
"We now have afew that work," | told her. "That's al you need to know for the moment.”

She still looked upset, so | added, "It'sfor everyone's safety. We're going to pair up. None of
you will know where the other groups have gone. Hopefully, you'll al be safe.”

"Who isfirst?' Dworkin asked.

"Leonaand Syara," | said. They stood closest to me. "Give methefirst Trump," | said to our
father.

He passed meacard. | held it up, staring at it, fedling the power of the image asit sorang to life.

A placid lake, siwvans swimming, sailboats racing across the water. Beyond the water rose a
golden-hued city, its bridges and towers like spun glass. My sisterswould be happy here, | thought.

| pushed them through, saw them on the other side staring back at me with tartled



expressions-and then they were gone.

| held acrumpled card in my hand. Silently, | passed it to Dworkin, who thrust it into acandle's
flame. It caught fire like well-seasoned tinder, burning brightly and rapidly. He dropped it to the stone
floor, whereit dowly turned to ash.

"Next," | said. "Conner and Titus."

They stepped forward, and as before, our father passed me one of hisnew Trumps. | held it up,
concentrating on the image.

This scene showed abusy street in abustling city. Men on horseback, tall buildings, shops sdlling
arms and armor-the perfect place for two young men to lose themselves in adventures.

Asthe sghts and smells and textures of thiscity legped to life, | pushed my brothersthrough. As
before, | crumpled the Trump in my hand, and they were gone.

Dworkin burned it, too.

"Fredaand Pdlla" | said.

"Pick usaniceworld, Father," Freda said in a soft tone.

He smiled at her lovingly, then passed me another Trump. | gazed &t it.

A winter palace, with snow faling. White horses decked in bells and ribbons. Twin statues of
Freda and Pella being worshipped as goddesses.

| smiled. Yes, they would be happy here, | thought. | pushed them through asthe world cameto
life before me, and just before | crumpled the page, | heard wild cheering asthey appeared. The
goddesses had arrived. They would be well cared for.

That only left Aber and Blaise. | would never have paired them, but with Fenn and | sadora gone,
there didn't seem much choice.

"Ready?"' | asked.
"l suppose,” Aber said, stepping forward bravely. "Coming, Ss?'
Sheglared a him. "Dont cal methat!"

Ohyes, | thought, rolling my eyes, they were going to have alot of fun together. If they didn't rip
each other'sthroats out first.

Without comment, Dworkin passed me another Trump. | gazed down at an e egant whitewashed
villa. Asit cameto redity before me, | smelled the ocean's brine and heard the soft calls of gulls asthey
wheeled in acloudless azure sky. 1t seemed dmostidyllic.

| helped Blaise through, then reached for Aber. But as he stepped close, he snatched the Trump
from my hand, ripped it in half, and the doorway into Shadow vanished. My last glimpse of Blaise
showed her with hands on her hips and afurious expression on her face.

"Areyou crazy!" | demanded. "What'stheidea?"
Grinning, Aber thrugt the ruined Trump into acandl€sflame. It burned fast and bright.

"You haveto ask?' hesaid. "I'mnot living with her for ayear or two! 1'd rather face alegion of
hell-creatures naked and unarmed!”

| took adeep bresth, then let it out with alaugh. "All right,” | said, looking at our father. He
looked digtinctly nonplussed. "1 guess we don't have any choice now. Likeit or not, you're coming with
lB"

"Where?' he asked eagerly.



Dworkin held up thelast Trump.

"Wherethey least expect us" he said, smiling like a shark about to devour its prey.
| looked down, ahorrible cold feding reaching up insde my chest.

He had drawn the Courts of Chaos.



