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  Prologue


  Growler was here. Or so the voice inside his head told him.


  Not that Brian Clark could see anything. The darkness around him was total. Beyond that, all bets were off.


  One minute, he had been with his newfound friends, watching the warrior Aubric bring a dead man back to life. The next, he was here.


  His breath had been knocked out of him, his stomach feeling like he’d dropped twenty stories in some high-rise elevator. But he was on his feet. The air was still. He didn’t think he had gone far. He had been in the tunnels a moment before. He thought he was still in the tunnels now. The only thing missing was the torchlight that, until this moment, had seemed magically to follow his party everywhere.


  Whoever, or whatever, was in here with him, he could hear it breathing; a low, labored sound, half rasp, half moan. He thought about calling out, seeing if any of his friends were near.


  The labored breaths grew closer. The darkness pressed against him, the stagnant air heavy against his skin.


  Maybe, if he didn’t say anything, it would all go away.


  The creature spoke, out loud this time; a low, rumbling sound that seemed to stretch out each word to twice its normal length.


  “Iiii knnoow whoo yoou arre.”


  It did?


  Brian didn’t even know that. He used to think he knew—but that was on another world.


  Brian was nothing more than a sixteen-year-old kid; a scrawny guy who ended up as the butt end of too many jokes played by his more with-it classmates; an only child with a too-quiet father and a mother who didn’t seem to have much use for anybody—especially her son.


  Then Brian’s father had tried to stop two men from taking Brian, and gotten a bullet wound for his troubles.


  And everything changed.


  An old woman named Mrs. Mendeck had offered to help Brian and his girlfriend Karen. They discovered they were being chased by someone—or something—named Mr. Smith. Mrs. Mendeck had told him there was only one way to beat Smith. And she had sent him—here.


  Now Brian was an adventurer who had left his hometown to travel to another world, a world where he discovered he had certain abilities that he couldn’t begin to understand.


  At least, that was his guess about what had happened so far. But what had that made Brian?


  “What am I, then?” he asked the voice.


  “Yoou’re the onne Ii’ve beeenn waaitinng forr.”


  That, Brian thought, told him nothing at all. Waiting for what? To show Brian the truth? To make Brian his next meal? Too many people in this place spoke in riddles.


  “You may have been looking for me, but I sure as heck haven’t been looking for you.”


  The other made a low noise somewhere between a grunt and a chuckle.


  “Youu would havve, if Summitch didd hiss jobb.” Brian started. The creature had mentioned Summitch before. Was Brian really supposed to be here? Was this what Mrs. Mendeck had sent him here for in the first place?


  “Menndeckk,” the voice responded, even though Brian hadn’t spoken his thoughts. “Yesss.”


  Brian’s head was filled with images. He saw Mrs. Mendeck in her apartment, talking to Karen. The worn carpet, the overstuffed chairs, Mrs. Mendeck’s laugh, the way that Karen smiled, all made him a little sad. He wished for an instant he could be back in that oh-so-familiar place. But the first image was gone, replaced by a short, wrinkled fellow that Brian instantly realized must be Summitch, grumbling as he paced through some other corner of the endless tunnels that filled this place, the short fellow followed by a parade of others who Brian couldn’t recognize at all. A new image took the place of the second, and Brian saw a creature, so short and squat that it made very wrinkled Summitch look handsome, standing before a sky of ever-shifting colors, wisps of blue turning to green, and yellow to red.


  “Myy hoome. Threee worrlds. Yourrr hoome.”


  Well, this stranger could show him some pretty pictures, but Brian still wasn’t too clear on what it all meant. Brian realized he hadn’t asked the most basic question of all.


  “Who are you?” No, that wasn’t right. “What are you?”


  This time, he heard the answer inside his head.


  I speak to you with my true voice. In this world, they call me Growler. The wait is over. I have much to teach you and little time. Nothing else matters.


  “But…” Brian began, not quite sure what he wanted to say.


  “Doo youu havve sommewherre elsse youu would rathherr bee?” Growler demanded.


  Brian wished he could be with Karen. But he had had to leave his home so that he might save them all.


  Let us begin, the voice within remarked.


  Brian gasped as he was surrounded by light.


  Book One


  Truth is not a fixed idea, nor can it be, since the discovery of the three worlds, for on each of these three planes the very rules of existence differ. A thousand years ago, those who walked between the worlds discovered that, if the worlds were kept separate, one could exert the power of one of the three upon the other two. This discovery led to the Grey’s bid for empire; indeed, toward every battle that raged for the next thousand years.


  But, as is often the case, this wild bid for power contained within it the elements necessary for its own destruction, a movement born of half a dozen causes, all resulting from the abuses of power within the Castle. So it was that the lowly upon the other worlds, combined with the outcast within the Castle, even extending to those no longer living, rose to forge not an end, but a new beginning.


  —from The Castle; Its Unfolding History (a work in progress)


  1


  Roman Petranova had had enough.


  Larry the Louse had taken the call. He turned to the phone on the wall, and spoke for only a second before turning to his boss.


  “Trouble.”


  “What?” Roman demanded.


  Larry frowned, running his free hand through his greasy hair. “Vinnie’s back. Alone. They tell us up front he can’t make it back on his own.”


  Oh, hell. “Get him.”


  Larry nodded. He hung up the phone and left the banquet room, headed for the more public side of Delvecchio’s.


  Vinnie must be in pretty bad shape if he could only make it through the front door of the restaurant. And where the hell was Johnny T? Roman had sent the two of them to look in on this Smith character, to see exactly what he’d done with Roman’s son, Ernie. Apparently, Smith had been ready for them.


  Now Johnny T might be gone, too. And from the expression on the Louse’s face, Vinnie wasn’t in too good a shape, either. Roman bit down on his cigar. The guys who owned this place on paper knew enough not to complain. Still, he’d rather the restaurant didn’t attract too much attention. If a lot of blood started spurting around in public, the cops would complain and ask for bigger bribes.


  Roman realized his cigar had gone out. He made no move to relight it, and nobody else jumped up to do it for him.


  None of the others in the room spoke. Sal and Mike, both blood relatives, and Earl, the brother of Roman’s wife, all looked real busy studying their hands. Sal had brought a couple of new guys in today, Richie and Carl—with Ernie, Joe Beast, and Johnny gone, and Vinnie in who knew what shape, they needed some new blood. The new guys looked around the room a lot more than the others, like they wanted to do the right thing, if only they could figure out what that was. But even they knew enough to be quiet.


  The door to the banquet room slammed open. Larry the Louse walked in, carrying Vinnie over his shoulder.


  “He’s cut up pretty bad, boss. Where do you want me to put him?”


  Roman pointed to a table in the center of the room. “Put him there. Earl, take off the cloth. We don’t need that to get bloody, too.”


  Earl jumped from his chair and pulled the tablecloth away from the rectangular table just before Larry gently dropped his burden.


  Vinnie groaned. Roman threw his cigar in the ashtray and got up out of his seat. He needed information.


  “I made it back …,” Vinnie moaned. “Made it back.”


  Roman walked over to the young man on the table. Vinnie’s clothes were torn, and he had maybe a dozen cuts on his face and hands. There was dried blood on his shirt and jacket, but Roman couldn’t tell if it had come from Vinnie or someone else. Nothing looked like it would kill him right away. Vinnie moaned again, his eyes half closed.


  “Vinnie,” Roman said softly. “I need to know what happened.”


  Vinnie’s eyes snapped open. “Yeah. I made it back to tell you.”


  “What?” Roman said a bit more loudly. “What happened?”


  “We were just… going to check out the place,” Vinnie said slowly, every word an effort. “They were … waiting.”


  So they were ambushed? How did they know? Roman glanced at the others in the room. But that could wait until later. He had to find out about his son.


  “And Ernie?” Roman prompted.


  “Oh, yeah.” Vinnie grimaced. “Ernie’s there. But they’ve done … something to him.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “He just … stood there. Didn’t look … like he knew us. Didn’t look … like he could talk.”


  “What?” So Smith had his son strung out on drugs or something? Roman could no longer simply kill Smith. He’d have to do something worse.


  “Any sign of Joe?” Roman prompted. His nephew had been with his son only hours ago.


  “No, only Ernie.”


  “And what about Johnny T?”


  “Johnny stayed behind. Kept … the rest of them … off me. Let me … get back here to you.”


  “They got Johnny?” the Louse piped up.


  Roman silenced him with a glance. “Maybe Johnny got away, too. We don’t know.” He looked back down at Vinnie. “What about Smith? You think he’ll bolt now that we found his hideout?”


  Vinnie tried to laugh. He ended up coughing instead. When that stopped, he gasped out, “Doesn’t need to run. Smith’s got a fuckin’ army.”


  “Army, huh?” Roman waved to Larry the Louse. “Get Vinnie to the doc, see if he can fix him up. We’re gonna need him to remember everything he can about Smith’s setup.”


  Everybody was quiet for another minute while Larry made a call.


  “So what are you gonna do, Roman?” Sal asked at last.


  “What do you think we’re gonna do?” Roman snapped. “If Smith has an army, we’ll get an army, too. I still have a few favors to call in. It’ll be easy to get help, especially when they hear how Smith doesn’t play by the rules. It’ll probably take a day or two.” Roman turned back to his table to retrieve his cigar. Sal was there in an instant with his lighter. Roman puffed a couple of times to make sure it was lit.


  “And then?” Roman blew a smoke ring and looked at the others gathered round. “Smith’s insulted us for the last time. It’s gonna be army against army. We’re gonna blow him from the face of the Earth.”


  Roman took another drag on his cigar before he added, “The Petranova family is going to war.”


  The Right Reverend Billy Chow knew he’d sold his soul long ago. But he didn’t realize just how much he had to pay.


  “Tomorrow is Sunday,” he said softly. “I do need to attend to my ministry.”


  The creature that was Smith only stared at him with his pale, almost colorless eyes. Chow had decided a long time ago that Smith wasn’t even remotely human.


  “After I am done with my weekly duties, I will be glad—” Chow continued.


  Smith cut him off with his unearthly voice, a whisper like car tires on gravel. “We have no time for your petty affairs, not now. There is too much at stake.”


  The reverend thought twice before objecting further. When he had returned to Smith’s headquarters, he could still see signs of blood and destruction, despite the efforts of a couple dozen of the Pale Man’s servants to clean and repair the damage. Without even asking, he knew it had to be the Petranovas. No one else would dare.


  But the Reverend Chow was only truly useful to Smith if he could maintain the illusion of his real life; the respected televangelist, advisor to the wealthy and powerful. Surely Chow could make him see that any disruption of that facade would be far too damaging in the long run.


  “You are worried that your sources of income will dry up if you do not tend to them,” Smith said before Chow could frame a further argument. “I know much about you, Reverend. It is my business to know all about those I employ. You have some very expensive habits.” The Pale Man’s thin lips twisted upwards in a mockery of a smile. “Your habits are only expensive if you remain alive.”


  The Reverend Chow had learned not to take the Pale Man’s threats lightly. His organization could rebroadcast an earlier sermon. One week would not be too damaging. He sighed.


  “What do you wish?”


  “You have spoken with Officer Jackie Porter?” Smith demanded.


  “I believe I was as persuasive as possible,” Chow replied. “She still turned me down.” Actually, she rejected him quite angrily, even made a couple of implied threats of her own. But Smith didn’t need to know that.


  “Officer Jackie Porter is the weak link. We must turn her to our cause.”


  This is what he wanted—after he had killed her superior in the police force and almost killed the two young people Officer Porter had been guarding? Chow might have a silver tongue, but he could not perform miracles.


  “And if I can’t?”


  Smith nodded. “You shall have to kill her, so I do not have to kill you.”


  Oh, the Right Reverend Billy Chow thought. Murder.


  He breathed a sigh of relief.


  The Pale Man had a solution to everything.


  2


  Kedrik awoke.


  “Light!” he called. “Give me light!”


  The tongueless servants rushed to do his bidding, lighting the lanterns at the four corners of his bedchamber. It was as Kedrik suspected. He was back in his own bed in the Grey Keep. But he had fallen asleep at the camp on the edge of the battlefield.


  Gontor, he thought. He had rushed to confront Gontor, had his Judge concoct a spell that would bring him to the battlefield instantly, so he might destroy his brother on the field of battle. But his brother had escaped, taunting him. And now?


  Gontor taunted him again.


  His first Judge, Basoff, rushed into the room. “My lord. Someone has reversed the transport spell. We have been returned—”


  “I see all that!” Kedrik snapped. He had been on the eve of his greatest triumph, about to lead his troops to victory over the Green, but Gontor had snatched all that away. “Can you bring us there again?”


  The Judge hesitated. “I do not know precisely how Gontor reversed my spell.”


  Kedrik frowned at Basoff. He had never seen his Judge look so uncertain. At this moment, Kedrik felt very old. Together, they had planned for this victory for hundreds of years. Perhaps Basoff had grown too old as well.


  “I did not think to protect against such an occurrence,” the Judge admitted. “If I had a few days, I could determine the exact nature of the enchantments. Gontor may have left traps if we attempt to—”


  “So we will return on foot,” Kedrik announced. “If we hurry, we can be there in a day and a night.”


  Basoff paused, then bowed. “I will make certain we are protected in our travels.”


  Gontor had done this. He was simply delaying the inevitable. But Gontor liked to be annoying.


  “We will travel with a guard,” Kedrik continued. “And we will find a way to use Gontor’s humor against him.” Kedrik dismissed the Judge with a wave of his hand. There was no way he could hate his brother more. He would find some way to make the metal man suffer. The Grey were on the edge of victory; Kedrik, on the edge of immortality.


  It was no longer enough.


  He swore he could still hear Gontor’s laughter.


  “So can you tell me what the fuck is going on?”


  Well, Joe thought, count on his cousin Ernie to cut to the heart of things.


  But how to explain what had happened when he wasn’t too clear on it himself? Joe Beast had found his cousin, or at least what was left of him, in these tunnels that crisscrossed the inside of this place. As he had walked for days through these endless corridors, Joe decided to think of this world as a rotten apple with a thousand wormholes. The image kept him from getting overwhelmed.


  “Hey, Joe!” his cousin demanded from where he sat on the bare dirt floor. “I’m asking a question here!”


  Joe walked over to help his cousin off the floor. Not that he looked at all like his cousin. No, according to Aubric, the warrior who had helped Joe find Ernie, Joe’s cousin was only a spirit here, wearing somebody else’s body. Somebody else’s dead, decaying body; the clothes caked with blood, the flesh gone where weapons had gouged their marks, the smell—well, Joe didn’t even want to think about the smell. It was the body, it turned out, of a friend of Aubric’s named Lepp.


  “Well?” Ernie demanded as Joe gave him a hand up. Joe didn’t think Ernie was ready for the truth quite yet. His cousin clanked as he got to his feet, thanks to the chain-mail vest and metal shin guards covering his torn and dirty clothes.


  “What the hell am I wearing?” Ernie demanded. He frowned at Joe. “I got no idea how I got here.”


  A minute or two back to his old self, and Ernie was already beginning to piss Joe off. He might not know exactly how Ernie got to this spot, but he knew who started it all.


  “Hey,” Joe reminded his cousin, “you were the one who got cozy with Smith.”


  Ernie’s frown got even deeper. “Hey, I had some problems. My father would have killed me.” Ernie paused to look at the ceiling of the tunnel, then down a straight passageway lit by a hundred burning torches, spaced every dozen feet or so as far as Joe could see. “You think Smith’s the one behind this?”


  “Who else? I think Smith was behind just about everything—at least where we came from.”


  “Where we came from?” Ernie looked back down the hallway. “Where are we now?”


  “A place with a whole bunch of new problems.” Joe nodded to the others around him, two of whom had been his traveling companions since he’d landed in this hollow world.


  First, there was Aubric, whose eyes shone with light, and who seemed to have hundreds, maybe thousands, living inside him. The creatures often spoke through Aubric’s mouth, making his voice sound like a swarm of angry bees. Sometimes the warrior glowed, as if his skin were made of a thousand fireflies.


  Next to Aubric stood the woman Runt, who used to work as a servant for one of the royal families—the Grey. All the important people around here were named after colors; that much Joe had figured out. She was a good-looking woman, too, with long red hair and a low-cut dress that showed off her figure. In another world, at another time, when he wasn’t busy trying to save his skin, Joe might have had some other thoughts about her. As it was, Joe liked her spirit.


  And then there was the warrior who had escaped with Ernie—a warrior named Savignon, Sav for short, also a close friend of Aubric’s. But—unlike the body Ernie was currently wearing—Sav was still alive. Both Sav and Ernie had been held prisoner by another one of the groups roaming around down here. Joe had trouble keeping them all straight. Joe almost smiled. All the locals told him that these tunnels went on for thousands of miles down here; but the way they kept running into others, it felt more like they were stuck in a small town. It was probably just one more thing that Joe didn’t understand.


  Then there was Brian. The missing Brian. While Aubric did his mumbo jumbo to save Ernie, the boy had just vanished. Joe guessed Aubric was feeling a little guilty about that. Aubric had thought he had come along on this trip partly to protect Brian in the new world although, once they got here it had sort of turned out to be the other way around.


  His fingers ran along the cold metal edge of the piece he had jammed into his waistband. It was loaded, thanks to Brian. The kid had had a way of wishing bullets into Joe’s gun. And Joe not only accepted this sort of thing could happen here, he had already gotten Brian to reload it twice. And now? After these bullets were gone, Joe had a feeling he would be plain out of luck.


  He swore under his breath. Ernie was back, Brian was gone. It was like, as soon as Joe got rid of one problem, this world had to give him another.


  “This is all my fault, huh?”


  Ernie’s voice snapped Joe’s mind back to the tunnel. He was hoping that his cousin might know something that would help them get home. So far, though, Ernie had been pretty clueless.


  “You don’t remember anything—huh?” Joe asked quietly.


  “It’s all sort of hazy. Like I was watching my life from the back of a movie theater, you know?” Ernie frowned at the others. “One of these guys I’ve seen before. It ain’t too clear in my head. We were stuck, made to do stuff we didn’t want to do.” He shook his head. “Mostly, I knew we had to get away.”


  Joe sighed. “Nothing about Smith, huh?”


  Ernie’s frown deepened. “I only know one thing, Joe.”


  “What’s that, Ernie?” Joe asked when his cousin didn’t go on.


  “We’re gonna get Smith. If we ever get out of here, we’ll find a way to ram our problems right up his ass.” That seemed to make Ernie feel better. He grinned. The muscles made the small, ragged hole in his cheek pucker. The sound of bees came from behind Joe.


  “Your friend’s will is very strong.” Joe looked around to see Aubric’s glowing eyes. The warrior added, this time in his own voice, “Perhaps Lepp can yet have his revenge.”


  “Oh, yeah,” Ernie said after a beat. “I’m Lepp, right? But what has this got to do with Smith?”


  The others inside Aubric answered. “From all your descriptions, this Smith is a Judge. The Judges caused us to lose our power, to become trapped deep within our world. We will have our revenge. We will remove the Judges from any world to which they might flee.”


  Ernie nodded. “This is my kind of people, Joe.”


  Joe guessed it was better if Ernie had a good time. He quickly introduced Aubric and Runt. At least Ernie remembered Sav.


  Ernie waved down the corridor.


  “So who are all these other guys?”


  The former servants of the Great Judge were reappearing down the hall behind them. Hundreds of them, ragged, malnourished, and frightened, had followed Joe and the others from an underground city built by the renegade Judges. But Aubric and others had bested the Judges, incidentally freeing all their servants—slaves, really. But without their masters’ magic, the servants would starve. So they followed Aubric, in hopes of leaving these tunnels forever.


  There were enough servants to staff an army, but their strength had been beaten from them. Whenever there was trouble, all of them seemed to vanish. Hundreds of them. Where could they all go in these long, straight tunnels? Some, he saw, had disappeared into a side corridor, but the rest must know of hiding places unknown to Joe.


  The thought of a hiding place big enough for a hundred of these guys right on top of them made Joe very uneasy. If these servants could be hiding so close, anybody could. He suppressed a shudder. The less he knew about this place, the better. The only thing he wanted to know was the way out. Well, that and how to get Ernie back home in one piece.


  Joe quickly explained the situation to his cousin.


  “Wow.” Ernie whistled and waved to the crowd of servants massing in the tunnels. A few of them looked at Aubric and his party, but most stood silent, their gaze turned toward the floor. “It’s like we got a revolution on our hands. Send in the marines, huh?”


  “Yeah, Ernie. Whatever you say.” There was a downside to everything. Now that Joe had found his cousin, he had to listen to him.


  “Is your cousin able to walk?” Aubric asked of the pair.


  “Yeah,” Ernie answered, forcing his grey face into a smile. “I’m a little woozy, but it’s nothin’ I ain’t used to.”


  Aubric nodded. “Brian may have gone where he belonged, but we have lost a powerful ally. It is best if we quit these tunnels as quickly as we can.”


  Brian again.


  “Hey,” Joe asked. “Does Ernie’s return have anything to do with Brian’s disappearance?”


  Aubric paused before he replied, as though he were communing with the others within. “A magical exchange? Perhaps. Our magic might have alerted someone to Brian’s presence. It does not matter. Brian is gone. We do not have time for explanations.” Aubric shook his head. “We are here to end a war, and seek retribution. Change is the only constant.”


  Basically, Aubric didn’t know, either. Joe decided to stop asking questions.


  “So, we moving out?” Ernie shuffled from foot to foot, every bit as antsy as he used to get at home. Except, thanks to his new body, every time he moved flecks of flesh would fall from his arms and legs.


  Brian was gone, and Ernie was crumbling to dust. Joe Beast was surrounded by others, but right now Joe felt very much alone. Maybe it was these tunnels. Maybe it was his whole life.


  He wasn’t solving anything by standing here. “Aubric? You ready? Come on, Ernie. We’re going to find some daylight.”


  The warrior raised his hands to the ceiling. Faint tendrils of light rose from his fingers like mist after a rain, twisting and turning away from Aubric, floating through the tunnels, both before them and the way they had come. The faint swirls of light disappeared with distance. Aubric nodded.


  “The passageway is clear. We may continue on our way.”


  “The surface!” The noise came from behind Joe, from the crowd of servants at their rear. The single voice led to a hundred more, a swell of voices from the silence, like the growl of some huge creature only now waking from a long sleep.


  Aubric took a step forward and stumbled, as if his leg could not support his weight. He pulled himself back upright, leaning against the tunnel wall. He took three shallow breaths, then turned to Joe. The light danced faintly in the back of Aubric’s eyes.


  “Reviving your cousin has taken more out of me than I thought. I will have to find sustenance soon.”


  Yeah. No food. No water. Joe guessed those were two things Aubric’s particular brand of magic couldn’t handle. And, with all these people following him, that could be a real problem.


  “Yeah, sure,” Joe said. “You want anything, you just ask.”


  Aubric nodded and stood without assistance. He turned and walked, slowly but steadily, toward that place where the tunnels met the outside world.


  Joe waved for Ernie to follow. He didn’t really want to touch his cousin’s crumbling skin.


  He frowned as he watched Aubric’s stiff progress. With Brian gone, Joe knew they needed Aubric to survive.


  Sasseen would have to rethink his plans.


  His strategies had already changed twice upon this journey: once, pleasantly, when he discovered that his goals and those of the Lady Karmille complemented one another; then later, more problematically, when Karmille’s party was joined by those Judges sent by Kedrik.


  Sasseen had come prepared for many eventualities, bringing among other things, potions of control should his companions prove unruly. And, hidden at the bottom of his possessions were three small stones, bought at a high price, supposedly a part of the gate between the worlds. Whether Karmille could aid him or not, he would use any means necessary to seize the power of the gate.


  “We must move,” Judge Sasseen announced. “And quickly.”


  The others—Judges, soldiers, even the lady Karmille—appeared not to have even heard him. They looked exhausted; shaken by their recent battle. Judge Nallf rested his back against a rough-hewn wall. The tunnels varied greatly in this place below the Castle, from artisan-made structures of mortar and brick to the space where they had made their stand, which looked to be the remains of a natural cave. A pair of soldiers squatted on the ground beneath a sputtering torch, close by a shallow stream that hugged one wall for a dozen paces before disappearing underground. And even the lady had lost some of her regal bearing, her shoulders slumped as she stood between her guards at the very center of the space.


  Their attackers had vanished, for now. But one of Sasseen’s own party, the Judge Kayor, had defected to the other side. He was one of the three sent by Karmille’s father, Kedrik, High Lord of the Grey; three Judges that Sasseen had no reason to trust. But he had thought the man’s treachery would be in favor of Kedrik, rather than against the entire House of the Grey.


  If Sasseen had any reaction to the Judge’s sudden defection, it was relief that there would be one less he might have to deal with. To his mind, Kayor had simply quit one enemy to join another.


  He had no time for other emotions.


  His two slaves were gone, as well. Had they been stolen by Kayor? First, the false Imp, and now this. His playthings were stripped away. Nothing worked as planned in these tunnels, especially when his supposed Lord, Kedrik of the Grey, seemed to delight in sabotaging the actions of his daughter and her Judge.


  How quickly, Sasseen thought, one’s priorities might change. He had entered this world underground looking for power and glory, a way to subvert the politics of the Grey by allying himself with the High Lord’s daughter. Perhaps he would still find all these triumphs, someday. Now he only wished to survive.


  He turned his attention to Nallf and Eaas. One was thin, the other plump. They were both older than he, and better established at court. Neither seemed to have the stamina necessary for their flight through the tunnels.


  “Why do you stand there?” he called to the pair. “You have the strength of Judge. You must help our fight.” Sasseen was aware that his words were close to taunts. He would use whatever he could to rouse them from their stupor.


  Even now, they hesitated before responding. The two other Judges appeared to be the most overwhelmed among them. Sasseen found no surprise in that. The two had little knowledge of the ways of the tunnels that filled the world below the Grey Keep. They were far too used to the protections and comforts of their former life. They were most certainly not ready for battle.


  “You ask us to move?” Judge Eaas demanded. “But Kayor’s defection greatly increases the danger to the House of the Grey. Kedrik must be informed of this at once!” If nothing else, his loyalty seemed to restore his energy.


  His fellow Judge pushed away from the wall. “A group of Judges this large threatens all the houses of the Castle!” added Nallf. “A group of Judges without allegiance—now with Kayor’s assistance—could easily destroy us.”


  So they would stick to their loyalty to their lord above all else? To Sasseen, such an attitude was not only unrealistic—but he believed it could only lead to disaster.


  Looking at the dispirited around him, Sasseen was almost surprised they had been able to defeat the renegade Judges’ first attack. The enemy had been mighty but unfocused; a raw power without direction. They had lacked the sophistication of court-trained Judges. That was the only reason Sasseen’s party had triumphed. That would no longer be true with Kayor to show the renegades the way. Didn’t they realize that the very problems they cited meant they must move with all speed?


  The others still tarried, the Judges petulant, the remaining soldiers apparently in shock. Only Karmille’s two servants seemed ready to travel. Flik the assassin had retrieved most of the knives he had used to kill their attackers, ensuring with an extra blow here and there that each of the eight bodies before them was truly dead. Blade the guard stood by the side of his mistress, his right hand resting lightly on the hilt of his sword.


  The lady Karmille took a deep breath. She had not been herself since a powerful spell had almost destroyed her. “Judge Sasseen is correct. Our enemy has found us once. They will find us again.”


  The voice of the High One only seemed to increase the Judges’ agitation. They glanced to each other before turning back to the lady.


  “But our first duty is to inform Kedrik,” Nallf insisted. Karmille frowned and fixed the Judges with a stare worthy of her father.


  “We are no longer talking allegiances,” she informed them coldly. “We are talking about staying alive.”


  Sasseen realized he had a way to solve this impasse, provided by Lord Kedrik himself. He would be glad to have this particular reminder taken from his sight.


  “Kedrik has provided us with a means of communication.” Sasseen snapped his fingers. Imp the elemental appeared from the shadows where it always waited—and watched, responding to Sasseen’s command, as if he still controlled it. Sasseen smiled at the irony of this moment. The dark flame landed in his palm.


  “Kedrik?” Eaas protested. “But Imp is your…”


  The words died in the Judge’s throat. Then they, too, knew the nature of things. Basoff had turned the Imp Sasseen had created into a spy for Lord Kedrik. Apparently, he had done so with the full knowledge of the other Judges.


  “You are surprised that I know Imp’s true nature?” Sasseen laughed, a sound bitter to his ears. “I may be hard pressed in this adventure, but I am not a fool.”


  He waved at the others in black. “Put whatever message you wish within the creature. I doubt we will see it again.”


  Now that Imp’s true nature had been discovered, Basoff would have no further use for the creature.


  Eaas and Nallf quickly conferred. “If we might see the elemental?” Eaas requested.


  Sasseen nodded. The flame flew from his palm to hover before the two other Judges. Both spoke to the creature in low tones.


  The flame grew for an instant.


  Nallf clapped his hands.


  The spark flew, the elemental gone from their sight in an instant.


  Sasseen waved to the pair. “This was your final communication with our lord. We must restrict our magic, lest it give away our location. We are not free of the renegades; our first victory only won us a short reprieve.”


  Nallf began to object.


  Karmille spoke before the Judge could say three words. “Every moment we remain here,” she reminded them again, “we are in greater danger. Sasseen knows the tunnels. He has served me well.” The lady seemed to be standing straighter than before, as if the act of taking command would give her back her strength.


  Both the Judges bowed their heads slightly as Karmille spoke, showing the habits of court. Nallf and Eaas were used to following directions. With Karmille’s help, Sasseen should be able to keep them in line.


  Nallf still would not leave it alone.


  “But any place we can go,” he said as soon as the lady was done, “Kayor will follow. Any spell we produce Kayor might anticipate.”


  But Sasseen had already considered this. In those brief times when they had allowed themselves a few moments’ rest, he had concocted a plan.


  “Not any spell,” he replied. “They can only counter anything of the world above.”


  “What do you mean?” Eaas asked.


  Sasseen had never been truly comfortable at Court. He had spent much of his early days as a Judge exploring these places and learning their secrets. Some of those secrets he had not wished to challenge until his knowledge and power had increased. Now, though, he could see no other choice.


  “I know about more than the world above,” he replied. “There are certain things within these tunnels that even the renegade Judges would not dare.”


  “So you want us to run on our own?” Eaas seemed most unhappy. “How will Kedrik find us? If we could only gain the strength of the Judges within the Grey Keep—”


  “And we would no doubt lead the renegades directly to the Grey Keep. Once the enemy Judges become strong enough, they will easily destroy all above.”


  “What else would you have us do?” Nallf asked.


  “Our only hope is to change the very rules on which our world is based.”


  “Destroy the Covenant? Y-you are mad, Sasseen….” Nallf sputtered.


  Eaas tried to be more reasonable. “You have spent too long in these tunnels.”


  Sasseen had no more time for arguments. “You do not have to accompany us. Run back to Kedrik as fast as you can.”


  A large part of him hoped that they did run. Not that they would survive to see the Grey Keep. But perhaps the renegade Judges might spend enough time chasing and destroying them for Sasseen and Karmille to reach their goal.


  Eaas and Nallf looked to each other. Neither spoke. Both of them knew what was likely to happen if they left Sasseen’s knowledge of the tunnels behind to strike out on their own.


  “We do not know the tunnels,” Nallf admitted. “We bow to your wisdom.”


  “Very well,” Eaas said. “What do you propose?”


  “There are many places the Judges have hidden from those above.” Sasseen smiled. “I have found a place that even our enemies would fear.”


  Both Eaas and Nallf looked most doubtful.


  Sasseen chuckled. “Think of it, a place that the renegades are afraid to go. Furthermore, it is a place of power.”


  “Out with it, Sasseen,” Eaas demanded. “What is this place?”


  Sasseen’s smile grew broader still. “The entrance to the third world.”


  The other Judges stared at him, as though his revelation had robbed them of the power of speech.


  “The third world?” Karmille demanded. “What is that?” Sasseen bowed slightly in
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