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  Prologue


  He was known as the Pale Man. For those who dared to get close enough to inspect the features beneath the broad-brimmed hat that often left his face in shadow, his skin appeared to be a very light grey, more the color of pallid stone than the color of flesh; the same color as the irises in his unblinking eyes, the same color as the gums around his chilling smile; a color that was hardly any color at all.


  Few wished to get involved with someone with the Pale Man’s talents. You came to him only when you were desperate, if the need for money or dope or the latest experimental wonder drug mattered so much you didn’t care what he asked of you. For the Pale Man always asked for favors in return, favors that might haunt you for the rest of your life. That is, of course, if you managed to live through to the end of what you had been asked to do.


  You could find the Pale Man anywhere and everywhere, from the most sparkling boardroom to the darkest back alley. You simply had to know how to look. He would be waiting for you with his death grin and those eyes that could look inside your head, your heart and your soul. And he would get you what you thought you wanted, then ask for so much more in return.


  Eric Jacobsen, the latest of those who sought the Pale Man’s help, was ushered into the room by a pair of men he had never seen before. The room had nothing to distinguish it: pale green institutional walls, with curtains of a slightly darker hue that looked like they could use a good cleaning. They were the kind of colors that were supposed to inspire calm, but there was something about the lighting here, harsh at the room’s center, nonexistent in the corners, that was anything but calming. At the far end of the room, the Pale Man stepped from the shadows. Jacobsen was pushed into a plastic cafeteria chair under the light. He saw a scratched coffee table off to his right. The room had no other furniture.


  The words rushed out of Jacobsen as soon as the two men released their grip. “They’re going to kill me if I don’t do something. I don’t have the money. There’s no way I could get that kind of money—”


  The Pale Man brushed away Jacobsen’s explanation with a flick of his colorless hand.


  “Do you have the address?” the Pale Man asked in a tone more rasp than voice. Hearing that voice shut Jacobsen’s mouth. It was the kind of voice that sounded gruff like an animal, cold like a machine, anything but human; the kind of voice that didn’t even belong in this world.


  Jacobsen realized the Pale Man expected an answer.


  “Uh, yeah. They handed me the address outside, but how—?”


  “On the table in front of you,” the Pale Man replied.


  Jacobsen looked down and saw the gun; a short, stocky, silver thing. He could have sworn it wasn’t there a minute before.


  He had never handled a gun before, always scared he’d do something stupid or clumsy. He touched it tentatively, as if the metal might burn his fingers, but the gun was cool to the touch. There was nothing to do but pick it up.


  The Pale Man’s rasp made Eric look up. “Don’t shoot until you get quite close. Less chance of a mistake.”


  “But I don’t—”


  The Pale Man frowned. “The men outside can give you any instruction you need.” His hand flicked out again, a wave of dismissal.


  Jacobsen didn’t move.


  “I don’t know—”


  “You will finish this, or you will answer to me.” The Pale Man stepped back, and was lost in shadow.


  Eric Jacobsen hadn’t said all he wanted to say. But the Pale Man was gone, and the others still waited outside. The gun sat in his hand. It was very heavy for something so small. Jacobsen wanted to call out, to demand some answers, but he knew he would get no response.


  He was very much alone.


  


  Book One


  Skirmishes


  “At the beginning of Our Year of Triumph 15,007, it appeared that the war would never end. The current battle had raged for well over a hundred years, and each small victory seemed to breed more new factions rather than alliances, as if the never-ending warfare were causing the very fabric of society to unravel. For the first time, our Glorious and Ancient Civilization seemed on the verge of collapse without any source of strength to unify the whole.


  “Ah, but a civilization as diverse and multifaceted as our own will often harbor hidden sources of strength and rebirth. So it was that a certain, unheeded corner of our own societal structure—a group ignored, even belittled by those around them, a subset of our culture kept alive almost entirely by an unthinking tradition— would step forward to lead our world toward a new era; an era that, despite certain skeptics, may hold more promise than any period since that of the Great Cruelty …”


  —from The Castle; Its Unfolding History


  (a work in progress)
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  The World


  “Get down here this minute, young man!”


  Brian Clark winced. The voice sliced through him like the sound of chalk on blackboard, stopping his phone conversation midsentence.


  “Gotta go,” he whispered into the receiver, to Karen, the only girl who would ever understand.


  “Your mother?” Karen shot back. “On your case again, huh?” That was Karen. She just knew.


  “Yeah,” he replied. “Something’s up.”


  “Brian?” His mother’s shrill voice echoed up the stairs. “I’m warning you!”


  “Parents.” Karen laughed. “They’re terminally screwed, aren’t they?”


  Brian chuckled, more to laugh along with Karen than in response to what she said. He hated to think what his parents would do if he used words like that.


  “Call you later,” he said instead. He hung up the phone and walked out into the hall, careful not to get tripped up by his slightly too-long jeans. His mother always bought them that way; she claimed he was growing too fast for her to buy him pants that fit.


  “Mom?” he called down the stairs. “I’m right here!”


  “Don’t talk back to me, young man!” His mother was waiting for him at the foot of the stairs, her hands on her hips. “Get down here this instant! When your father gets done outside, we’re going to have a little talk.”


  That didn’t sound good, but then it hardly ever did. Brian came down the stairs carefully, one step at a time. He didn’t want to rush or trip or make extra noise. His mother paced at the foot of the stairs like a hungry lion waiting for Christians.


  “About time!” she announced the instant his foot hit the hardwood floor at the base of the stairs. She waved across the foyer to the family room. “Look at this place!” Brian looked quickly at everything included in the wave; the coat rack, the front door, the front hall table with its basket for mail, the small mirror above the table—and his reflection in the mirror, pale, frowning face topped by short dark hair—the doorway into the family room, and the family room beyond. As usual, he didn’t know what was wrong. Sure, there were a couple magazines on the table. And he had left an empty glass by the couch when he ran upstairs to answer his phone. But, besides that, the place looked no different from when he’d walked in from school two hours ago. Maybe it was because he’d left the TV on.


  He looked back at his mother. He hoped she would give him a hint. But she just stood there and glowered.


  “Sorry,” he mumbled. That word alone would protect him for a minute.


  “Brian, Brian, Brian,” his mother sadly replied, like his name was some kind of a mantra holding back her anger, or maybe an explanation for everything that was wrong in the world. His mother still stared, the hawk ready to pounce, the judge about to pass sentence, unless Brian could instantly make things right.


  Something clicked inside him. How many times had he wilted under that stare? He didn’t have to stand here like this. He was almost sixteen. Most of the kids at school—just about everybody but Karen, he guessed—thought he was some kind of wimp, and this was where it all started every day. Nobody else would put up with this kind of shit. He sometimes wondered why he hadn’t left this place years ago. His fingers curled into fists at his sides.


  He took a step back toward the stairs. “Mom, I’ve got things—”


  He was stopped by a single look. His mother’s gaze, cold and distant before, now burned him as if she might turn him to ash with a glance. Her lips barely moved as she spoke. “You know what happens to boys who talk back.”


  No. He wouldn’t be pushed around. He had to make his mother understand. “Mom, I’m not a boy anymore.”


  “Not a boy?” His mother made a sputtering noise. “I don’t see that you’ve made any money around here. What do you do for the family, anyway, besides eat and take up space—?”


  He’d heard this all before. He couldn’t stand to hear it again.


  “Shut up!” he yelled. “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” The furniture rattled as he stamped his feet.


  His mother’s voice was soft, almost a whisper. “Temper tantrums are for little boys.”


  Brian wanted to destroy something. He slammed the flat of his hand against the wall. The whole room shook with the force of the blow.


  “I’ve warned you about that anger,” his mother continued in that same soft tone. Her tight lips had curled into the slightest of smiles. “You’re going to kill somebody someday.”


  Brian stopped breathing. He wasn’t a boy anymore! He had to get angry sometimes. Didn’t he? He would destroy everything with his anger. His whole life was impossible.


  He let out a single, high-pitched wail.


  “You’re just totally out of control, aren’t you?” His mother turned her head sharply away to stare at the front door. “What could be keeping your father? I swear I can’t depend on any male around here.”


  In the silence that followed, Brian heard faint noises coming from outside; voices raised in anger, and someone revving a car engine.


  His mother frowned and walked toward the front door. Brian felt the tightness in his chest loosen just the slightest little bit. Anything for a distraction.


  His mother jumped as they heard three quick bursts outside, like somebody rapping at a door, only ten times louder.


  “What was that?” she demanded.


  Brian thought they were gunshots.


  His mother rushed to the window and pushed aside the mini-blinds. She opened her mouth and made a noise unlike any Brian had ever heard, a shriek that seemed to go on forever.


  People were screaming.


  Joe Beast jumped into the car. His cousin Ernie stared at him openmouthed.


  “Jeez, Joe—”


  Joe stared hard at his cousin. He’d had enough back talk for one day.


  “Drive,” he ordered.


  Ernie couldn’t handle complications. His head twitched as if he was using all his willpower not to look at the man bleeding on the lawn behind them.


  “You hear me?” Joe asked.


  Ernie stomped on the accelerator, shifting the Buick quickly from first to third, the LeSabre’s tires squealing as it jumped away from the curb. Ernie knew enough not to mess with Joe when he used that tone of voice.


  Joe wiped off the gun. They’d have to find a place to dump it. That asshole had made him shoot. Didn’t anybody ever tell him not to mess with a man holding a gun?


  Joe stared out at the suburban streets as Ernie quickly left the mess behind, block after block of neat ranch houses, their lawns sprouting new spring grass, tiny flowers showing here and there. All perfect little bits of suburban paradise. All except one, behind them, the new shoots brown with blood; the fat man spread across the lawn, his arms splayed out like a puppet, blood still pumping from his throat.


  Joe had thought he was beyond this sort of thing. He was the college man, after all, the guy who knew how to talk his way through anything. Shooting the guy—that was the sort of thing Ernie would do; the sort of thing Ernie had done a few times too many. Roman and the boys thought that way, too. That’s why they had put Joe in charge.


  He was just supposed to make sure that Mr. Alan Clark gave them what they wanted, or would get delivered to a prearranged location, probably to see Joe’s uncle. Uncle Roman didn’t burden Joe with the exact details—it had always seemed simpler and safer that way. But Joe had never expected this kind of resistance.


  He could still see the fat guy grabbing for the gun in his hand, and he could still feel his own finger squeeze the trigger almost before he could think of it, the gunshots impossibly loud in the still suburban air.


  “Fucked,” Ernie moaned as he stared straight ahead, talking more to himself than to Joe. “It’s all fucked, isn’t it? But, hey, if everything’s fucked, maybe we can leave this part of it behind. If everything’s fucked, what difference does it make?”


  Joe shook his head. Joe never tried to decipher Ernie’s logic. They might be cousins, but their brains didn’t bear the slightest family resemblance.


  After all, Joe had gone to college, maybe more to play football and pick up girls than anything to do with learning, at least at first. But then he blew his knee out in the first game they put him in. With football out of the question, and the draft waiting for anybody who didn’t have a student deferment, he’d finally been forced to become a student.


  College and a business degree had allowed him to pass some clever moves on to his uncle and his late father. They’d rewarded him with a more-or-less legitimate job at the edge of their operation. He’d bided his time, twenty years now of running a business for his uncle, with the occasional job like this on the side. Roman Petranova had praised his patience, told him it was all about to pay off. He just had to run this one little errand with Ernie, and then they’d talk.


  Joe sighed. Until maybe five minutes ago, he had been destined for great things.


  Ernie started to mutter again, “Maybe it’ll be all right. It’s fucked, but it’s all right. Look at it around here. It’s more deserted than midtown at midnight. Nobody even walks down these streets in the middle of the day.”


  Now that his cousin mentioned it, Joe realized they’d hardly seen anybody. He turned in his seat to look behind him. They were the only car on the street. Maybe they could get away from all this after all.


  “Fuck it!” Ernie started to laugh. “This whole place is empty. Nobody’s home! Who’s gonna find us? Who’s gonna know?”


  For once, Joe hoped Ernie was right.


  The sirens started in the distance.
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  The Castle


  Aubric stopped breathing for a moment, listening for sounds of pursuit. There was nothing, only the sound of the wind high up in the trees and the distant chatter of birds. Somehow, he had lost them.


  Everything seemed a jumble since the Grey prince’s men had surprised them. The three of them, Aubric and his fellow lieutenants, had been sitting at the edge of a clearing in the sun, far away, they thought, from enemy lines. They had been sharing stories from their childhood, in those long-ago days when they had been protected from the war. Aubric had told a joke and the others were laughing when Lepp had fallen forward, an arrow in his back. Savignon had leapt up as half a dozen men with swords had stepped from the silent woods. By the time Aubric had retrieved his own weapon, Sav was lost in the enemy’s midst. But the swordsmen had been so intent on subduing his friend, no one was paying much attention to Aubric. He had seen an opening, and he had run.


  Someone shouted as he ran across the clearing, away from the fight. An arrow flew close by his ear. But then he was in the trees, rushing down one hill and up the next, the thickness of the forest protecting him from errant missiles. If they wanted to catch him, they would have to chase him.


  In running, he had spared barely a thought for his companions. Lepp had lain still on the ground, Sav overwhelmed by superior forces. Surely, Sav was a dead man, too, hacked apart by the surrounding swords. Even if Aubric had lent his sword to the fight, the results would have been the same. Worse, for they would have all been dead. But Aubric had seen a way to escape.


  He had run. His friends had died, and he had run.


  He couldn’t stop running, or he would die as well.


  He had thought he heard sounds of pursuit at first, but they were gone. What would they sound like, after all? He had heard nothing before he and his friends were attacked. Perhaps they didn’t have to crash through the forest after him, but could fly through the air, or simply vanish from one comer of the forest and reappear in another. Perhaps the sorcerers employed by the enemy had come up with some magic aid that would give their troops an edge, some twist that the sorcerers working for Aubric’s side had not yet found a way to counter.


  Perhaps. Aubric only knew he had no more strength to run. He had to stop, to think, to consider his options based on what he really knew rather than what he might suspect. If the others were going to catch him, they would catch him now.


  He sat on a large rock and sighed. He listened to the noise of birds and the small creatures of the wood. The enemy was nowhere about. His friends were gone as well. Whether he had deserted them or saved himself, he was all alone.


  A sudden clatter overwhelmed the quiet forest sounds. Aubric placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, quickly scanning the surrounding forest for danger. The noise was in front of him, in the direction he had been traveling. It was the last sort of noise he’d expect in the middle of the forest—a heavy, mechanical sound—the groan of hinges, the whir of gears.


  A bush shook half a dozen feet before him, then rose from the ground. Aubric leapt from the rock and took a couple of steps away, his exhausted muscles complaining at even that movement. Earth and leaves shivered as the bush swung away to reveal a trapdoor covered by six inches of dirt. The groans grew louder as the trapdoor inched upward, as if the machine was seldom used and needed to complain every inch of the way. It groaned to a stop at last, revealing an opening maybe three feet wide. Aubric saw light flicker from the dimness of the hole. He heard the distant music of a flute.


  Aubric decided he should be cautious. Still, no one had attacked. He took a careful step forward.


  A large, wrinkled face peered out of the new opening. “About time you got here!”


  “Pardon?” Aubric replied, quite startled. Still, something about all this kept him from drawing his sword. “Do we know each other?”


  The very wrinkled face—two hundred years’ worth at least—considered this. “Not at all in the past. In the future we know each other very well.”


  “I have stumbled upon a madman,” Aubric said aloud.


  “One of the many problems with this modern world,” the head said with a sorry shake, “is that people call mad that which they cannot understand. Hey, that’s pretty catchy, isn’t it? I always could turn a phrase.”


  “I suppose.” Aubric decided that the owner of the face probably wasn’t dangerous. Annoying, perhaps, but not dangerous. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—”


  “I certainly will not!” the face replied indignantly. “You’ve got to climb in here!”


  “I have to what?”


  “Do you think I opened this door for my health? You heard the way the thing complained. I barely got it opened at all!”


  “It did make a bit of noise,” Aubric agreed.


  “Enough to alert your pursuers, I’m afraid. Oh, they are still after you. That’s why I’m here, after all.”


  Aubric looked quickly at the surrounding woods. There was no one nearby, but did he hear the distant sound of someone crashing through the underbrush?


  “They’ll catch you for certain if you’re in the forest,” the wrinkled face continued. “But what if you simply—disappear?”


  “What?” Aubric asked, looking back to the opening.


  “Get down here—now!”


  Aubric glanced once more at the forest. He did hear the sound of voices shouting in the distance, voices he no longer had the strength to outrun. He was a dead man or a prisoner if he stayed where he was. He could do no worse by humoring this strange creature.


  The face had disappeared from the opening, but Aubric heard the voice.


  “Hurry!”


  He dropped to his knees and peered inside. It was too dark to see much of anything.


  “They’ll see you in a minute! Inside!” A hand grabbed his shirt and pulled. Aubric found himself tumbling forward. He landed in something soft as the hinges and gears began complaining all over again.


  Aubric found a lantern thrust in his face.


  “Going to lie about all day, are you? You certainly don’t make a very good first impression, Sir Aubric. If I couldn’t see the future, I might doubt my instincts.”


  Aubric pushed himself to his feet as the light was pulled away. The fellow with the wrinkled face was short, perhaps four feet in height, and shuffled as he walked. He looked like nothing so much as one of the gnarlymen who performed many of the most menial tasks around Aubric’s father’s estate. But the gnarlymen were barely bright enough to string two words together. Or so Aubric had always thought.


  The short man gave a little bow as he saw Aubric studying him. “Summitch is the name—well, at least for the moment.” He pointed at his shirtfront. “This is, of course, not my true aspect. I only use it for convenience.”


  Summitch waved the lantern at their surroundings. “And what do you think of my kingdom?”


  Aubric looked beyond the little man to see that they stood in a dimly lit passageway, brightened only by the occasional torch, that seemed to stretch in a straight line forever in either direction.


  “If you’ll pardon my asking,” Aubric asked, “where are we—exactly?”


  “Why, the castle, of course,” Summitch replied in a tone that said the answer was beyond obvious. “But then, we’re never out of the castle, are we?”


  As far as Aubric was concerned, the answer was only beyond him. “The castle? Which castle?”


  “Battle fatigue,” Summitch said. “That would explain it, I suppose. We won’t have a conversation of any substance until you’ve rested. Unless, of course, you were never taught—but that would be unthinkable. But enough talk. We have business.”


  The small man turned and marched down the never- ending hall. Aubric decided that, for now, he had better follow. And if he couldn’t get his first question answered, perhaps he could ask another.


  “Then, Summitch,” he called to his rapidly moving guide, “perhaps you can tell me where we are going?”


  “Elsewhere in the castle, of course.” He glanced back at Aubric and grinned. When he smiled, the small man looked no more than a hundred and fifty. “I may seem evasive, but I think it best to hold off on explanations until I can show you a thing or two.”


  Fair enough. Aubric guessed his pursuers would never find him here, wherever he was. But the surprise and excitement of finding this place was wearing off, leaving only the ache in his legs and his chest.


  “I may need to rest!” he called ahead to Summitch, who was pulling away with his steady pace.


  “No doubt!” the small man called over his shoulder. “We all do from time to time.”


  Was this small man being obtuse on purpose? Aubric felt anger mix with his fatigue. “Enough!” he shouted.


  Summitch actually paused and turned back to look at him.


  “I don’t understand the nature of this place, or our relationship.” Aubric spoke slowly and clearly, so he would not be misunderstood. “While I appreciate the rescue, you’ve really given me no reason to follow you. I have just had a very difficult experience, and I don’t need any more surprises.”


  “Really?” Summitch smiled politely. “And what exactly would you like, Sir Aubric?”


  “Just now?” Aubric sighed. “Probably to be left alone.”


  Summitch nodded. “If that’s the way you want it.”


  Aubric glanced at the packed earth floor. “Not that I wouldn’t appreciate an explanation—”


  He glanced back up at the small man. But the small man was gone. Aubric walked quickly forward to the last place he had seen his guide. It looked just the same as the rest of the passage, dirt floor, walls and ceiling of mud and stone and brick. There were no side passageways, no doors or windows, nowhere for the small man to have gone.


  “Summitch!” Aubric called. He was answered only by the echo of his own voice.


  Aubric had gotten his wish. He sagged against the wall. Perhaps, if he got some sleep, he could make some sense of it. Or perhaps Summitch was mad after all and Aubric was lost forever.


  At the moment, he simply didn’t care.
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  The World


  Ernie was a miracle worker.


  Joe’s cousin had smiled the instant he heard the sirens. He’d turned the LeSabre off the main road, down one of the innumerable side streets that wound their way through the suburban hills. His smile only broadened as he maneuvered around a curve, then sped down the straightaway that followed. He beat out a rhythm on the steering wheel to a song only he could hear.


  And Joe was lost. He frowned over at his cousin. “Where are we going?”


  “Relax, Joe. This I can handle.” Ernie chuckled. “They have no idea where we are. Place like this—all these little connecting streets—is hopeless for roadblocks; and the local police don’t have any copters. No fuckin’ way they’re gonna find us.”


  Ernie took an abrupt left. He was driving quickly, though not so fast as to draw attention, just an impatient suburbanite eager to get home. “I always take a look at the maps before I come out on this kind of job. Better fuckin’ safe than fuckin’ sorry.” He laughed again.


  Joe’s frown stayed on his face as he listened to the world outside the car. The sirens were still there, but they weren’t getting any closer.


  “We got some distance already,” Ernie went on. The only other time Joe had heard him talk this much was when he bragged how good he was with women. “Two minutes, and we’re in the next town. Five more, we’re in a different fuckin’ county.” He laughed again. Ernie was having a fine old time. “Usually, it’s my ass that needs saving. You owe me one this time, Joe.”


  “Yeah,” Joe replied. The gun felt very heavy in his hands, like it was gaining weight with every minute he held on to it. It wouldn’t do him any good to let his cousin know how shaken he was. He smiled back at Ernie. “What? Another dozen of these chases, we’ll be even?”


  Ernie laughed again. Joe had never seen his cousin in such a good mood.


  Ernie slammed on the brakes. They squealed as the car slid to a halt. Joe looked around, ready for trouble.


  “Gotta watch where I’m goin’, don’t I?” Ernie waved out the window. “Toss it here.”


  They were on a bridge, one of those old, two-lane bridges with heavy steel beams, green with age, that met overhead. The window rolled down with a hum on the passenger’s side. Ernie had flicked a switch; this LeSabre was loaded with all the options. Joe stuck his head out. There was no sidewalk on this side of the bridge, only a rusting guardrail half-covered with chipped white paint. If he craned his neck a bit, he could see past the rail, down to white water rushing between huge boulders.


  “River’s real fast here,” Ernie explained. “And it gets deep just down below. Current will carry your fuckin’ piece, lose it at the bottom of the river. Police won’t find it in a hundred years.”


  It occurred to Joe that Ernie might have done this sort of thing before. He wondered how many of Ernie’s guns had already taken a ride on the river.


  “Wait for it,” Ernie cautioned. Joe looked back toward his cousin, and saw a Jeep Cherokee approaching them across the bridge. The driver of the other car only glanced at them as he drove on by, as if he saw people parked in the middle of the bridge every day. In this town, even the drivers kept to themselves.


  Ernie watched the Jeep drive away in the rearview mirror. “In a minute,” he instructed. “Lean far enough out of the car so you drop it in the water.”


  Joe did as he was told. First he got into this to watch over his dumb-ass cousin, now he was taking orders from him. If he pushed with his feet on the floor of the car, he could half stand, getting his head and shoulders out of the window, giving him a clear view of the river below. He let go of the piece and watched the gun fall into the swirling water, then watched the rushing current wash away his dreams.


  What was he doing here, anyway?


  He never planned to get this involved with the business. He remembered twenty years back, just out of high school, with a full athletic scholarship to the college of his choice; Joe Bisotti, quarterback of the future. His mother had wanted him to steer clear of his uncle’s operations, and this seemed like the perfect out.


  Not that he’d had much of a chance to be a football hero. Oh, he had had the moves, all right, and a knee that fell apart the second time he was tackled in a game. After the football scholarship had gone bust, he decided he was going to stay in college one way or another. But the easy money was too close, and too good. He’d supplemented his income by selling TVs, stereos, toaster ovens; things “that fell off the truck,” as his father was so fond of saying. Small-time stuff, mostly supplied by his uncle—the family scholarship, as his father put it.


  He swore he was only going to stay with the small-time stuff. But here he was, twenty some years later, and he’d never put the small stuff behind him. And now he’d just graduated into the big leagues.


  “You gonna get back in the car,” Ernie called, “or you working on your fucking tan?”


  The gun was long gone. Joe squirmed back through the window and into his seat.


  “About time,” Ernie called as he hit the button to roll up Joe’s window. “I had to turn off the air-conditioning.”


  Now that his cousin mentioned it, Joe was still feeling cold. It was only the middle of May, after all.


  “Do we need it?” Joe asked.


  “This car got fucking climate control, we’re gonna use it!” His cousin punched a button on the brightly lit dashboard. “We’re outta here.”


  Ernie pushed his foot down on the gas, and the Buick crossed the river into another town, just like he’d said. In fact, it seemed like Ernie was doing all of the talking lately. Something had shifted between them these last few minutes, something Joe would have to correct as soon, as possible. He needed to bring Ernie down a notch or two.


  “I’m still in charge here,” Joe remarked. He watched Ernie out of the corner of his eye, like he wasn’t watching him at all. With Ernie, Joe had to be ready for anything.


  “Did I say different?” Ernie smiled at his cousin like the world was a never-ending series of possibilities. “Where now?”


  There was only one possibility. “We gotta see Uncle Roman.”


  All traces of a smile fell from Ernie’s face. “Yeah. My father. I always gotta see my father.”


  “We’ve got to tell him what happened,” Joe explained, even though Ernie knew that as well as he did. “What does he always say? ‘Face the music.’“


  “The fuckin’ music,” Ernie agreed forlornly. “At least I’m not the one on the carpet this time.” The corner of his mouth twitched toward a smile for an instant before he glanced over at Joe. “I wouldn’t be in your fuckin’ shoes for a fuckin’ million dollars.”


  Joe nodded his head. He and Ernie could always agree on something.


  Brian’s mother stood in the doorway, as if getting any closer to her wounded husband would be more than she could bear. She had stopped screaming by now, but her hands still covered her mouth, muffling her sobs.


  At first, Brian watched through the living room window. There were sirens everywhere. A fire truck, an ambulance, and a police cruiser pulled up, one right after another.


  The men from the ambulance and the fire truck rushed to his father. The police, one man, one woman, walked to the door.


  Both officers approached slowly, looking to either side, as if they expected the gunman to pop out of the bushes or shoot at them through the hedge.


  “Ma’am?” The policewoman spoke first. “Can you tell, us what happened here?”


  His mother only stood there and sobbed. Brian decided he’d better do something. He ran from the window to the front door, edging past his mother’s side. He expected her to push him away, like she always did when she was upset, but she moved numbly to one side to let him through.


  “They’re gone,” he called to the policewoman. “They got into their car and left.”


  Both officers visibly relaxed. He looked past the police at the men huddled around his fallen father. He saw four of them slide his father onto a pallet of some sort, then lift the pallet to the top of a cart. His father moved. He was still alive. They wheeled him toward the ambulance. Between the rapidly moving medics, Brian thought he saw a bloody bandage pressed against his father’s throat.


  Both cops started to talk at once. “They? There was more than one? Did you get a good look at the car?”


  Brian told them he had only heard the car speed off almost immediately after the gunshots. His mother was the one who had gone to the window.


  The woman took over the questioning again. “Ma’am? Did you get a look at whoever shot your husband?”


  His mother shook her head violently. “I only saw the back of one of them. Dark hair. He wore a suit.”


  After it became obvious that this was all his mother was going to say, the female officer tried again. “Did you get a look at the car?”


  His mother shook her head more slowly. “It was black, I think. What do I know about cars?” His mother whipped her head around to stare at Brian through her tears. “Why didn’t you look out the window?”


  Even the police officers glanced at each other at that.


  “Maybe the neighbors saw something,” the female officer added quickly. “We’ll check around.” Brian was glad she had taken the pressure off of him. She had a nametag above her badge. “Porter.”


  Officer Porter asked his mother a few more questions. Had there been any strange phone calls? Had her husband spoken about anyone whom he might be seeing? Mostly, his mother just shook her head and cried.


  The medics slammed the doors of the ambulance. The large red light began its whirl.


  “Excuse me,” the other officer, whose nametag read “D’Ammassa,” broke in. “Would you like to ride with your husband?”


  His mother shook her head one more time. “I don’t know. Where are you taking him?”


  “From here, we usually take people to Memorial. Fred?”


  The last of the medics confirmed they were indeed taking him to Memorial Hospital.


  His mother hesitated, unsure of what to do. “Perhaps I’d better.” She frowned at Brian. “What about the boy?”


  “We’ll get someone to drive him up,” Officer Porter cut in. D’Ammassa frowned at that. He took a step back, as if he didn’t want to get involved in what to do with Brian.


  His mother nodded and looked away, glad to have that problem out of the way.


  “A couple of other teams will be down here shortly to look at the yard,” Porter continued. “We may need to ask some other questions later.”


  His mother was already back inside the house. Brian looked around to see her grab her purse and keys. She was at his side again in an instant.


  “You stay here until they’re ready for you,” she ordered, forcing him back inside the house with a single glance. “And don’t bother the police.”


  The cops stepped back as she pushed her way between them. She slammed the door behind her.


  Brian stood there for a long moment, aware of nothing more than his own breathing. The siren started up as the ambulance pulled away. Things had happened so quickly. One minute, his mother was yelling at him like usual, the next his father was shot. It seemed like he should feel something that wasn’t quite there. Should he be afraid? Angry? All Brian felt was numb. That, and an odd sense of relief, that the house was quiet, and he was all alone.


  The phone rang.


  He rushed to get it, happy for something to do. Maybe his mother forgot something. But he was hoping it was Karen. She always knew when he needed to talk. He walked quickly to the hall table and picked up the receiver.


  “Hello?”


  “Brian?” a man’s voice replied. “Sorry about your father.”


  “What?” Brian didn’t recognize the voice at all. “Who is this?”


  “He was protecting you, wasn’t he?” the voice on the phone continued. “So foolish, really.”


  Was this some kind of crank call? Brian didn’t know what to say.


  “No one else needs to be hurt,” the voice continued. “Just do what we say, and everything will be fine.”


  It sounded like this person was threatening him. Brian looked back toward the front door. The cops were just outside on the lawn. Should he get the police in here?


  “Can’t talk more now,” the voice added cheerfully. “Just wanted to make sure you were staying put. We’ll see you soon.”


  The owner of the voice hung up. Brian listened to the dial tone for a moment before he made his decision. He called Karen. She’d know what to do. Maybe they both had to get out of this place once and for all.


  4


  The Castle


  The jagged stone dug into Aubric’s back, painfully pressing his chain mail against his shoulder blades. He needed to find a place to rest. With that strange Summitch out of sight, he felt exhaustion overwhelm him. He saw a slight indentation in the wall a few feet along the never-ending passageway, sort of a tiny alcove. Perhaps, if he curled up there, he wouldn’t be too uncomfortable.


  He stepped forward, and found that he could barely maintain his balance. Aubric half walked, half stumbled to the alcove. His armor was too heavy, his arms and legs too tired. He fell to his knees. He put a hand out to catch himself on one of the outcroppings of the rough-hewn wall, mostly so that he would not fall flat on his face.


  The wall seemed to jerk beneath his hand. He yanked his hand away, more from reflex than conscious thought. At first Aubric thought the feeling of movement beneath his fingers was brought on by his exhaustion, his sense of balance following his tired muscles. Rising, he placed his hand on the wall a second time. A panel swung away to the left of his palm, a panel perhaps three feet wide and four feet high, large enough to admit a warrior.


  Aubric pulled back from the hidden panel, half- expecting an attack from the other side of the wall. But the opening was as quiet and deserted as the surrounding hall. He drew his sword and cautiously placed his head before the new opening, slowly moving forward until he could see something of the other side. There appeared to be another passageway beyond the door, a corridor with the same rough-hewn walls and dim torchlight as the hall in which he stood. This was, no doubt, where Summitch had disappeared. He wished he had the energy to follow the small fellow.


  “I knew you had hidden talents!”


  The voice came from behind him. Fear and surprise gave Aubric a burst of strength. He spun about, ready to defend himself.


  Summitch smiled and waved. “If you would delay your killing stroke for a moment, I might begin to explain.” Aubric slowly let his sword drop. The small man held no weapons that Aubric could see, and they seemed to be alone in the tunnel. He shifted the weight of the sword from both hands to one, and let the point brush against the dirt floor, his stance slightly more relaxed, but ready to defend himself in an instant.


  “You have nothing to fear from me,” the small man continued. “I know you might have some problem accepting that. It is so difficult to trust these days.” Summitch chuckled, as if he found the whole situation highly amusing. “I hope you’ll excuse my temporary disappearance. Even though you have come highly recommended, I still feel safer running a test or two.”


  “Highly recommended?” Aubric asked. “Might I ask by whom?”


  Summitch let his left foot shuffle in the dirt for a moment before answering. “I don’t think you will be entirely pleased with the answer. Suffice it to say that at the moment we need each other.”


  Aubric thought he’d had quite enough of this presumptive stranger. He was too tired for never-ending riddles. “Need each other? For what precisely? Why don’t I just run you through?”


  The small fellow shrugged. “Because then you would be lost underground, behind enemy lines, with no way to save yourself. There are other reasons, of course, but they are far too complicated for the moment. Why don’t you just take a nap?”


  Summitch made a fist and slammed the wall at his side. Another door opened behind them, this one tall enough to admit Aubric without crouching. Aubric got a glimpse of multicolored cushions surrounded by bright metal, glowing golden beneath the torchlight.


  “Your accommodations for the night,” Summitch said. “No one will bother you. No one besides me even knows you are here.” He waved toward the opening. “Come, why don’t you lie down before you fall?”


  Aubric could find no fault with that argument. If the small man or someone he was working for meant to kill him, well, at least Aubric would have a little peace.


  He took three steps forward, turned around, and fell back into the cushions. Never had he felt anything so soft, so comforting.


  “Sleep,” Summitch suggested from somewhere above.


  On this, at least, they were in total agreement.


  In his dreams, Aubric never stopped fighting. He whirled about with his sword, delivering great strokes that gashed through armor, skin, and bone. But still the enemy came, so quickly he could not see their faces, but only their weapons, sword and mace, knife and arrow, all intent on destroying him. Somehow, he parried every blow, turning aside every knife point and arrowhead, but his attackers were everywhere. For every man he killed, two would take his place. He could not defend himself forever. He would be overwhelmed in an instant. He was surrounded, defeated, beyond all hope—


  He opened his eyes to total darkness, and a feeling that the battle was all around him. But all was still; no cries of rage and pain, no running feet or clash of metal on metal; the place was as silent as the dead.


  Totally dark, totally still, but Aubric breathed in and out, and while his muscles were sore, he was in no great pain. He lay on something soft, perhaps the same soft cushions he had fallen on.


  He felt the hilt of his sword with his palm, then let his hand brush across the sheath that held his knife. So they hadn’t taken his weapons. Perhaps the battle had been only a dream after all.


  “Ah, you’re back,” Summitch spoke from somewhere nearby. “Well, so am I.”


  Summitch shouted a single word, and the room was filled with light. Aubric had to shield his eyes from the glare.


  “A little overwhelming, isn’t it?” Summitch cheered. Aubric wished the small fellow was a little less exuberant. And there was another problem. There was only one explanation for so much light instantly filling a room. Aubric squinted up at Summitch. “You’re a sorcerer.”


  The small man waved away the accusation. “Only a little magic. Who’s to know? Ah, but you would no doubt say even a tiny spell is certainly forbidden by the High Court—for all but the Judges. And I am as far away from a Judge as one can get, may I assure you. And I will also assure you that, at this moment, we are also very far away from the High Courts.”


  Aubric let the small fellow prattle. He opened his eyes as he became accustomed to the glare. And what a glare.


  “The room is filled with gold,” he said softly. All manner of metal objects surrounded them, goblets and mirrors, crowns and scepters, swords and arrows and shields, all formed from gold.


  “Ah,” Summitch grunted agreeably. “Then you finally are awake. But you haven’t mentioned the jewels.”


  He was referring, of course, to the numerous great stones of every conceivable color that were set within the hilts and points of the golden hoard around them.


  “So we are in a treasure house,” Aubric replied.


  “A lost treasure house,” Summitch agreed, “that once belonged to the Orange.”


  “The Orange?” Aubric frowned as he tried to recall his history lessons. “They haven’t existed for five hundred years!”


  Summitch nodded. “Long enough for this place to be truly lost.”


  Aubric pushed himself from the floor to get a better view of his surroundings. The heaps of gold he could see from his cushions were only a small part, perhaps one-quarter, of the place’s total holdings. In one comer of the room he saw a great elephant carved from the precious metal; in another corner sat a heavily jeweled throne. “So who does this treasure belong to?”


  “No one.” Summitch whirled about to include the whole room in one great wave of his arms. “Or it could belong to you or me.”


  “You mean we could just carry it out of this place?” Aubric laughed. With wealth like this, his family could buy enough armaments to become virtually invincible. Aubric thought of his stepfather. The old man would be overjoyed with the riches, but, considering Aubric’s background, how much control would his stepfather allow him to have? Aubric pushed at a stack of golden candelabra with the toe of his boot. With this much gold, he could found a house of his own.


  He stopped his flight of fancy to look back at the little man. “So why am I here? Why haven’t you simply taken this treasure for yourself?”


  Summitch sighed. “There is another reason, besides death and forgetfulness, that the gold is here. Pick something from one of the piles around you.”


  Aubric frowned
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