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  Prologue


  The sound was barely any sound at all.


  The Growler did what he did best: a murmur, deep within his throat, little more than the purr of a cat; a sound he made when lost in thought.


  He had much thinking to do.


  Others tried to keep the Growler away. They thought their grip on power might last forever.


  Nothing was forever.


  All the players would soon be in position. A thousand years, or two or three thousand, what did it matter? The Growler knew it would have to change again.


  That was why they—the instruments of change—were called Changelings. They were different from those they hid among, a difference that sometimes brought banishment or death. But those who survived grew strong. They would change it all.


  The war had lasted almost as long as the Growler’s memory, but the war would soon be done. There were so many players now, so many forces yearning to succeed. And the others, some with a thousand years of power, some who had been denied power for far too long, yearning to conquer it all.


  They dreamt they could control the Growler.


  There would always be dreams.


  The Growler shifted.


  The others were ready at last. He had woken his children. He would cause others to awake as well. All would soon be in place. And they would seek out the Growler. He had hidden for so long, most had forgotten he was even here.


  Once they had the keys, they would have to come to him. He would make them remember.


  Who would win? Who would lose? It depended, of course, who had them in the end.


  They were designed to be most slippery.


  He had slipped once, had almost lost it all forever. He had to rest, rebuild, restore.


  He had to growl.


  His knowledge was vast, but his powers were limited. This time, they might succeed in killing him.


  There would always be dangers, in the world, the Castle, and that which was lost.


  But great danger meant great prizes. After all, there was more than a single world to win.


  Book One


  “No war, even one supported by seemingly endless reserves of magic, would last forever. So it came to pass that the various factions realized the true desperation of their situation. Old alliances were shattered. New bargains were forged that might have seemed unimaginable only scant months before.


  “But none could imagine where these new bargains could truly lead, for they opened gateways that had been previously hidden; gateways that held forces that might change the very nature of the war, and, indeed, the very nature of the Castle itself.”


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


  1


  The Castle


  Kedrik awoke to something he had not known in five hundred years. His fine, grey hair stuck to his forehead; his hands left damp impressions on the sheets of fairy silk. The room was impossibly dark. Where was the candle that always burned, the silent servant who always stood guard?


  He heard faint sounds in the darkness; a rustle of fabric, a low grunt that might have been made by anything. He wished for another voice, some words of reassurance, wished his need for privacy had not demanded that he remove all his servants’ tongues.


  He knew he should raise his own voice, call for light, call for his guards. Surely this was his own bed. Surely there were half a dozen servants within the sound of his cries.


  Yet Kedrik hesitated. The same caution that saved his life a hundred times as a young warrior was with him now, a thousand years later. There was a stirring deep within him, something he thought he had left behind when he had come to rule. But it had not been so long that the High Lord of the Grey did not still recognize the emotion.


  Kedrik was afraid.


  He felt a breeze upon his skin, a breeze that rose to a wind in a room that held no windows.


  He heard an exclamation across the room. He wasn’t alone!


  “Brian?” a deep voice called. “You okay?”


  “Yes, sir,” a second replied.


  “Call me Joe,” the first said.


  “Uh…Joe. Where are we?”


  “In the dark. But not for long.” A single flame erupted in the middle of the room, sprouting from a metal box one of the strangers held in his hand. The flame made the room swirl with shadows. The stranger turned and saw Kedrik upon his bed. The light went out.


  “Shit!” the deep voice called. “There’s someone here!” A moment later, he added, “I’ve got a gun!”


  What, Kedrik wondered, was a gun? How had these people entered his bedchamber? No doubt they meant to kill him. He wished now that he had not decided to keep his private quarters free of weapons. He had been worried about angered servants. He had never thought he’d face assassins.


  “Kedrik!”


  Kedrik recognized this last voice. It was Basoff, chief among his Judges. “Judge!” he called back.


  A dull green glow swirled in the middle of the room, the beginning of one of Basoff’s spells.


  Kedrik swallowed a cry as a point of light far too bright for fire appeared in the far corner of the room. Something exploded. He saw two figures in the middle distance. One of them waved a new metal object in his direction.


  “The first one was only a warning!” the stranger’s voice called. “Now I want you to tell us—”


  “Begone!” Basoff replied. A shadow fell over the bed. “We tell nothing!”


  The green light grew, showing the two in the comer to be a man and an adolescent boy.


  Basoff clapped his hands. The two strangers disappeared, like a flame extinguished by the wind. The green flared to fill the room.


  Kedrik shielded his eyes as he looked at the black-robed man above him.


  “Kedrik?” Judge Basoff s voice sounded impossibly loud. “You are well? Then I was in time.”


  The light dimmed to the point where Kedrik’s vision could accommodate it. Only Basoff, the first among the Judges of the Grey, would dare to enter Kedrik’s quarters unannounced. The hooded Judge turned from the bed and strode quickly across the lord’s bedchamber. The sorcerous light bobbed just above his head, throwing shadows that danced madly in the corners of the room.


  The Judge sniffed at the air. “I was in time,” Basoff said again. He shouted a quick string of words in the Judge’s tongue, issuing commands against the dark, sure his voice would drive out whatever evil remained.


  Kedrik’s speech, in contrast, sounded faint and hoarse, as if he barely remembered how to use his voice. “Time?” he managed. “Time for what?”


  “If I had not countered the spell, it would have been the time of your destruction,” Basoff replied. Kedrik noted that the Judge did not look at him, but stared off at the moving shadows.


  Still the Judge spoke in riddles. “Destruction?” Kedrik asked, his voice already stronger. He thought of the two strangers. “Who would dare?” The fear was receding, replaced by the much more familiar anger. He did not care to have even one of Basoff’s skills talk to him with such a condescending tone.


  Basoff hesitated for a moment before he answered, as though he realized he needed to choose his words more carefully. “A fire Judge, I believe, upon the other world.”


  “The other…” The words were so simple, and so unthinkable. Someone had disobeyed the most basic of the covenants. “Then the third world has been opened? Is all we’ve worked for over?”


  Basoff looked at Kedrik at last. “No, the Judge sends his magic from within the second world. The seal still holds upon the third; it will continue to hold until I — until we say otherwise.” The Judge’s gaze left his lord again to scan the corners of the room. Was the danger still present?


  “The one who makes this magic has a terrible power,” Basoff added a moment later. “But even he must realize magic does not work well in that other place.”


  Kedrik nodded. He had been under the illusion that, on the world of humans, magic did not work at all.


  “I realize you must be unsettled.” Basoff spoke far too calmly. “Others are willing to resort to desperate measures.” He paused before adding, “The rules no longer seem to hold. We were, after all, willing to break the covenant in another way.”


  “As a final resort,” Kedrik reminded the Judge. He did not like this turn of events; it only reminded him that there were others out there as powerful, and perhaps as desperate, as themselves. “The war will destroy us all.”


  The Judge smiled at that. “Only most of us. I still intend to be one of the few who remain.” He bowed to his lord, a gesture that did not appear to be totally sincere. “And where would I be without your guidance? We have always been the ones to take advantage.”


  The way he phrased it, Kedrik had almost become an afterthought. He was not so far gone in his dotage not to notice that.


  The lord of the Grey repressed a sigh. So much seemed to have drifted away from him of late. He had spent far too much time consorting with those playthings that Basoff had brought—things not quite real, but all the more enticing— no. He couldn’t let his mind wander that way. Not now.


  So much had changed in these last few years. He thought of the way the last of his daughters, Karmille, played him. Well, he supposed it suited his purposes to give her a sense of independence—an independence that could be crushed in an instant. He had had seen the deaths of over a hundred of his children, had planned nearly half the deaths himself. Living this long did have its advantages.


  Basoff stood before him, awaiting his command. Kedrik’s mind had wandered away from the real. Despite all the Judges’ magics, the High Lord of the Grey was feeling very old and tired tonight. Once he would have demanded a thorough accounting, taken immediate command of the situation, gathered half a dozen ministers from their beds, giving orders for both the mystical and the mundane. What was happening now? A thwarted spell from another world? He was aware of details, but the whole appeared to elude him. He had to wake fully, strike back at those who would strike against him.


  He looked sharply to the Judge. “This is not the end of it. We must strike back. What of your counterspell?” Basoff sighed. “The spell comes from another world. It is impossible for me to pinpoint its origin. I know only that the spell brought two who meant to do you harm, but they were only instruments of a greater power. I had to send them elsewhere.”


  At least, Kedrik thought, he was well protected. Basoff was an Earth Judge. Earth contained all four magics, and bonded easily with the other three—the moisture of soil, the spark of stone against stone, the swirl of dust in a windstorm. In Basoff’s hands, earth magic seemed the strongest of all.


  But, Kedrik realized, those sent elsewhere had not been destroyed.


  “Where did you send them?” he demanded.


  “Again, we find the limits of magic. When using this spell, you must know the other place—the place they are sent—very well. A problem with spending all of my life within the Grey Keep; it is all that I know well. Failing somewhere, I had to send them to someone.”


  Kedrik followed the logic. “Someone you know.”


  “I sent them to Karmille.”


  Kedrik paused to consider this information. His daughter had just this day sent an elemental to ask for help. Now Basoff sent her this instead.


  It would be a shame to lose the last of his daughters, never to hear her laughter, never again to have her beside him in his bed. But Kedrik no longer expected his heirs to follow him. Either he would rule forever, or—he did not care what might happen to the world if he was no longer a part of it. His daughter’s life was a small price to pay in the greater plan.


  And Karmille was far from the palace, deep within the tunnels that honeycombed the great castle. Kedrik’s palace was only a tiny part of that castle. That, too, would change.


  New questions flooded the High Lord’s mind. Perhaps he was awake at last.


  “You tell me of a threat sent by magic, and that you have sent it elsewhere. I only saw vague shapes in the darkness. And from the sound of the stranger’s voice, he was as startled as I. You did not describe the danger.”


  Basoff appeared the slightest bit uncomfortable. “The portents were so strong I thought it best to act quickly. The spell sent two meant to do us harm. I sensed that, if they were not stopped, they would destroy everything we are working toward.”


  “Two you say. Two of what?”


  “Humans, my lord.”


  “Humans?” So it was more than magic that came from the other world. The answer was so startling, Kedrik found himself gripping the edge of the bed. “Now we even have to worry about humans?”


  Basoff nodded. “The war has indeed changed everything.”


  “And what do you know of these humans?”


  “Little. I rid the Grey Keep of their presence at the first opportunity. I caught no more than a trio of names.”


  Kedrik leaned forward, his curiosity engaged at last. “Three names? Human names? But you said there were two.”


  “Most decidedly human.” Basoff frowned, as if he had to dredge the names up from deep in his memory. “Yet, though they were two, they held three names. Ernie, and Joe—and Brian. Surely this confusion has something to do with the magic passing between the worlds.”


  “I trust it is a confusion you can soon put behind you,” Kedrik replied with a frown. “Still, those names do not sound particularly frightening. Perhaps my daughter can deal with them after all.”


  Basoff smiled ever so slightly. “Your daughter is a most capable woman, my lord. Much is still possible.”


  Kedrik looked longingly back at his scattered bed clothes. Sleep was beyond him for now. “Much is still possible,” he repeated, half to himself. “Far too much.


  As always, I bow to my lord’s greater wisdom.” Basoff did bow then, and turned and exited the room. Kedrik was alone in the dark, left to contemplate what had just transpired. This business of magic between the worlds disturbed him; it threw a new element into the delicate balance of the Castle. He trusted Basoff would soon bring this new sorcery under control; the Judge’s power, and Kedrik’s power as well, depended upon it.


  Kedrik took a deep breath. Perhaps he should not be overly concerned. It was, after all, only a spell with humans, even if two of them did hold three names. No doubt it was an experiment by the Fire Judge upon the other world, a spell projecting something expendable among the High Lords, to see what might be done before the wizard revealed his true purpose.


  Thought about in this way, the incident was nothing more than a warning. A dire warning, to be sure, but Kedrik was sure the Grey Judges were equal to the task.


  Perhaps, then, Kedrik could afford himself a few more hours’ sleep. Perhaps he could even reward himself with his special visitors.


  Humans, after all. Hah! The castle could easily absorb a couple more of their useless sort. Most likely, even with that “gun,” whatever it was, they would both be dead in short order.


  To think otherwise would be absurd.


  All of them bowed as he entered the room.


  Basoff looked silently at the half-dozen Judges he had gathered together. As much as they tried to hide it with both their attitudes and their sorceries, he could see discontent upon many of their faces. Their auras flickered in the darkened space, sending off multicolored sparks above their heads to mix with the last traces of those spells their leader’s abrupt summons had disturbed. A touch of smoke rose from the robes of one, the hint of women’s laughter settled about another, a third came from the distant echoes of a child’s screams.


  Basoff knew that the Judges’ dissatisfaction came from more than being rousted from their late-night pleasures—or their beds. Their lord Kedrik liked to see results from his Judges, not necessarily the Judges themselves, so the brotherhood of the Grey only gathered for formal occasions and emergencies. While these Judges now before him might speak upon other plains a dozen times a day, they rarely met face-to-face, and never without a cushion of magic. In the Grey Keep, the successful Judge might literally be lost in a world of his own.


  Except tonight. So Basoff had decreed in his summons.


  “I will need your total attention!” Basoff announced brusquely. Now that they had been pulled from their comforts, Basoff would need to challenge more than their social graces. Four of the six were immediately attentive. The other two seemed distracted, as if still half lost in their recent sorceries.


  “We have a crisis,” Basoff announced. “We have long been charged with keeping the Grey supreme. And you have all won a place in the palace, thanks to your unique gifts.” He turned his head slowly, looking directly at each Judge in turn. “I have asked you here in person because you must use those gifts more directly.”


  “Anything for the Grey.”


  It was Kayor who had spoken, his voice solemn, the sarcasm implied. Displays of patriotism and loyalty were not favored among the brotherhood. Kayor was the free thinker in the palace, as difficult as he was talented.


  “We are pledged to serve,” Nallf spoke up next. The Judge at his side, Eaas, nodded his head. They were the most plainspoken of the Judges, and the most agreeable. Basoff had worked most closely with them over the years. They knew their best interest was his best interest.


  But for all their attributes, they lacked both Kayor’s humor and his anger.


  He must strike a balance.


  “I am planning to send some of you on a mission outside of the Keep,” Basoff continued. “It involves the lady Karmille.”


  Basoff imagined he could feel resentment surge beneath the impassive faces before him. In the Grey Keep, loyalty had always been secondary. Fear was much more important as a motivating force. Kedrik was a master of spreading fear, and his daughter Karmille was his best pupil. As Kedrik’s favorite, she echoed their lord’s unpredictable power.


  “The lady finds herself in danger, deep within the tunnels. Judge Sasseen is with her, but I fear he is unequal to the task. We will need a party to go and join them. Those who rescue them will be deeply rewarded.”


  “Those who rescue them?” Kayor asked. “Are you looking for volunteers?”


  Basoff smiled. “Some of you must leave your comforts behind.”


  “Perhaps we might leave our boredom behind as well.” Kayor was always good for the unexpected.


  Basoff studied the remaining Judges. Two of them looked as if they were drifting, unable to concentrate totally on the real, lost among their sorceries even in a crisis. For an instant, he thought of sending the pair into the tunnels as a punishment. But no. Unknown forces were at work in the vast spaces below. This small rescue mission might be very important.


  “Kayor, since you are so interested, you will be one of those to go. Eaas, Nallf, you will go as well, to keep Kayor in line. The rest of you are dismissed.”


  The other three disappeared—very quickly for the two who had appeared distracted, Basoff noted. He would find some even more unpleasant task for the pair. In the meantime, he needed to inform his chosen three as to the dangers ahead.


  “You will leave as soon as we have a few words,” Basoff began.


  “It is a rescue mission,” Kayor agreed.


  “Kedrik will supply some soldiers for an escort,” Basoff continued, “to…protect you…and, of course, to carry anything you might require. But none of us should make light of this.


  “The war has changed the world in ways that we had not expected. We are doing this not just for Lady Karmille, but for the fate of all the Grey. Especially the Judges of the Grey. What you encounter in the tunnels below, and how you deal with it, will greatly influence our continued survival.”


  He had their attention now. For the first time, Basoff spoke aloud a few of his most secret plans.
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  The Castle


  Etton flinched as the missiles bounced off the sorcerous barrier. They were nothing more than small boulders, catapulted from the hill on the far side of the battlefield. The rocks made a dull popping sound as they stopped abruptly, high in the air, often amid a shower of multicolored sparks at the juncture of rock and magic. Each boulder would hang that way for a long moment, sparkling as if the stone itself had caught fire, only to slide down to the ground an instant later, a lifeless rock once more, added to the ever-growing pile that littered the lower hillside.


  Etton sighed. It was a sign of his fatigue that the usual distractions surprised him so easily. He had survived a hundred or more of these encounters, the two sides preparing for battle on either end of one of those great open expanses that had served this function for so long. Each side could plainly see the other, even on a night like this, overcast and threatening rain, but each side was protected by the magics of their Judges. Until the moment of attack, there was never any hole in the sorcerous armor on either side. And yet the opponent always tried to find some nonexistent weakness. No doubt Etton’s troops did the same—searching for any defect, any advantage, no matter how slight.


  Etton closed his eyes. He was battle-weary. What small gains his army made were taken the following day. But then the Green would take it back again. But at what cost?


  Battle had taken most of his spirit. Lately, though, it had felt far worse. Three months ago, his father, Tevard, had returned to his Keep, trusting Etton to maintain the struggle. Being placed in command had been no consolation at all. So many in his service had died or disappeared. Lepp, Savignon, Aubric, his boyhood friends, all were gone. Not that the four had been close since Etton had taken command. Judges ringed him constantly now, protecting him from both friend and foe. But it had been heartening simply to know his friends were near. Four days past, all three had disappeared, victims, no doubt, of a raiding party of the Grey. They were his connection with home, pieces of his childhood, one more reason he could keep on fighting.


  All gone.


  And now?


  Tonight was different. Battle after battle after constant battle, Etton had seen no real advantages. Most times, he had seen no surprises. Today, however, when Etton and his army of the Green had reached the hillside an hour before dawn, they discovered the Grey were not alone. The opposite hillside was packed with more troops than Etton had seen in a pair of years.


  “My lord.” The deep voice at his side startled him. Apparently, everything would startle Etton today. Dantis, his chief Judge and advisor, had once again arrived silently at his side.


  “That the Grey would do such a thing,” Dantis looked over at the mass of men on the other hillside, an army flying two flags side by side. “To ally themselves with the Purple is a sure sign of desperation.”


  Etton looked at the far hill for a moment before replying. “Perhaps the most desperate part is that we did not consider such an alliance first.”


  “My lord?” Dantis pretended to be shocked.


  “Need I say it out loud? The war goes badly, not just for the Green, but for everyone. The war has lasted for so long, it can have no other outcome. In a way, I am glad that two of our foes have joined. Anything that can end this thing might be considered an act of mercy.”


  “But even to speak with the Purple…” Dantis left the rest of his thought unsaid.


  Rumor had it that the Purple were the cause of this war; the first cause, at least. They were the first to violate the Conditions, the delicate weave of diplomacy and magic that held sway over all of the castle. It had led to the first Great Betrayal, in which the Orange had been destroyed. The Brown and the Silver had been absorbed within the Purple, frightened that, should they do otherwise, they would follow the Orange. The other High Lords rallied, first against the Purple, then against each other. Soon there was more than treachery between the houses—there was treachery within some of the houses as well. The Blue had crumbled in upon itself and declared a hasty neutrality. Was such weakness within their house caused by the High Lords or the Judges? Etton suspected it was some of both.


  But the war had truly begun. By now, Etton believed it would never end.


  “Does my lord have any new orders?” the Judge by his side asked softly.


  “Pardon, Dantis?” Etton replied to give himself an instant to collect his thoughts.


  “We have come this day to fight the Grey, and found this instead. This—situation is most unusual.”


  Etton knew what his chief Judge really meant. The Green had marched here, initially expecting to meet an opposing army close to the size of their own. Instead, they found a force with close to three times as many troops, and who knew how many Judges? To do battle with an opponent of this strength would be foolhardy and wasteful; the results were bound to be tragic. Not that a Judge would say such a thing to his lord.


  He gazed at the twin flags of his opponents, illuminated by the flares dotting the enemy’s sorcerous barrier. What were his choices if he did not fight? He expected no reinforcements. The troops were exhausted. Even the Judges seemed harried, as if they approached the end of their sorcerous strength. His supplies were dwindling; the never-ending war made paupers out of everyone in the House of Green. He had no choices.


  He smiled at Dantis. “You are correct; most unusual. I believe we need to honor the occasion. Our foes deserve a very unusual response.” He waved to the Judge. “Dantis, get my generals here, now. The battle begins before dawn.”


  “My lord.” The words hung in the air, but the Judge was already gone.


  Etton turned back to the enemy. The Grey had forged an alliance out of desperation, but it was a new alliance, and Etton hoped, one that was still untested. It would suit his purposes if the newfound allies could not agree. He resolved to give them something to fight about.


  The rocks flaring against the invisible walls had given him an idea. Not that Etton’s plan was without substantial risk. But his combined enemy had at least twice the troop strength, and twice the number of Judges as Etton’s small band. It was the Green who would face true desperation in this battle. Etton resolved to make the desperation work for them.


  “I will not!”


  “It is the only way we shall win!”


  “Win? You Grey barely survive. Only the Purple know the way to victory!”


  Both voices fell silent as Limon of the Grey walked into the command tent. His brother, Zibor, stared enraged at their new ally, Cantelus, while the Commander of all the Purple stared upward as if he had never seen the roof of a tent before.


  Limon had hoped for better than this; he had hoped for far too much. Their new alliance was not working well. Cantelus and Zibor would never agree. Their verbal battles over everything from troop placement to Judge protocols to weather conditions would keep them from ever getting close to a real, combined attack by their forces.


  Limon believed they had needed a common enemy to focus on, and had finally managed to convince the others they should move their army to the battlefield. Once they began to work together to defeat the Green, all their differences would be forgotten. Or so he had thought.


  Of the two brothers, Limon was the diplomat, Zibor the man of action. This alliance was largely Limon’s doing. Now he had begun to wonder why he bothered.


  Their new ally sniffed to acknowledge Limon’s presence. He nodded ever so slightly at Zibor. “You will follow my recommendation.”


  The tone of Cantelus’s voice said that it was not a recommendation, but rather a command. Not only was Cantelus High Lord of the Purple, but he was older than Limon and Zibor, the two surviving High Princes of the Grey. Cantelus seemed to think this made him some sort of father figure; his job in the alliance to show the youngsters the way. But Limon and Zibor had a father beyond equal; a father who was as likely to kill his children as reprimand them. When Limon thought of their father, Kedrik, he remembered spilled blood and cruelty; a father whose children learned to listen and obey as a simple matter of survival. In comparison, Cantelus was little more than a large sack of overheated air.


  “The Green will be completely demoralized when confronted by our combined forces,” Cantelus continued. “We will attack at dawn, first with magic, then with troops. The Green will attempt to flee, but not before we can decimate their forces.”


  Zibor spat on the parched dirt at their feet. “If the Green are so demoralized, why are they even here? Surely they have scouts that would have informed them as to the size of our forces. Perhaps they feel they should take a stand with whatever strength they have remaining.” He smiled his half smile, the result of a dueling accident as a child. “Go down to glory—that sort of rot.”


  He looked to his brother, then to their new ally. “Why do we even have to attack? With our superior force we can surround the Green, choke them, weaken them. We cut their supply lines, force them to surrender.”


  No. Limon had fought the Green too long to think they might simply surrender, or be so easily surrounded. But if he could suggest a way to compromise and combine plans…”


  “They will guard against such a maneuver,” Limon said, nodding to both his brother and the Lord of the Purple.


  “Perhaps we can distract them. I think magic is in order—in this, I believe Cantelus is correct. And we need at least the threat of a frontal assault, if only to distract the Green from our true purpose.”


  “A-a threat?” Cantelus sputtered. Apparently, he wasn’t interested in compromise. “Why do we have to take half measures when it would be so easy to destroy our enemy? The Purple do not sit back and wait! The Purple conquer! The Green will feel that we are weak.”


  Cantelus’s posturing was too much even for Limon. “What do you care what the Green think if we win the battle? We must be willing to adjust our strategy according to the situation.”


  “Well, I suppose that much is true,” the Purple lord admitted. “And I, with my long years facing battle, have the clearest view. We will draw the Green into a trap. And I will oversee the fighting.”


  “So you insist!” Zibor threw up his hands in disgust. “This gets us nowhere. I say we cast votes.”


  “Votes?” It was Cantelus’s turn to show disgust. “You mean your two votes to my one. I did not join with the Grey to lose all my—”


  “Sire!” An officer of the Grey stepped somewhat hesitantly into the command tent. “Forgive my intrusion, but we have caused a breach in the enemy’s defenses!”


  “Explain, Captain,” Limon said brusquely, careful not to show how relieved he was for the intrusion.


  “Our missiles are getting by their barrier, and seem to be causing chaos. There is a large fire within their encampment, burning out of control.”


  Cantelus laughed. “See? Already our superiority breaks down their sorcery. Here we argue while our Judges do all the work. Enough talk! Let us finish the battle.” He strode past the captain to the door of the tent. “I’d like to see this chaos for myself.”


  Zibor looked sharply at his brother. “He is doing nothing without me.” He quickly followed their ally from the tent.


  Limon decided he would let the two of them annoy each other without his participation for the moment. He would find out more about this remarkable turn of events from a reliable witness. He strode over to the officer.


  “Captain?”


  The captain stared straight ahead. Officers of the Grey learned not to display emotion, no matter what happened around them.


  “I have a question or two, if I may.”


  “Sire,” the captain replied.


  “How was it determined that the enemy’s barrier was breached?”


  “The missiles stopped flaring, for one. A set of stones were catapulted into total darkness, with no sorcerous reaction. There was noise, as well—screams and shouts, a commotion loud enough to be heard from our own hill. The Judges soon informed us that there was a change in the weave. All signs pointed to a broken barrier.”


  The weave. That was what the Judges called the interaction of their sorceries with those of the enemy. It was such a peaceful word for something often so violent, full of thunder and wind, rain and fire. So these “signs,” as the captain put it, were all favorable. Why, then, did Limon hesitate? Oh, he was always the cautious one. Zibor was ceaselessly ready to rush forward into battle, and Cantelus of the Purple seemed, if anything, even more volatile. And what would Limon do as his brother and the prince of the Purple pushed each other into battle—sit in the command tent and worry?


  Limon thanked the captain and quit the tent to find the first light of dawn brightening the camp, turning the dark mass of men that littered their hillside into a riot of silver helms and pale faces, with clusters of purple robes popping up amidst the grey, like flowers on a rocky hillside.


  He turned to look at the battlefield, and saw that the sky was full of clouds, but they did not appear to be of natural origin. It was Judges’ work, one of the most common ways for the opposing magics to manifest themselves—by subverting nature. The clouds were of two distinct colors: the ones hovering above their hillside were, appropriately, a deep, roiling grey with darker streaks of black and brown, clouds that promised a storm beyond compare, the kind of tempest that would uproot trees and level dwellings, leaving nothing but destruction.


  Opposing these clouds were another set, quite different in color. These other unnatural clouds were somewhat lighter, barely grey at all, but set through with long streaks of deep red, as if these clouds were filled with blood. They met the grey overhang in a line over the very middle of the battlefield in all but one point, where the grey mass went pouring through to reach the opposite hillside. There was proof of the breach. It seemed a very dramatic proof, too.


  Cantelus strode up to Limon.


  “Your brother hesitates, waiting for a word from you. I have sent my own troops ahead, to spill blood and gain the glory. The Purple will destroy the Green!”


  Limon suppressed any response. This man was insufferable enough already. How much farther might he puff out his chest if he claimed a solo victory?


  Limon called to his brother, who was conferring with his generals some distance down the hill, to join them. Perhaps, Limon thought, they could use their Grey army to support the Purple advance, so they might claim some part of the victory.


  “Pilar!” Cantelus announced before Zibor could rejoin them. “To my side!”


  The Purple lord was joined by an elderly Judge, so old that even his magic could not keep him from appearing bent and wrinkled.


  “Pilar is my eyes and ears. He has been the eyes and ears of my family for six generations.” Cantelus smiled, happy at last now that he was in control. “Come, faithful Judge. How goes the battle?”


  The Judge hugged his black robes around his emaciated form as he shut his eyes. His magic, after all, would allow him to see elsewhere.


  “We rush across the lower foothills and onto the plain. No one stands in our way.”


  Cantelus clapped his meaty palms together. “They are so demoralized that no one confronts us. The Green will soon be history!”


  “How close are their troops?” Limon demanded.


  Pilar shuddered. “We are almost to their camp. A hundred men are screaming. There is a great fire. The path up the hillside is deserted.”


  Limon frowned as Cantelus roared with laughter. This was far too easy. “Surely there should be someone in their path, if only by accident. No spell could ever be that complete.”


  Zibor had joined them at last. From the deep frown on his face, he didn’t appear to be sharing in the victory. Limon noted the way his brother’s fingers drummed on the hilt of his sword; a first sign of Zibor’s anger.


  “There are a few bodies strewn at the edge of the clearing,” Pilar reported. “All is chaos. They have fled before our assault!”


  “Why do we rush? I think some caution is in order,” Zibor stated loudly. “The situation among our enemy is not at all clear. Our Judges tell me there are certain confusing signals at the edges of the weave.”


  “Your Judges are jealous because my own have taken the lead!” Cantelus cheered. “The enemy is retreating, soldiers, Judges, and lords! We shall swoop down and take them from the rear!”


  “If we must.” Zibor’s hand stayed on his sword. He turned to his brother. “Our captains are prepared to move into battle. They suggest flanking the Purple attack on either side.”


  “You’ll mop up the few that escape the Purple net? Very well.” Cantelus threw open his arms to embrace the battle before him. “You find me in a generous mood. I will let you share in our victory.”


  Cantelus’s latest round of laughter was cut short by a weird, high-pitched scream. Limon realized the uncanny sound was coming from Pilar.


  “No!” his voice quavered. “There are shadows where no shadows should be!”


  Limon stared at the distant battle. Smoke from the raging fire seemed to obscure much of the opposite hillside. “Brother!” Zibor called. He pointed skyward.


  Limon looked up to see the clouds close above them, the red spreading like a great pool of blood, overwhelming the marching Grey.


  Pilar screamed even higher than before. He fell to the hillside. Blood poured from his mouth and ears. The lord of all the Purple nudged the elder with his foot, then kicked him sharply in the ribs. Pilar did not respond.


  “They have killed my Judge!” Cantelus shrieked. “They kill more than that, you fool.” Zibor nodded to the distant battle. “The Green have released boulders from farther up the hill.”


  “No!” Cantelus’s voice rose to a wail much like that of his Judge. “I will not allow this!”


  But it was far beyond what the portly lord might allow. Limon saw a hundred boulders roaring downward, and then a hundred more. The first rocks had dislodged others, which had freed others still. The whole upper half of the hillside seemed to be moving toward the Purple. Some of those in the army’s front lines saw the danger above them and were trying to retreat, but were stopped by the forward thrust of the ranks behind them. The troops were forced to a standstill.


  No one was moving but the wall of killing stones. Zibor cried out: “The Green show themselves!”


  A few dozen archers in the uniform of the Green had appeared on the far edges of the hillside. Standing well outside the path of the avalanche, they sent a hailstorm of arrows to fall on those Purple closest to the plains. Unless Cantelus could quickly redirect his men, his army would be slaughtered.


  Limon turned to their stunned ally. “Do you have someone else you can contact to relay orders.”


  “Pilar…” Cantelus murmured.


  “Pilar is dead!”


  Cantelus blinked. “Pilar…had an apprentice.”


  So he had another to communicate directly with his troops. “Find him! If you want to save your men!”


  Cantelus appeared frozen in place. He looked wildly about him, at the two princes of the Grey, and the dead Judge at his feet. “I was lured into this, before I was ready. I will lose half my forces. And Pilar.” His gaze returned to the brothers of the Grey. “Pilar! This is your fault! If you had not lured me here with your false promises…”


  He turned back to the carnage on the hillside. “Our alliance may be at an end.”


  “What good is an alliance with a lord that has no army?” Zibor shouted. “We need your army if we are to succeed.” He turned to Limon. “Those archers are vulnerable to attack from the plain.”


  What his brother said was true. “It is time to deploy our forces,” Limon agreed. “Cantelus, you have drawn them out. Now the Grey will dispatch them.”


  “I will inform the captains.” Zibor lifted his hand far above his head and brought it down sharply to his side. One of the captains and a Grey Judge both rushed up the hill to join their princes.


  Cantelus stared at all of them, unable to say a word.


  Etton could not believe his luck.


  The first wave of enemy troops had blundered straight into his trap. The rocks and arrows together would probably destroy half of the great wave that had assaulted his camp. Or what they had thought to be his camp.


  Dismantling a part of the Green’s sorcerous barrier, while a risk, had allowed certain of his Judges to be released for other tasks, especially the movement of boulders. This had produced a much more effective attack than would otherwise have been possible. Both enemy troops and enemy Judges were caught by surprise, allowing for a twopronged counterattack. According to Etton’s advisors, hundreds of enemy soldiers were dead, along with at least one enemy Judge.


  But surprise was a fleeting advantage. He saw two more enemy legions advancing to either side of the first. His archers were exposed on the surrounding hillside, vulnerable to arrow, catapult, and directed sorcery. While they still had the advantage of position, they would not be able to overcome such a large force. And his infantry was only half the size of the legions that approached—legions that he suspected still did not reflect the full strength of the enemy. He had used up all his luck. Now there was only time to die.


  He hoped it would be a final, glorious battle. Once his army was gone, his father’s Keep would be overwhelmed. But perhaps the Green, like the House of Orange before them, would be remembered as warriors. They sang of the Orange throughout the castle. Etton hoped they would sing of the Green as well.


  His Judges cried out from farther down the hill. Had the Grey increased their sorcerous attack?


  “My lord Etton!” Dantis called. “We have visitors!”


  Etton raced down the hill to find his Judges surrounding four strangers. The newcomers stood very still, making no move to attack.


  They were not members of the Grey. One of them was a warrior dressed in the uniform of the same noble Orange he had hoped to emulate, a house that had disappeared long before Etton was born. And the warrior was the most normal of the four. Next to him stood a human—his father disliked the word. It was never used at court. When had Etton begun to think in such vulgar terms? He was another like his boyhood friend Aubric, but
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