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Prologue
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Peace Negotiations in the Third Lake War

CORLOK WATCHED AS the two most powerful men in the land; Erland the Velorian emperor, and Eysung, his counterpart from Cadina, entered the truce tent. He removed his hands from the folds of his grey cloak. With a broad flourish, he spread his arms and bowed his head. Without lifting his gaze from the ground, he said, “Welcome, your Majesties.”

As he expected, neither replied. Corlok listened to the sounds of the approaching emperors. Instead of the clinking of Erland’s scaled armor, he heard the swishing of a woolen tunic. On his left, the gentle rustle of fine silk replaced the creaking of Eysung’s lamellar armor. As agreed, neither man came dressed for battle – apart from their weapons, Erland’s broadsword and Eysung’s katana, which were necessary for the ceremony and the spell. There was still a chance to avoid slaughter; still a chance for peace. More importantly, he could bind the emperors to save Belar. If the Necromancer returned, Belar would not stand alone. 

Corlok counted the steps of the two emperors as they approached. After five steps, he could see the tips of Erland’s black leather boots and the points of Eysung’s brightly embroidered red silk shoes. After the seventh step, both men stopped. Moments of silence passed. Corlok imagined both men staring at each other. The steel grey eyes of Erland meeting Eysung’s impenetrable gaze.

It was time to decide. Would they accept his mediation and shake hands? Or would they reject his call for peace and kill him? Corlok took a deep breath and said, “Choose. Will it be peace and life, or war and death?”

Faster than he could imagine, two hands grabbed his cloak at his shoulders and raised his head from the ground. He could feel the beat of his heart in his temples and hear it in his ears. Had his gambit failed? Would the two emperors refuse his mediation? Was he a dead man?

As if in response to his unvoiced questions, both emperors clasped their hands together in front of him and said, “We choose peace.”

Corlok’s heart rate slowed. His maneuver worked. All that was left was to bind the men and their bloodlines to the treaty and its secret protocols. He placed one hand above their clasped hands and one below. 

He glanced toward each man. Both emperors nodded. Corlok closed his hands about theirs. A faint blue glow spread from his wrists across his palms. It grew stronger as it moved down his fingers. The energy leapt from his fingertips, forming five concentric circles. The circles grew brighter and larger until they encompassed the hands of all three men. They started to spin, gaining speed, until their blur resembled a solid sphere of iridescent blue light. 
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Meeting of the Chaotic Order’s Triumvirate in the Ethereal Plane

“WE MUST CONTACT Gilvan and have him send more elves to the Ramiahans,” Grech said.

“To what end?” Sabo asked.

“We need an elf from the archmage line to create another demon sorcerer.” 

“Just how do you propose we do that? Those fool Rakashans destroyed themselves and all of the other Ramiahan mages when they created Skade. Even if we found an elf of the right bloodline, none of our followers possess the knowledge to successfully create another demon-elf hybrid. Not to mention, if we did, it would take decades. No, I’m afraid now that Skade’s gone, we no longer have the demon card in our hand.” 

“What other course do we have, Sabo? Do you suggest we give up?” 

“No, of course, she doesn’t suggest that, Grech,” Maleek said. “But surely you didn’t expect our service to Chaos to come without challenges.” 

Sabo nodded. “Maleek’s right. Chaos demands that we earn her rewards.” 

“I’m glad we agree,” Maleek said. “However, Grech makes a good point. At this time, our options seem rather limited.”

“Yes, we were too confident in Skade’s abilities,” Sabo said. “We never considered she would fail. We simply misplaced our trust in her.” 

“Don’t be so hasty,” Grech said. “With Skade as our chief operative in the material plane, we destroyed one of the lake kingdoms and turned another into a patchwork of quarreling fiefdoms.”

“Yes, and those wars led to crops rotting in the fields, famine, pestilence, and blissful suffering,” Maleek added. Several pustules on his face burst, releasing yellowish pus which oozed down his green-tinged face.

“Chaos demands more from us than the destruction of a few petty kingdoms and the cries of starving children. No, if we are to truly unleash our mistress in the material plane, we must do more.”

“And just how do you propose to do more?” Grech asked.

“Simple, we must choose another tool to complete the job,” Sabo replied.

Maleek nodded his agreement. “Fair enough. But if not the demons, what tool do you propose we use? We still possess many devotees within the material kingdoms, including a few promising mages. Have you detected something useful in one of them?”

“Promising, but they’re not suitable for this task,” Sabo replied.

“Do you have anything, anything at all?” Grech asked. “Or are you merely in another one of your contrarian moods?” As he finished speaking, small wisps of acrid smoke escaped from his ears.

Sabo nodded. “The Necromancer.”

“Did you say the Necromancer?” Maleek asked.

“I did.”

Grech made a show of throwing his hands in the air. “Of course, why didn’t I think of that? Oh, that’s right, because he’s imprisoned in a block of dwarven crystal. And just in case you’ve forgotten, it’s the strongest substance in the material plane.”

“I agree it’s going to be a challenge,” Sabo said.

The flames in Grech’s eyes turned from red to bright orange. “A challenge, that’s what you think? Has your fascination with the mages of the material plane corrupted your essence? I think I liked it better when you were just being disagreeable. At least that was understandable. But this idea is lunacy.”

Maleek spoke up. “As much as I dislike the notion, I find myself agreeing with Grech again – at least on principle if not in tone. Nothing in the material plane can break the dwarven crystal.” 

“Correct,” Sabo said.

“And with Skade’s demise, we lost our access to the demon planes,” Grech added.

“That’s true, too,” Sabo said.

Another pustule burst on Maleek’s face and a rotted tooth fell from his mouth as he spoke. “Are you sure you’re not just being disagreeable?”

Sabo shook her head.

Grech shook his head. “All right let’s get to it. How do you propose we free the Necromancer from the crystal?” 

“Magical energy is foreign to the material plane. Mages tap into currents of the energy that seep into their plane. That’s what gives spells their power. But that’s also their weakness.”

“Yes, we all know that, but you didn’t answer my question.” A tendril of smoke curled out of Grech’s left nostril and drifted toward Sabo.

“I also fail to see how this helps us,” Maleek added.

Sabo brushed the smoke away with her hand. “Because magic’s energy is alien to the material plane, all magic contains imperfections. How mages hide or protect those imperfections is what separates the good mages from the also-rans.”

“Marvelous,” Grech said, “but wasn’t the crystal created by the best mages and dwarven craftsmen in the material plane?” 

Sabo nodded.

“All of those mages have long since turned to dust, and none of our followers in the material plane are their equal, correct?” 

“Agreed,” Sabo responded.

Grech turned away, shaking his head and waving his hands over his head. Small jets of orange flame shot from his fingertips and a cloud of acrid yellow smoke filled the air.

Maleek paused and gestured toward his agitated compatriot. “I know how much you enjoy tormenting Grech, but he makes some valid points.”

“You’re right, Maleek.” Sabo moved toward her still agitated comrade and placed a skeletal hand upon his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Grech. I know the demon planes are your specialty, and Skade’s loss hit you harder than either of us. I shouldn’t needle you, but you must admit your displays make it hard to resist.”

Grech extinguished the flames and lowered his hands. He turned first to Maleek, then Sabo. As he spoke, the flickering flames in his eyes cooled from yellow to their normal deep red color. His black lips parted. A score of razor-sharp white teeth flashed in a broad grin, splitting his leathery orange face in half. “Apology accepted.” After a short pause, he added, “Maybe next time I’ll go with blue flames. They lack that lovely brimstone bouquet of the orange ones, but they provide a beautiful contrast to my fingers.”

“All right, now let’s get back to this plan of yours to free the Necromancer,” Maleek said.

Sabo smiled slightly. “The strength of the crystalline prison lies in its integration of the dwarven crystal and magical shielding. Weapons that can pierce the crystal are defeated by the magical shield. To breach the magic shield, you must exploit the spell’s imperfection, which the creating mage hid within the crystal. Each component covers the weaknesses of the other. It’s quite an ingenious solution.”

“I never thought of it that way,” Maleek said.

“Yes, it’s wonderful, but how does it help us free the Necromancer?” Grech asked. A faint acrid odor returned to the room. 

“We must raise the Necrotic Knight.”
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In the Wilderness of the Lost Kingdom of Kardolan

AFTER DAYS OF traveling through the wide-open plains, Yuden welcomed the site of the looming Dragon’s Teeth Mountains. In addition to breaking the endless sea, of grass they were also the last obstacle between him and home. He thought back over the events of the previous months that brought him to this inhospitable place.

A lot had happened since his defection to the service of the Chaotic Order. He’d spent weeks in the cesspit that passed for the capital city of Eridan. His assassin partner LiPing died in a botched attempt to incite a new war by assassinating Princess Erelle. While trying to complete the mission alone, Yuden barely escaped being burned alive in a raging fire.

Once free from the fire, he spent weeks running in fear of Sorceress Skade’s wrath. The mistress did not take failure lightly. He knew she tracked him through his black-stoned Order ring. He tried to hide from her by losing it. He had no difficulty removing the ring from his finger. Yet no matter where he left it, within minutes the ring returned to his finger. In desperation, he threw it into the raging waters of Rainbow Falls. After watching the ring disappear in the colored mist of the cascading river, he turned and walked away. Nothing could survive the power of the raging Blue River plunging to meet the rocks below. 

He took less than a dozen steps before he felt the familiar coolness of the ring on his finger. 

Resigned to his eventual fate, he wandered through the Opequon Confederacy. A wild and raucous place, he survived taking unsanctioned jobs from minor nobles and merchants seeking personal gain from the pain of others. Every night he slept expecting not to wake and every morning he woke to another day. 

Many would have gone mad living in constant fear of detection and death. Oddly, Yuden found the experience liberating. Instead of dreading every moment, he valued each day as if it was his last. He perfected his craft and became adept at working alone. For the first time since LiPing enticed him to join the Chaotic Order, he found inner peace. 

Still, he never dared to settle anywhere for long. After a few jobs, he moved on to the work for another group of scheming aristocrats in the next town. It was a good life until he reached Damarval.

The caravan city served as the primary entry point for Shaulan agents into the lake kingdoms. His original mentor, Zengji, served as the Shaulan coordinator for new arrivals. Other than LiPing, Zengji was the closest thing Yuden had to family. After months with no contact from his Mistress or the Order, Yuden made a decision. If there was anyone he could trust within the Shaulan, it would be his former mentor. He entered the city to find Zengji and formally return to the Shaulan.

His desire to return was genuine, but not without risk. Relying on his heightened skills, Yuden stealthily approached the Shaulan sanctuary. He watched the comings and goings for several days before he caught sight of Zengji. It was late in the afternoon and he almost failed to recognize him. The master assassin was dressed in the local garb of a minor official, obviously on a mission of some sort. Yuden followed him into the city’s main market where Zengji disappeared into a draper’s shop. He reappeared a few minutes later and headed away from the sanctuary. Unfamiliar with the area, Yuden trailed further behind and eventually lost sight of Zengji.

Yuden switched to tracking mode and initiated a cross-hatch search pattern. It wasn’t the fastest technique to reacquire a lost target, but it was the most likely to succeed. After half an hour, he finally found his master slumped just inside the entrance to a narrow alley. Throwing caution to the wind, Yuden rushed to his mentor’s side, but he was too late. Someone had found Zengji first. Yuden’s master, his last connection to the Shaulan, lay dead in a pool of congealing blood. 

Yuden surveyed the scene with the practiced eye of an expert assassin. Other than his and Zengji’s, there was only one set of footprints. Whoever made them wore the same boots as Yuden and Zengji. The prints were much smaller. Most likely a woman made them. The killer’s prints indicated that she had approached Zengji directly. Zengji’s prints showed no sign that he recognized a threat. There were no signs of a struggle. He’d known his attacker and had been taken by surprise. There was no doubt about it; Zengji had been killed by another Shaulan assassin, one he’d mistakenly trusted with his life.

Yuden searched his mentor’s disguise and took his shuriken. He hid them next to his own throwing stars. Before standing up, he closed Zengji’s eyes. He swore an oath to avenge his mentor’s death.

––––––––
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BACK IN THE PRESENT

Towering above the plains, the Dragon’s Teeth presented a nearly impenetrable barrier between the lake kingdoms and the Cadinan Empire. Merchants and armies were forced to travel around them, adding weeks to their journeys. Since the fall of Kardolan, almost all travelers chose the southern route along the fringes of the desert through Damarval. The growth of trade between the two regions filled the route with caravans. 

Trade not only enriched everyone involved it also provided a great cover for spying on rivals. Yuden knew that many Cadinan caravans included members of the Shaulan. Until he understood what was happening within the Shaulan, he couldn’t risk a chance meeting with a fellow assassin in the field.

The northern route offered a much less traveled path. The combination of roving barbarian clans on the plains and rapacious ogre tribes in the foothills kept even the Shualan away. His Shaulan chameleon cloak hid him from sight, but it wouldn’t protect him from the hunting dogs of the barbarians or the ogres’ keen sense of smell. Yuden was in a rush to reach home, but he wasn’t interested in being sold on the slave market or cooked in an ogre’s stew.

Instead of taking either path, he decided to brave the Shadow Pass that wound through the mountains. From his Shaulan training, he knew the location was near the site of the third Lake War’s final battle. The peace treaty negotiated there contained several secret protocols, including the one he and LiPing had tried to thwart by assassinating Princess Erelle. Another was an agreement to close the Shadow Pass. The pass was little more than a trail for mountain goats, but the Belarian representative who mediated the peace agreement insisted on its closing. Velorian and Cadinan mages cast powerful spells to shake the mountains and obliterate the pass.

Yuden was less concerned about navigating the pass. As a Shaulan, he could climb near-vertical walls with no equipment. His bigger worry was finding the entrance. As an added precaution, the mages also cast concealment spells of illusion to hide the entrance on the Kardolan side of the pass. Eysung had refused to allow concealment spells on the Cadinan side. The Belarians acceded to the emperor’s desires, insisting only that one of their members observe the mages when they cast their illusion. All agreed and a mysterious grey-clad Belarian went into the pass with the mages. The concealment spell was successful, but neither the mages nor the Belarian returned.

Years later, Eysung’s successor the mad Emperor Shibo wanted a secret way to infiltrate the lake kingdoms. He commanded the Shaulan to reestablish the pass. The first agents easily found the eastern entrance. Two sets of agents entered the pass, but none of them returned. A third pair ventured into the pass. One of them survived. Shibo ordered his execution for cowardice. Shortly before his death, he told one of his guards that the west side of the pass was guarded by the spirits of the dead mages. Despite Shibo’s best efforts to hush the story, the tale of the haunted Shadow Pass survived even to Yuden’s day.

From his first glimpse of the Dragon’s Teeth, it took Yuden three days before he reached the feet of the mountains. He turned north and followed the spine toward the battlefield. After only a few hours, his eyes caught the bright glint of sunlight reflecting from something. At first, he thought it might be a pool of water or some other natural phenomenon. As he continued, he noticed more and more flashes ahead. What could they be? Were they small pools of water or perhaps a mountain stream sparkling in the morning sun?

Less than an hour later, he knew there was nothing natural about the glints of sunlight. A quick inspection of the area revealed more bits and pieces of exposed metal. Some were easily identifiable a notched axe-head, a stirrup, and quite a few horseshoes. Others were too worn or damaged for him to even guess their original purpose. 

The brightest gleaming sparkle came from a half-buried piece of burnished metal. He pushed some of the dirt away and kicked the exposed metal with the toe of his boot. The melon-sized bowl flipped over. A badly fractured skull shot out of the ancient battle helm and rolled to a stop at his feet. He’d found the battlefield.

He turned toward the mountains to look for the hidden entrance. Then he felt the all-too-familiar tingling of his signet ring.

After all these months, had his mistress Skade finally decided to punish him for his failure? Moments passed without another signal from his ring. Perhaps he’d imagined it. Yes, he thought. The overturned skull had startled him. That had to be it. He allowed himself to relax. 

The ring buzzed again. The sensation of pricking needles raced through Yuden’s arm. He contemplated ignoring her summons. It had been months since Skade last called on him. Perhaps it was nothing more than the eeriness of this place and the difficulty of his task getting to him. 

But he knew better. His mistress did not take kindly to being ignored. Before the ring called him again, he twisted the jet-black stone and waited for his mistress to materialize.

The tingling sensation disappeared, but the ethereal form of Skade did not emerge from his ring. He twisted the stone again. Still, nothing happened. Absently he kicked the skull at his feet. It skittered across the ground and made a thunk sound when it hit a protruding boulder.

“Have you no respect for the dead?”

Without thinking, Yuden bowed his head. “I meant no offense. I beg your forgiveness mistress. It’s been so long since you summoned me.”

“I have never summoned you before,” the rasping voice said.

“I felt your summons in the ring. You sent the warning stings up my arm.”

“That is true,” the voice croaked.

“Mistress Skade I know I have failed you. I ask only that you give me another chance to serve.”

A loud cackle pierced Yuden’s ears followed by the hoarse voice, “You believe I am the sorceress Skade?”

“Of course, Mistress,” Yuden responded.

“Lift your head and open your eyes. What do you see?”

Yuden did as the voice commanded. He didn’t see the translucently glowing image of the Sorceress Skade. He turned to his left, then his right, scanning his surroundings. He saw nothing. He swallowed hard. “Mistress, where are you?”

The voice spoke again. “I am here right in front of you. You look, but you do not see.”

Yuden took a deep breath. As an assassin, he was accustomed to working in the dark and using sound to track his victims. He concentrated on the sound of the croaking voice. It was coming from the skull he’d so casually kicked across the field. His mind immediately turned to the tales of the haunted pass. Were they true? Didn’t he first hear the voice when he kicked the skull? Did the mages’ spells summon ghosts from the battle to protect the secret of the pass? Did some power of the dead cause his ring to tingle? Was he about to join the ghosts? 

“Who are you? Are you one of the fallen soldiers?”

“Yes, but I am also more,” the voice replied.

“What do you mean, more?”

“This skull belonged to Breoc, a soldier from Kardolan. A mace’s glancing blow ended his life moments after he thrust his spear into the chest of an Opequon named Hena.”

Yuden raised his eyebrows.

“If you doubt me, dig down a few feet directly where you’re standing. You will find Hena’s ribcage with Breoc’s spearhead still lodged inside.”

Yuden stepped several feet to his left.

“Have no fear, neither they nor I mean you any harm. In fact, in a rather odd twist for me, I’m here to save your life.”

“Save my life?” Yuden asked.

“Yes. If you enter the Shadow Pass without my assistance, you will die.”

“How do you know I’m looking for the pass?”

“I know much about you, Yuden of the Shaulan. We both serve the same master.”

“You’re one of Mistress Skade’s servants, too?”

Another cackle lanced through Yuden’s ears. “No, I’m afraid you have things a bit reversed. Skade served me. Or more correctly, she served the Triumvirate.”

“What’s the Triumvirate?”

“We are the three Eternals of death, pestilence, and damnation, dedicated to the liberation of the material plane from the dominance of order.”

A revelation hit Yuden, the reason behind the activation of his summoning ring. “Who exactly are you?”

“You may call me Sabo.”
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In the Duke of Bas-Rhin’s Palace

SAMOCH LEANED BACK against the cushion of his seat at the head table and surveyed the evening’s festivities. The party hadn’t yet risen to the level of debauchery that his father’s parties were known for, but the night was still young.  It was only a few hours after nightfall and things were moving along better than he had hoped. Several prominent guests were deeply engaged in conversations with the numerous pleasure slaves his father had procured for the occasion. Most were enjoying the harmless fun that the Duke of Bas-Rhin’s parties were famous for, but not all.

Jedeal, the leader of the largest legitimate shipping concern in Bas-Rhin, was one of the latter. He was reveling in the attention of two exceptionally beautiful and scantily clad slaves. The identical twins, who appeared to be normal pleasure girls, actually worked for Samoch’s father. Their assignment was to obtain details about Jedeal’s shipping schedules, cargoes, and other pertinent business information. Such intelligence made life much easier for the Duke’s pirates – especially since the mages had yet to repair the crystalline eye in the tower of Bas-Rhin.

Samoch smiled at both his father’s resourcefulness and his own deviousness. The loss of the eye had been his fault. While using the eye to prevent enemies of the Chaotic Order from reaching Knome, things went wrong. In a magical duel, the Eridani mage defeated Samoch’s best sorcerer, Telek. In addition to killing Telek, the enemy mage also ruined the magical eye. Samoch had deftly turned his father’s loss into a personal gain. He successfully framed Telek and a renegade member of the elite Blackhawks tower guard for the damage. The renegade member was actually an annoying slave, but the Duke never suspected. Samoch took advantage of the ensuing investigation to eliminate several overly honest members of the family household by implicating them in the plot.

Yes, he thought as he nodded his head. He had turned near disaster into personal profit. His father would be proud. What better way to cap off his success than by enjoying the Duke’s extravagant party? 

He turned his attention from Jedeal and a few of the other prominent citizens who were his father’s targets. The room was filled with many beautiful pleasure girls. As always, his father spared no expense. Samoch recognized several of the girls and from personal experience knew they were as talented as they were beautiful. But Samoch was interested in more than a paid night’s romp with a pretty girl. He wanted something his father hadn’t paid for.

As if in answer to his desire, Jedeal’s daughter Olani entered the room. She wore a full-length bliaut made of blue Cadinan silk with white pleats across her midsection. Her long dark hair was braided with white ribbons to accent her dress. She stood out from the nearly naked pleasure girls like a pearl among pebbles.

Samoch’s pulse quickened. Unable to tear his gaze from her, he watched as she walked toward her father. She disdainfully weaved her way through the revelry. With a simple glare, she turned back each of the handsome bare-chested pleasure males Samoch’s father sent to halt her advance. She reached Jadeal’s side and said something to her father. Samoch couldn’t hear what she said, but he didn’t need to. The smile left Jadeal’s face and he dismissed the Duke’s operatives.

Someone tapped Samoch’s shoulder. With his gaze fixed on Olani, Samoch initially ignored the tapping. When it continued, he absently reached his hand over his shoulder and swatted at the annoying distraction. To his surprise, something grabbed his wrist in a vice-like grip.

“As you know, I appreciate a beautiful woman more than most men, but they’re no reason to ignore me.”

Samoch immediately recognized his father’s voice, soft but with an unmistakable ring of authority. Reluctantly and with a tinge of fear, he tore his gaze away from Olani and turned to face his father. “Please forgive me, father.”

“Jedeal’s daughter is quite lovely, isn’t she?”

“Yes, but she’s interfering with your attempts to infiltrate her father’s shipping company.”

“Beautiful, smart, and loyal to her family; I can see why you’re smitten with her. However, other business – urgent business – calls.”

“But what about your scheme to get Jadeal’s shipping plans for next season?”

“There will be other parties, and other opportunities for you to test your wit and charms against Olani.” The Duke pursed his lips and shook his head. “Come now, it’s time to leave the party.”

Despite the understated delivery, Samoch knew a direct order when he heard one. With a furtive glance over his shoulder toward Olani, he followed his father to the back wall of the party hall. Four long tapestries displaying the diving osprey of the duchy hung from the ceiling. Each hid a passageway out of the hall. The first two led to the kitchens. Serving slaves used one to enter the hall and another to exit. The third led to private chambers where important party attendees could continue enjoying themselves in a more secluded setting. At least that’s what they were led to believe. Samoch knew that all the rooms were watched by his father’s agents. Passion loosened lips far more effectively than torture.

His father led him to the final tapestry. He stopped in front of the wall-hanging and turned back to the party hall. He scanned the room, paused for a moment before holding up two fingers. Then he nodded.

“What was that all about?”

“I’ll explain in a minute. It’s not safe to talk here. Just follow my lead and everything will be fine. Now, let’s get behind the tapestry.” 

The tapestry concealed a small vestibule with two doors. The right door led to the throne room and the left to the family’s private living quarters. As always, two members of the elite Blackhawks stood guard before the doors. 

When the Duke entered, the two guards snapped a crisp salute. The Duke dismissed them with a slight wave of his hand and the guards returned to their ready position. A moment later the twin pleasure girls who’d been working to seduce Jedeal stepped into the vestibule. One went immediately to the Duke and wrapped her arm around his waist. The other draped an arm over Samoch’s shoulder and caressed his thigh with her other hand.

The Duke reached into a waist pocket and tossed a gold coin to each of the guards. “You didn’t see anything, right?”

Both men nodded their heads and snatched the coins out of the air with an ease that Samoch suspected came from frequent practice. His father’s reputation with the ladies was well earned.

The Duke turned to Samoch. “Come, Son, this party’s becoming dreadfully dull. Let’s take things up a notch and have some real fun. Are you ready for an epic night, ladies?” With that, he smacked his girl on the rump, which elicited a high-pitched squeal and a cooing from her. 

The two went down the corridor leading to the family quarters.

Samoch followed his father’s lead and smacked his partner on her bum, too. Her backside was much firmer than he’d expected and his hand stung from the contact. The girl giggled her appreciation as she twirled a finger in her long, honey-colored hair and batted her lashes at him.

Intrigued by the possibilities, Samoch gave his new friend a long look. She lacked Olani’s refinement and her costume left little to the imagination. Nonetheless, he found himself warming to the idea of stretching his imagination as far as possible. 

As the possibilities danced through his head, he felt a sharp poke in his side.

“You promised me you’d show me the ducal bed chambers. You’re not going to disappoint me, are you?” the girl said.

Samoch shook his head. Her words were like honey, but the look in her eyes was as hard as steel. Remembering his father’s instructions, he said, “I guarantee you won’t be disappointed.” Together they followed his father out of the vestibule.

The corridor rounded a corner where they found his father and the other women waiting.

The two women quickly disentangled themselves from the Duke and his son. Each moved several feet in front of the Duke and stood at attention.

“Relax, there’s no need for that formality here. I’m sorry for that scene with the guards, but I do have an image to uphold,” the Duke said.

The woman who’d been with Samoch’s father said, “We understand.”

The other looked to Samoch. “I hope I didn’t hurt you with that poke in the ribs.”

“No, not at all, that was good improvisation
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