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Chapter 1

As if hindered by the might of an angry deity, a desert sandstorm whipped around an unprotected caravan. Its victims rushed to and fro in a futile effort to safeguard their goods while frightened camels resisted their lead. The unyielding wind drowned their cries and with each ferocious roar, caused further damage to their supplies.

By afternoon, hours later, the Arab travelers had broken down their caravan into an acceptable camp. With the animals calmed, secured, and no longer in a terrified frenzy to escape, they erected tents and began to assess the damages from the storm while the unforgiving sun mercilessly cast its glare over their covered heads. The majority of their goods appeared unharmed, allowing them to differentiate the ruined from the salvageable, but the caravan wouldn’t move again until they made necessary repairs.

Idris, the camel boy who tended to their herd, crossed the dunes for privacy to relieve himself. Dirt and filth clung to his once white, sweat-stained garments. Exhausted, he barely noticed the hint of red protruding from the sand.

“Huh... What’s that?” He crouched to pull on the red fabric, fearing some item had been blown from their supplies. “Hey! I found something!” Idris cried out.

The men rushed toward him with their knives in hand. They probed the ground with their feet and used their weapon hilts to move the sand until the caravan leader motioned for them to step back. Hassan Ibn Museyr, a man known for his courage and stubborn work ethic, took over the dangerous role. A forgotten item in the sands of the desert could be anything.

“Hamid! Ali! See what we have here,” Hassan ordered. “Careful!”

“This place is cursed,” Ophir protested.

“Maybe it’s a trap,” Hamid said. He hung back initially, a reluctant expression on his bearded face. They were all worn and exhausted from their travels and few of them held anything but distrust for the mysterious object beneath the sand. They could be uncovering anything, and in the desert, there would be no one there to help them if their venture proved to have deadly consequences.

Hassan shot him a dark look that prompted Hamid to quickly join him. Hamid and Ali dug while the rest of the men stood by with their knives handy. They made signs against evil and shuddered. For their leader, they would obey as told, but they didn’t like it.

Eventually, the shape of a short, stocky man emerged from the sand. His motionless body was half-clothed in dirty khaki pants and tattered red shirt. He didn’t seem to be alive at first glance, a likely casualty of the recent storm.

“Is he alive?” Hassan asked.

Hamid bent over and pressed his ear against the man’s hairy chest. After a moment he sat up and nodded. “His heart beats.”

Hassan frowned. “Search him, he may be armed.” The man had the look of an American, and too often, they came bearing ill will or meant to cause trouble. 

Their thorough search turned up a keyring, wallet, an English-Arabic dictionary, a crumpled map, and a small revolver. 

“Randy Connor,” Ali read off the ID in the cracked, brown leather wallet. “From America.”

“An infidel! As suspected!” Ophir spit on the sand and reached for the heavy, golden chain on the unconscious man’s chest.

“Wait!” Hassan cried. “Allah is merciful. Even to the lowest who do not see his light. Give this man water. We must allow him to recover then determine the best course of action.”

Disappointed, Ophir removed his waterskin and placed it to the stranger’s lips. He was wise enough to only allow a few droplets to trickle out at a time, until the clear rivulets ran down his dirty, unshaven cheek. Immediately, the cool refreshment seemed to stir him from his unconscious state. The man dragged in a rasping breath of fresh air, preceding a coughing fit.

“He will bring nothing but trouble,” Ophir grumbled in warning. 

“You do not know that,” Hassan replied. “Take him to the tent.”

They dragged the coughing man away to the camp.

***

An enormous, silver moon hung over the horizon in a cloudless, star-filled sky. Overcome with exhaustion, the Arabs surrounded the fire to recuperate. Their animals lay resting while Idris slumbered nearby.

Randy, their disgruntled survivor found in the sand, chewed on a handful of dates and spat the seeds to the side. He scowled at the fire, as if it had wronged him personally.

“Insh Allah. He decided to let you live,” Hassan said. “You should be grateful.”

“Grateful?! Are you kidding? My camel, supplies, everything I had is gone!”

“You still have your life,” Hassan pointed out.

“What kind of life is that?” asked Randy. “I can’t even go back if I don’t...” His voice trailed as he gazed into the fire again. Without his gear, he didn’t have a hope or a prayer of returning to civilization.

“What have you been doing in the middle of the desert all by yourself?” Ophir asked. The other men, equally skeptical of Randy’s presence, all scrutinized him with judgmental eyes. Few of them found his arrival to be mere coincidence. There had to be something sinister afoot. Or so they thought. The sad truth about it was that Randy was a hack treasure hunter on the search for his next big find. If he didn’t strike it rich and return with something worthwhile, the debt collectors were going to be the least of his worries. He owed people money, and they were the kind of people no one wanted to remain indebted to for long.

“I am... an archaeologist,” Randy finally offered, twisting the truth. “I look for ancient ruins, lost cities, civilizations, and forgotten relics. That kind of thing.” And if he had anything to say about it, he’d make a fortune out in the desert once he turned up his next big discovery. It was all a matter of finding it first and getting people off of his case.

“Really? And what did you carry this for?” Ophir asked. He pulled Randy’s revolver from beneath his robes. Vibrant orange light glinted off of the metal, reflecting the campfire nearby.

Randy’s hands promptly flew for the gun. The Arabs drew their knives, and a dozen blades glinted beneath the moon’s silver effulgence. Their convincing array of weaponry stilled his movement. He held up both hands, begging caution, and settled back again in his seat. It wouldn’t help his situation at all if he was stabbed or shot full of holes by a group of cagey Arabs.

“I think you are not telling us the truth,” Hassan said. “The only thing you can find here is...”

“A gate of Ganzir?” Idris spoke up drowsily. The young boy had slept on and off, drowsing until the raised voices of their interrogation awakened him. No one could sleep through that, especially while Randy ran his mouth.

“Hush, my son. Don’t speak this name,” Hassan said.

“You will bring bad luck on all of us,” Ophir muttered. “Demons have big ears.”

Randy visibly perked, sitting up from his slump. “Gate of Ganzir? What’s that?”

“We do not play with dark forces. Tomorrow, we’ll reach Yassa. You can go home from there,” Hassan said.

After a disappointed sigh, Randy nodded his head and settled down for a night’s rest. Tomorrow, he would be in Yassa, and perhaps one step closer to his goal and to become a wealthy man.

***

By morning, the caravan had resumed traveling through the sea of rolling dunes. They didn’t reach the Yassa Oasis until evening. Camp was set against the rocky outcroppings, and in the light of the descending sun, the caravan leader discussed Randy’s fate.

Was he to be left and abandoned with no resources, or would they at the very least grant him a single camel? Hassan erred on the side of showing kindness, while the men in his service argued that Randy was the devil in sheep’s clothing.

So of course, by morning Randy had split from the group to do the very thing that would prove them right. 

Tinkling laughter, like silver bells, filled the early morning air. Hassan’s four wives bathed in the oasis by the light of the rising sun, guarded by a large man by the name of Niyazi. The muscled eunuch held a machine gun and kept watch over the horizon.

Above them, Randy crouched amid some scraggly bushes and shamelessly peeked at the naked women. His mouth watered at the sight of them.

This is wrong. I shouldn’t be watching them like this, but it’s been so damn long since I saw a woman... 

Ultimately, that niggling sense of guilt swayed Randy to turn away. While he hadn’t set out with intent to become a peeping tom, their laughter and the sound of amusement had drawn him like a moth to the flame.

As he crawled backwards, the soil beneath his elbow shifted, loosened, and skittered into the pond below. One of the wives screamed and pointed. The others shrieked and dove deeper into the water, modestly covering their nubile bodies.

Oh, shit! Randy thought as he quickly scurried away. Niyazi’s shrill war cry preceded the removal of a cell phone from his loose robe. Reinforcements were coming, and he didn’t need binoculars to see them coming. Arab men abandoned their tasks, grabbed their weapons, and came rushing across the sands with their knives drawn.

In Randy’s worst fantasies, he imagined them drawing and quartering him by camel then leaving his pieces to rot beneath the desert sun. With his stealth blown, Randy leapt up to his feet to flee for it on foot, to little avail, the sand shifted between the tumbling rocks and he toppled forward into the pool below.

The fight to return to the surface was difficult. He swam clumsily, panicked, and failed to find the bottom of the pond with his feet. Once he broke the surface, a bullet struck the rocks beside his head. More rounds disturbed the surface of the water and came dangerously close to gifting his body a few additional holes.

“Shit!” He went under again as the bullet storm created a shower of rocks. Their pebbles struck him in the head as he choked on water and went under again. Fortune must have been with him, since his terror sent him into a frantic up and down bobbing pattern that evaded the worst of their attack. Each time he came up for air, one of the Arabs swung a knife at him or shot another bullet.

Until Ophir struck him in the head with a rock. Sharp pain exploded from his temple and his cry resulted in a mouthful of water entering his throat. Randy’s limp body sunk beneath the water as his head spun and stars danced in his vision. 

The last thing he remembered as he hit the sandy bottom was the rumbling sound of dark laughter. The ground shifted beneath him, blackness edged into his fading vision, and then he fell back into oblivion.

***

Randy struck rocky ground with a hard smack. The crash was enough to send him into a coughing fit, expelling the water from his burning lungs. He gasped for breath and sank back into the darkness.

The slow drip of water roused him back to consciousness. Plink. Plink. Plink. He rolled to his side and blinked rapidly in an attempt to make out his dark surroundings. Dim light radiated from an unknown source but it allowed him to get his bearings. 

He was on the edge of an underground lake in a rocky cavern. The single source of dripping water came from several feet above his head. He watched as a bead of moisture gathered itself on a jutting bit of rock until the weight of gravity drew it downwards.

Plink.

“Where the hell am I?”  

Am I... am I... am I... His voice echoed back to him in the dark. The sound was unsettling and made the hairs at the back of his neck stand on end.

After a few minutes his eyes adjusted further to his foreboding surroundings. Secure in the knowledge that he was unhurt, Randy pulled himself up and set out. A rough staircase caught his eye across the cavern.

“Just my luck,” he muttered. “I need a vacation. Treasure hunting is getting bad for my health.”

The stairs appeared sturdy, cut into the very rock of the cavern, but they were steep. Randy tested the first slick step then took another one up. The tread on his boots was a saving grace on the wet stone.

“If I get out of here alive, I’ll seriously consider a change of career.”

The faint illumination coming from the opening above drew Randy onward with the promise of escape. Four steps up he hit a slimy patch and stumbled. Pain exploded in his kneecaps.

“God! I’m getting too old for this!”

Rather than an echo, a rumble answered his sharp cry. Dust rained down from overhead and a tremor shook the cavern around him, but that dimmed in comparison to the laughter that filled the air. The demonic sound froze the blood in Randy’s veins. Terrified, he scrambled up the steps on all fours. The shaking didn’t stop until he reached the top.

Randy sprawled on the floor and waited for his racing heart to slow. Lurching to his feet, he brushed off the dust from his clothes and ran a shaky hand through his hair. The dust settled and revealed the narrow, short corridor he occupied was a dead end. A crude gate blocked the passage. Further inspection revealed Arabic inscriptions carved into the stone archway.

“This place gives me the creeps,” he muttered. Randy dug into his pocket and pulled out a slim, battered dictionary. Years of hard use had cracked the binding and dirtied the pages. 

“Okay, let’s see...” He rose to his tiptoes and tried to make the words out. “I wish there was more light in here.”

“As you wish.”

The deep voice came from nowhere. As if that weren’t startling enough, the cave lit up with an eerie, orangish glow.

“Holy shit!” Randy’s pulse spiked. “Whaaat waaas thaaat?” 

Wild-eyed, he looked around the cavern for the voice. Gooseflesh prickled his arms when he spotted no one.

“You... are... standing...” His teeth chattered and his hands shook as he tried to translate. “Standing.. at... The Gate...” He wiped his sweaty brow and swore. “I wish this place came with a translating service.”

The deep voice rumbled out a second time. “You are standing at the Gate of Ganzis. Beyond, lies the domain of the Archdemon Shabalis. Only the soulless can enter. Treasure of treasures...”

“Treasure?!” Randy exclaimed. His mind reeled with a thousand ways to spend a fortune. Women, alcohol, drugs - maybe not the drugs, as narcotics tended to deplete cash faster than cheap bottles of whiskey - and promises of fast cars quickly dashed any likelihood of him turning away.

“Don’t interrupt!” the voice chastised him.

He frowned but ultimately decided to listen. Something in his heart told him that his luck was finally bound to change for the better. “Sorry. Go on, go on.”

“Your heart is full of shadow. You are a soulless one. Enter and see for yourself.”

“Sure. I could use a treasure.” Damn skippy I’m going to enter.

Randy made his way through the entrance, and beyond the gate, he encountered a well lit, narrow passage. His greed drove him to explore the unknown and push forward even as the walls wavered. Their image shimmered and vanished into nothingness, taking with it the ground beneath his feet.

Randy plummeted into darkness.

Chapter 2

It didn’t take long for Randy to become lost in a labyrinth of shady passages and dad-end caves. He wandered through the twisting catacombs for what seemed like hours before a light caught his eye. Cautious, wondering what might be found, Randy stepped into the roughhewn chamber.

A single pedestal rose up from the center of the room, directly beneath a shimmering globe of light. The luminous sphere hung suspended in the air with no visible source or holder. 

Seven objects occupied the polished surface: A silver framed mirror, a brass lamp, an antique bottle, a ring with a large ruby, a crystal ball, a jar filled with a dark substance, and a short knife with a gem-encrusted handle. It sparkled in the light, casting radiant shimmers.

Driven by impulse, or perhaps his own stupidity, Randy reached for the ring and closed his fingers around the metal. It didn’t go without a fight. The brilliant light flared, a miniature supernova that sizzled through his fingertips and seared into his skin.

“Shit!” Randy jerked his hand back and inspected the blistered stripe left behind. He swore again and glowered at the ring. “How the hell can I get it without burning myself...” Lacking gloves, and doubting that they’d be enough to withstand the heat, Randy removed his belt and made a loop. Using it as a tool, he snatched each of the objects from the pedestal. They clattered to the sandy ground where he quickly joined them to examine his ill-gotten goods.

“Where’d that ring go?” he muttered. Its primary jewel, the large ruby, winked in what remained of the light. He plucked it up from the ground and admired it. Greedy thoughts of how he’d spend his new fortune flickered through his thoughts. He’d be a wealthy man soon and able to get back on top of his business. Resume his explorations. And most importantly, he’d be able to buy a lot of alcohol and spend his time with numerous women. Randy grinned.

“The rest’s just a pile of junk.” He sorted through the relics and figured the knife would fetch a decent price. The bottle rolled across the floor and liquid sloshed within, drawing attention to Randy’s parched throat. He pried the wax stopper free and gave the contents a wary sniff.

“Smell like wine. Pretty good, too.”

Ignoring the thin stream of vapor rising from the bottle, Randy chugged the contents. Sweet wine danced over his tongue, oddly cool despite his muggy surroundings. He drained the bottle of every last drop, smacked his lips, and then wiped his wrist across his chin.

Stabbing pain lanced through his belly. Randy grabbed his middle and doubled over, his body convulsing.  His heart pounded in his head and he lost all control of his limbs. Like a marionette on strings, he jerked around the room. Pain lanced through his gut and his stomach expanded. 

Acid burned up his throat, followed by the contents of his stomach. Randy threw up all over himself and crumpled to the ground.

“So much for good wine... ugh.” He couldn’t recall the last time he’d felt so miserable.

A strange figure rose from the puddle of puke, expanding with each passing second until its masculine shape solidified completely. The stranger flicked little chunks of vomit from his exotic clothing, their design too old, too archaic to fit the current time period. “What a mess, but thank you. You’ve been most kind,” the strange man said.

“Huh? Kind? Me? Neeeh. Who are you though, dude?”

“Just the same, thank you for freeing me. I’m Karim Khan, a genie at your service.”

“A genie? Yeah, and I’m Alice in Wonderland.”

“Who?”

“Never mind. I don’t believe in fairy tales,” Randy said.

“What makes you so sure?” Karim Khan asked. “I’m as real as you are. I’m here, aren’t I?”

Randy touched Karim’s rich, plum-colored garments. Embroidered threads of gold added intricate designs to the lush fabric. Jewels clinked and tinkled together with his movements. “This looks pretty expensive... Maybe you are a genie after all. You did come from a bottle. At my service, you said?”

“I am here to fulfill your every—well almost every wish.”

Randy squinted at the man in front of him. Karim didn’t seem much older, in his early thirties perhaps. His well-groomed, jet black mustache and beard suited his brown features. A turban concealed his hair length, though for all Randy knew, the man could have been bald entirely.

“Great! Now I’m on to something. Let's start with...”

“Wait!” Karim cried. “First there is something I’d like you to do for me.”

“I never do anything for anybody. That’s my rule,” Randy said. 

Karim rolled his eyes. “I’m not alone. There are seven of us. Think of how much more seven genies could do for you. Money, riches, women, seven times more—”

I could be rich! Randy thought. He practically cackled as he rubbed his hands together and allowed the greed to overtake him. A storm of ideas flooded his brain with plans to purchase fast cars and women in lingerie. Well, fast cars anyway. He couldn’t purchase the women, but he certainly planned to buy some of their time.

“Okay. What do I do?” Randy asked.

“Put that ring on and twist the ruby three times,” Karim said. 

Randy followed the instructions. A moment later, an elderly man in ornate robs appeared before them both.

“My cousin, Abdul Khandir,” Karim introduced them.

Abdul dipped into a courteous bow. 

“Good. Now take a crystal ball and rub it against your forehead,” Karim instructed Randy.

“This really makes me feel stupid,” Randy remarked. Despite his reservations, he plucked the crystal ball from the floor and rubbed the smooth crystal against his brow. In return for his cooperation, a middle-aged woman appeared next. 

“My mother, Salima Khan. You look
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