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      Lodar is in flames…the Emperor is dead…the main defenders of the Empire are imprisoned in the Tomb, the notorious fortress prison at the river junction.

      Barbarian hordes are about to descend on the norther borders of Lodar.

      The Princess of Lodar is the only hope for saving the Empire.

      But where is the Princess when the Empire needs her? She is still the “guest” of the Prince of Mazidar, who claims he is not the man who abducted her.

      The Princess knows better. The Prince of Mazidar is merely a barbarian in fancy clothes. She knows she cannot believe him, and if she can just escape from the horrid camp filled with thousands of warlike barbarians, she will soon have her revenge on the upstart Prince.
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      Prince Dak Akkra of Mazidar stared at the young woman he was escorting back to Lodar. She had already tried to kill him once. He had no doubt she would try to do so again. The sooner he could be rid of her, the better.

      But to whom could he entrust the life of Princess Nest-kor, daughter of Emperor Mith Cor?

      Nest-kor had been abducted by three Lodaran noblemen. Dak had encountered the three men in a mail house when he was heading up into the Zepore Mountains to the west of Lodar. Suspecting the men of something nefarious, Dak had gotten too curious for his own good. The men had attacked him, a mistake two of them paid for with their lives. The third man had escaped. Dak would have pursued the miscreant, but when he discovered that their evil deed had been abducting the Princess of Lodar, his priorities had changed.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t take the Princess back to Lodar either. He still had a higher priority.

      Only a week earlier, he had been frolicking in the Imperial city of Lodar, as the Emissary from Mazidar. His ostensible purpose at that time had been to establish a treaty between Lodar and Mazidar. Dak Akkra wouldn’t classify the treaty as a sham – it really was an attempt to avert any possible future conflict between the two countries.

      So why had he been on the road to Jadpat late that night?

      To be honest, he was doing something that could lead to war between Lodar and Mazidar.

      His mission, the secret mission that put him on the western side of Lodar, was to meet up with a dozen diverse tribes and clans who lived deep in the Zepores. One of those tribes – the Tolkars -- had been the forebears of a small band of refugees who had migrated to the Tandaran plains and settled in Mazidar. At that time, Mazidar was embroiled in a war with Lodar. The chief of the Tolkar band helped the locals defeat the invading Lodarans. As a result, the mountain tribe found a new home in Mazidar.

      Although once exiled from the Zepores, Dak’s father, King Taja, was now helping those who had wished him dead a generation earlier. The mountain tribes suffered years of drought, lack of game, and disastrous harvests. New peoples were migrating into the mountain tribe’s ancestral homes. The tribes needed a new place to call home or face generations of continuing warfare.

      King Taja and Dak Akkra had been instrumental in finding that new home a year ago. Then followed months and months of negotiations, convincing all the warring tribes and clans to cooperate and leave their own ancestral homes. The grand scheme had been difficult to get agreement on, but finally the bickering tribes had done so.

      Now the grand scheme called for Dak to lead these very bickering tribes peacefully across the northern reaches of Lodar and up to the Nasilam Steppes.

      Impossible? No. Difficult? Yes. As long as nothing truly unexpected didn’t happen.

      Such as rescuing the Princess of Lodar from cutthroat abductors.

      Tandran Dro, the wizened advisor to King Taja and Prince Akkra’s mentor, often said, a good plan falls apart the minute it is finalized. Dak had thought that he could take the Princess with him and the mountain tribes, but that plan also hadn’t lasted long.

      Princess Nest-kor, who Dak Akkra had long regarded as a spoiled brat, had managed to escape from the high mountain camp where the tribes had assembled prior to their long trek across the northern plains.

      The first night of him escorting the Princess back to Lodar had proven uneventful, even pleasant. For the first time, the Princess did not act as though she wanted to plant a knife in the middle of his back. She helped gather wood for the fire, and after a certain amount of silly prudishness, had curled up next to him during the night, both of them providing warmth and comfort to the other.

      His opinion of the Princess was slowly changing, from one of contempt and disdain to one of respect. Maybe even admiration.

      Attraction? Yes, how was it possible not to be attracted to her. She was beautiful.  But he was pretty certain that the Princess, nice as she was behaving, only had contempt for him.

      They didn’t have anything other than dried meat to eat for breakfast.

      “Maybe we can find an isolated farmhouse and see if we can get something there,” suggested Dak.

      Nest-kor nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      Dak saddled the two horses, then led them to a nearby stream to drink. “We should make good time today,” he said.

      “How long will it take us to get to Lodar?” asked Nest-kor.

      “Once we’re out of the hills, only two days.” He glanced towards the southern horizon. Even at this hour, dark clouds hugged the edge of the sky. “Unless that impedes our progress.”

      “Maybe we’ll run into a Lodaran patrol this morning,” said Nest-kor.

      Dak nodded, not sure that was something he also looked forward to. He had a suspicion that there might be more to Nest-kor’s abduction than merely the simple treason of kidnapping a member of the Imperial family. There might be more discord in Lodar than the pandemonium her absence might have wrought. He wasn’t sure what side a random group of Soldars might be on.

      For the first time since he left the barbarian mountain camp he wished he had taken up the tribal chief’s offers to send warriors with him.

      He was hoping that if they did encounter any Lodaran warriors, they would be members of the Outer Army, the warriors under the control of the Conqueror of Lodar, Magar Balder Khan.

      He could discuss none of this with the Princess, however.

      They set out, following a crude path out of the mountains into the foothills. Dak headed for the road that would take them either north to Jadpat or southeast to Lodar. Just before noon, the dirt path reached the main road.

      Now their chances of encountering Inner Army patrols increased dramatically.

      Dak glanced at the skies. Dark clouds were almost directly overhead. The storm was imminent. All Dak could do was hope that it would be a quick and mild storm.

      There weren’t many farmhouses in the foothills, but once on the road, they did pass a few. Nest-kor reminded Dak of his promise to stop at one of them to get additional food. For his part, though, Dak was reluctant to have a confrontation with a farmer who just might recognize the Princess. He realized how unlikely that was, but he recalled the innkeeper at the post house where Dak had rescued Nest-kor. He had seen the Princess when the old man went to a celebration in the capitol. Dak didn’t want to have to kill an otherwise innocent person to protect the Princess.

      The well-kept roads of Lodar enabled them to travel at a full gallop. The downside was that they had to increase the frequency of their rest stops for their horses.

      Their good fortune and progress, however, came to an end in the early afternoon. The skies opened up and a torrent of rain began to pour down on them. Visibility was reduced to a few feet ahead of them. The force of the rain was painful to feel, even with cloaks to protect them.

      “We have to find shelter,” shouted Dak over the roar of the torrential rain. He searched for some place that would provide protection. Then he recognized that they were close to the post house where he had rescued Nest-kor.

      Could they find safety there?

      Dak wondered if there were still Lodaran warriors there. While he had no direct evidence that the scene of Nest-kor’s disappearance had been reported, he had to assume that it was.

      He and Nest-kor approached the post house cautiously. He was surprised that she did not have any recollection of what happened here, but then he realized that she had probably been blindfolded and drugged. She followed his lead to be as silent as possible and made no attempt to thwart his cautious approach.

      There did not seem to be any occupants in the post house. No horses in the stable, no smoke coming from the chimney, no sign of activity around the building. He also quickly checked the graves of the two nobles he had been forced to kill when he rescued Nest-kor.

      The graves were empty. Lodar definitely knew that the Princess had been here.

      Dak would have preferred leaving Nest-kor safely some distance from the post house as he checked it out, but she had already demonstrated that she was capable of running off on her own when she escaped from the mountain tribe’s temporary encampment. He brought her with him, but made sure she stayed behind him. Hmmm. That hadn’t worked out too well in the past, had it?

      He and Nest-kor rode their horses to the lean-to shed, dismounted, and unsaddled their mounts. Then the two of them raced through the downpour into the post house.  Oddly, the sprint had them both laughing when they pushed through the doorway.

      Once inside, both of them quickly regained their respective sobriety. Dak looked around the room. The furniture was still in disarray, but the note that he had pinned to the inside of the door was gone. More proof that someone had been here.

      “We should be safe here,” he announced. “I’m sorry for the appearance. The men who abducted you did not really want me discovering your presence.” He looked around the room. “The cooking area is in that back room. We should check to see if there is anything to eat.”

      Nest-kor nodded numbly, probably wearied out from the morning’s ride and the heavy downpour.  Dak suspected that she had never been required to expend so much energy on one task in her life. While he didn’t feel sympathy for her, he could understand her exhaustion.

      Dak straightened up the over-turned furniture, listening to the commotion Nest-kor made in the kitchen. He had the sinking feeling that even if there was food in the cooking area, preparing a meal would pose a mystery to the Pampered Princess. She had probably never made a meal of any sort in her life.

      He finished his task, then headed over to the kitchen to assist in finding something to eat. He was surprised to find Nest-kor flipping flattened wheat pancakes on a hot grill. She had made a fire? She had mixed the batter for the pancakes? And she was really cooking?

      Who was this woman?

      “Do you need any help?” he asked.

      Nest-kor looked up from her cooking. “No, I think I’ve actually got this. I’ve wanted to do this for so long!”

      “You wanted to cook?” Dak was not certain she was serious.

      “I was never allowed to,” she said. “I pretended to cook when I was alone. I would go through all the motions, even though everything I had was only imaginary.” She looked around the kitchen. “I checked the eggs, but I think they are spoiled. So all we have are chappis.”

      Dak was even surprised that Nest-kor knew the peasant word for the flat pancakes.

      She was not at all what he had expected. She was not the haughty, arrogant Princess who had mocked him when he was an “Emissary” trying to forge a peace treaty with her father.

      They ate the chappis in silence, and though they might have benefited from a touch of salt, Dak had to admit that the meal took an edge off his hunger.

      “Thank you for cooking the meal,” he said. “It was unexpected.”

      Nest-kor gave him a curious look, but chose to laugh off his comment. “I’m full of surprises, Prince Akkra.”

      Dak didn’t respond but cocked his head listening. Was the rain letting up? Or was there some other noise that caught his attention? The post house didn’t have any windows, but he went to the door to check outside. He was just opening it when the door was smashed inwards, catching Dak off guard. He fell backwards as four Lodaran warriors burst through the doorway. These four were quickly followed by another six Soldars. Even before Dak could get to his feet, several of the Soldars had a firm hold on him. He was stripped of his weapons, and his wrists were tied behind his back.

      Dak was furious with himself for not taking more caution when he went to the door. He glanced over in Nest-kor’s direction to see if the warriors had mistreated her.

      They had not. In fact, either they recognized her or she told them who she was, for several of the Soldars were regarding her with great deference.

      Another individual entered the room, another warrior, a Hazar, undoubtedly the officer in charge of the Soldars. He was closely followed by another group, this one consisting of several Priests of Att.

      Dak was surprised to see the Priests. Since when were they travelling with Inner Army warriors?

      The Hazar was suitably subservient to the head Priest. If the Priesthood of Att had ranks, Dak was not familiar with them, but this Priest was clearly in charge. The Priest examined the situation, then barked a couple of quick orders.

      “Kill him,” commanded the Priest.

      “No!” shouted Nest-kor. “Don’t kill him! That is Prince Dak Akkra of Mazidar. Take him back to my father to answer for the invasion of Lodar by his barbarian hordes!”

      The Hazar stared at Nest-kor in surprise. “Your Highness, do you not know the situation? Your father has been murdered. By this very man, Your Highness! He must be put to death.”

      The Princess looked devastated. “My father is dead? When did this happen?”

      “Five days ago, Your Highness. In the middle of the night.” The Hazar looked fearful to be the one delivering such news. Dak suspected that most of the time, the bearer of bad tidings often paid a dear price for that privilege.

      Princess Nest-kor looked over at Dak Akkra. She didn’t need to say anything. He could tell what she was thinking. Five days ago, she and Dak were already travelling up the mountain passes to the tribal encampment. How could he possibly have been in Lodar to assassinate her father?

      At least that is what Dak hoped was going through her mind.

      The Princess shook her head. “No, he must not be killed, not now. He must be taken back to Lodar to answer for his crimes. I want the city to know that no man, prince or peasant, can get away with challenging the Throne of Lodar.”

      The lead Priest held up a hand. “If you must take him to Lodar, bring him directly to Nar Sidthar. He will know how to handle the assassin.”

      Dak glanced at Nest-kor. “Would it do any good to tell you that I didn’t assassinate anybody? Or at least, not your father.”

      “You can proclaim your innocence all you want, Mazidaran swine, but we have the bodies of your entourage to prove that you committed this perfidy,” snapped the Priest viciously. He turned to the Hazar. “You and all your men must make sure he reaches Nar Sidthar. Know that if you fail in this, Att will eat your souls for ten thousand years!”

      The Hazar lowered his head. “Yes, my lord. Will it be permissible to break his arms and legs if he tries to escape?”

      “No,” shouted Nest-kor. “I want him alive and in one piece in Lodar. Do you understand me?”

      The Hazar bowed even lower. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      But Dak no longer cared what fate might befall him if he tried to escape. All he could focus on was that the people in his party, Tran, his most trusted friend, Harish Kar, Elzar Akkra, and Mazzan Tor…all dead? That could not be!

      “We should set out in the morning,” suggested the Hazar.

      The Priest shook his head. “No, you will set out this very moment. My priests and I will escort the Royal Princess to her destination.”

      “But isn’t that Lodar?” asked the Hazar.

      The Priest smiled, shaking his head. “No, Lodar is too dangerous right now. We will take her to Sind. There she will be safe, protected by the Priests of Att.”

      Nest-kor was outraged. “Sind? No, I must return to Lodar! I have to tend to my father! I need to assume the throne and protect the Empire.”

      Thoughts of Dak’s friends and the revenge for their deaths fled from Dak’s mind. He could not be separated from the Princess, and there was no way he would entrust her to the Priests of Att. He struggled to free his wrists, using his body and his legs to attack the men holding him. “Don’t go with them, Princess!” he shouted.

      But before he could say anything more, one of his captors hit his head, rendering him unconscious.
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      Silence reigned supreme in the damp, cold cell in which Balder Khan, Isma, and Shanti Raj found themselves. Balder Khan was surprised that Nar Sidthar put the three of them together, but perhaps he did it to flaunt the hopelessness of their situation in their faces. If that was his intent, he had succeeded.

      Balder Khan was chained to one wall. Approximately three paces from him, he could hear Shanti Raj coughing and rattling his chains. Isma was chained on the wall across from his own location. The only light was provided by a lantern hung further down the corridor of the prison cells. Balder Khan had never been in this part of the Tomb, neither as a jailor and certainly not as a guest. He knew from hearsay that there were several levels of prison cells, and the cells numbered several hundred to each level.

      There was barely enough light to see even after one’s eyes adjusted to the gloom. A patch of light crept through the massive iron bar cell door. That light, however, lasted only as long as the torch in the corridor remained lit. Already, it had gone out once, plunging the cell into total blackness. A guard, making his rounds, had lit it again, but it was only a matter of time before the flames died out once more. The guards did not come around very often, usually just to deliver the one meal a day the jailors provided the prisoners.

      When he and Isma had first been locked inside the cell, Balder Khan had called out for any other prisoners who might be located near them.

      Only silence had greeted him.

      At first the only three prisoners in the cell had talked, sharing what little information each had. However, that soon stopped, when it became apparent that they would not be able to do anything about their predicament. Both men had tugged and pulled at their chains, but to no avail. The links of the chains were strong, and the rings holding the chains to the wall were pounded into solid rock.

      Balder Khan and Isma had also given up talking to each other, as the torment of their separation became greater and more painful to them. Shanti Raj tried to comfort each of them, but his words of encouragement seemed shallow and lacked conviction.  Even as the Magar tried to comfort his fellow prisoners, Balder Khan could tell that the man harbored his own private anguish. He asked Shanti Raj who he had left behind. At first, Shanti refused to admit anything, but then finally revealed that he feared Tathi had not escaped Lodar and might have suffered a horrible fate.

      Balder Khan tried to encourage the Magar of the Imperial Guard to keep his hopes alive.

      “Even Nar Sidthar isn’t stupid enough to attack the Imperial Guard.” But even Balder Khan didn’t believe his own words.

      After a while, all conversation ceased.

      The fact that they did not talk to each other, however, did not mean that they were not busy. Every moment was a constant battle against rats, huge vicious creatures that crept close to them and tried to bite off toes or flesh from their legs. They would kick out at the rats, which would scamper away, knowing that in a few days their victims would be too weak to kick.

      When they weren’t fending off the rats, they had to fend off centipedes. The centipedes were actually more of a problem than the rats. First, there were more of the insects than rats, and second, the rats at least had enough intelligence to avoid being kicked or squashed. The centipedes made no attempt to escape, but only blindly pursued their prey.

      They had been there perhaps a day or so -- it seemed more like a week -- when the cell door opened. Two large guards entered the room, carrying a lantern. Two more guards dragged another individual by his feet into the cell. Unceremoniously, they dumped his body against one wall.

      The light from the lantern hurt their eyes. By the time their pupils had adjusted to the increase in light, the guards had chained the new arrival up on the wall next to Isma. One of the guards took a minute to grab at Isma, but she kicked him in the crotch. The guard screamed in pain, while his companions laughed at his ill fate. That only enraged the guard, who took his revenge by kicking Isma. Balder Khan and Shanti Raj yanked at their chains and shouted insults at the guards, but they could do nothing. One of the guards pulled the outraged warrior away from Isma, calling him a coward for kicking a woman chained to a wall. The warrior struggled to get away, but finally allowed himself to be pushed out of the cell. The four jailors departed, slamming the jail cell door shut. As they departed, they took the torch with them and darkness prevailed.

      “Isma, can you talk?” asked Balder Khan, his voice tense with worry.

      Isma moaned, then sat up. “I’m alright, Bal. I don’t think he broke anything, but it sure hurts! Let me check on this man.”

      “Who is it?” asked Shanti Raj.

      Isma’s chains were longer than Shanti Raj’s or Balder Khan’s, affording her the ability to move a few paces. She could just reach the man’s body. He was barely conscious and able to speak only a few words at a time before he passed out. Isma stared over where she knew Balder Khan and Shanti Raj to be.

      “It’s Dak Akkra!” she announced.

      The two Magars were astounded by the news, and spent the next several hours discussing all the possible implications of Prince Dak’s presence in Lodar.

      “Is it possible that he really did kill the Emperor?” asked Shanti Raj.

      “No, impossible,” said Balder Khan. “I told you, he was far from the
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