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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Sultan Vilos the First approached the walled city of Kira’s Oasis riding at the head of a double column of one hundred cavalry. The sun beat down on them without mercy. The light reflected off the white sand of the desert with such intensity it could drive a man mad. And the less said about the heat, the better.

      The sultan had left his normal robes of state at the palace in favor of warrior’s garb. Magnificent leather armor engraved with sand lions covered him from neck to toe. On his brow he wore a gold circlet shaped like a coiled cobra, the symbol of his office. At his side hung Heat’s Bane, his enchanted shamshir. Even sheathed, the blade’s magic lowered the air temperature around him ten degrees, making the desert heat more bearable. His men bore equipment similar to his, though less ornate. They all rode the hardy, two-humped war camels that served the royal cavalry.

      Behind the cavalry trudged eight massive warriors. The eight who walked felt no resentment toward those who rode. In fact they felt nothing at all, for these were the sultan’s stone soldiers.  Seven feet tall and weighing nearly a ton each, the golems looked like armored warriors carved from granite. The stone soldiers formed the heart of the sultan’s royal guard. Numbering twenty in total, a dozen remained behind guarding the White Palace.

      Kira’s Oasis sat at the very edge of the High Kingdom and provided the only shelter for many miles. The city also served as an important rest stop for the many caravans that crisscrossed the desert.

      Beyond the city walls, the nomad tribes roamed much the same as they always had, herding their camels between small oases that dotted the landscape. Sometimes, in a bad year, the tribes would raid a passing caravan. Never had they dared attack one of the kingdom’s walled cities.

      Until now.

      At the sultan’s approach, the city gates opened with much creaking and grinding of metal on metal. The gates shut as soon as the last golem had entered. Vilos spotted Tarik Yin-Nasir, the town’s governor and an old and loyal friend. A small man, even among the natives of the High Kingdom, Tarik stood only five foot two.  He had the typical dark hair and eyes of his people, and his skin had baked dark brown under the sun’s angry gaze.

      Vilos dismounted and approached his old friend. Tarik had received the governor’s position in Kira’s Oasis several months after Vilos’s coronation, as thanks for his support during the Crown War.

      Vilos clapped a hand on Tarik’s shoulder and smiled. “So, what kind of trouble have you gotten into now?”

      Tarik looked up at his lord, a definite necessity as Vilos stood well over six feet tall. “A large group of nomads attacked the city eight days ago. They breached the fortress’s defenses after a short but brutal battle. My family and I used the escape portal to flee along with two score soldiers. Archers now surround the walls, preventing the nomads from escaping. After the battle, we didn’t have enough men left to retake the fortress. We’ve maintained the siege since requesting help.”

      “Doesn’t sound too bad,” Vilos said. “How many nomads survived the initial assault?”

      “At least a hundred and fifty plus their camels.”

      Vilos nodded. “Let’s go take a look.”

      The two men walked together down the street. Along both sides sat adobe and sandstone buildings. A few small shops had two stories with a living area above and a work area below, but the majority of the buildings had only one story. These buildings, with a kitchen and living space, housed the majority of the people in the High Kingdom.

      Many people now crowded in doorways to watch Vilos pass by. He smiled and waved to everyone. Vilos knew he made quite a sight with his long blond hair, blue eyes, and pale skin. He appeared the polar opposite to the people he ruled.

      A few steps behind Vilos, his stone soldiers stomped along ready to crush anyone foolish enough to attack their master. Vilos noted with pleasure that no one stopped cheering or cringed in fear when the golems appeared. It meant the people didn’t fear him.

      His smile broadened as he remembered the day his father had taken him and his twin brothers, Nord and Kent, aside and told them the secret to ruling well. He’d said the people should never fear their lord. He should represent a source of pride for his people. Make them love you and you can sleep safe at night knowing they won’t take up arms against you. Become a tyrant and you’ll never know a moment’s peace.

      In his nineteen-year rule, not a single city had turned against him. Even the merchants kept their complaints to a minimum. His daughter would inherit a rich and content land.

      “Majesty, we have arrived,” Tarik said.

      Mostly content, he amended, as he looked up at the fortress. Its design mirrored that of all the fortresses around the kingdom. It was surrounded on three sides by twenty-foot stone walls with the city’s wall on the fourth.

      A heavy wooden door provided the only way in. The yard where the soldiers trained separated the keep from the walls. Four small outbuildings dotted the yard: two barracks, a smithy, and a storage building. A second wooden door allowed entry into the keep proper. The keep consisted of a great hall, kitchen, and servants’ quarters downstairs and living quarters for Tarik and his family upstairs.

      Along the top of the wall, a number of nomads with bows stared down at them. Tarik’s remaining soldiers glared right back.

      Satisfied with his survey Vilos said, “This shouldn’t take long. Captain, would you join us please?”

      The commander of the sultan’s cavalry approached the two men. Dark skinned and wiry, his sharp eyes were surrounded by a mass of wrinkles brought on by a lifetime of squinting in the desert sun. The ride had left his off-white uniform dusty and plastered to his back and chest with sweat. The captain looked more like a bandit chief than a soldier in the elite cavalry.

      But looks counted for nothing. Captain Yosef had served in the cavalry since Vilos’s father’s rule and his loyalty was beyond question. “Majesty?”

      “Captain, I want you and your men to form a semicircle around the front of the keep in case anyone tries to flee. Keep well out of arrow range.”

      “Are we not going to attack, Majesty?” Yosef sounded almost disappointed.

      “The stone soldiers will deal with those in the keep. Your job is to protect the people should any escape.”

      “Majesty, the golems would be much better at defending the people. Let my men and me attack the fort.” The captain’s face had tensed and his eyes narrowed to slits as he argued his case.

      “Captain, the golems move too slowly to catch a man mounted on a camel, and if your men attack they’d get slaughtered. Everyone has a job to do, now get your men in position so we can do it.”

      “Yes, Majesty.” Yosef retreated back to his men and Vilos could hear him shouting orders.

      “Rather presumptuous of him arguing with you like that,” Tarik said.

      Vilos shook his head. That had been just another skirmish in a long-running battle he’d been having with Yosef. He thought Vilos relied too much on his golems. He was probably right, but Vilos just couldn’t stand the thought of risking men’s lives without need.

      “I encourage my men to speak their mind. Better to listen than to let pride do the enemy’s work for him. Don’t worry. Yosef will do his duty.”

      Tarik nodded. “Now what?”

      “I’ll give them one last chance to surrender.”

      “They won’t,” Tarik said, his voice grim.

      “I know.”

      Vilos walked, calm as a desert morning, right toward the front gate. The cavalry had taken position a hundred and fifty yards from the walls. They parted to let Vilos through.

      He stopped about fifty feet from the walls. “Hear me!” he shouted. “You have one last chance to surrender. Anyone leaving the fortress, unarmed, in the next two minutes, will be spared.”

      One of the nomads on the wall drew back and fired an arrow right at Vilos’s head. Six inches from his face the arrow shattered. The magic of the golden cobra would allow no mundane weapon to touch him.

      So be it.

      “Come to me,” he said.

      Six camels moved aside as the stone soldiers marched forward.

      “Kill everyone inside.” Vilos pointed toward the fortress.

      Arrows filled the sky as he walked around behind his cavalry. Most of them clattered against the stone soldiers, as useless as the curses hurled down by the archers.

      Safe behind the cavalry, Vilos turned to watch his soldiers work.

      The golems had almost reached the gate. Nomad archers continued to pelt them with arrows, though Vilos couldn’t fathom why.

      When they reached the gate three golems stood side by side and raised their arms up over their heads. Like a battering ram, they struck the gate, smashing fist-sized holes in it.

      Again the massive arms went up only to come down with even greater force.

      With two blows they had reduced the top of the gate to splinters. Vilos could see spear shafts poking through the hole only to snap off against the unyielding stone juggernauts.

      The top of the gate lay in ruins, so the golems reared back and kicked the bottom. The gate burst in, knocking half a dozen nomads to the ground.

      Before they could recover, the stone soldiers walked over them. Weighing over a ton each, the golems pulped the nomads like a winemaker crushing grapes.

      The stone soldiers had moved out of sight, but Vilos could still hear the shriek of steel on stone.

      The sound set his teeth on edge.

      A few minutes after the golems had entered the fortress a score of nomads came racing out on camelback. They appeared eager to take a run at flesh-and-blood opponents and charged straight at the cavalry.

      Half the soldiers rode forward to meet them while the rest closed the gaps in their formation in case more appeared.

      The loud ring of steel on steel filled the air as the two forces came together.

      The nomads had the advantage of momentum from their short charge and they forced the sultan’s men back.

      His royal cavalry gave ground absorbing the initial burst then began pushing the nomads toward the keep wall.

      The nomads hacked at their opponents with wild abandon while controlling their mounts with an ease and precision born of a lifetime in the saddle.

      A pair of cavalrymen fell from their mounts. The sight of their comrades falling seemed to galvanize the others and they bore into the nomads with renewed fury.

      One on one, even the finest cavalryman was no match for the superior skill of the nomads who were basically born in the saddle, but fighting as a unit they soon dropped a few of the warriors. Superior numbers and equipment finally decided the day and the last of the nomads fell.

      The uninjured cavalrymen rejoined their fellows while the injured, including the two that had lost their seats, retreated behind the line. No more nomads appeared and soon the sounds of battle within the fortress faded. Vilos allowed another five minutes before he stepped up to the demolished gates. “Stone soldiers, to me!” he yelled.

      Thundering steps heralded the stone soldiers’ arrival. The golems bore a red coat of gore from the battle but showed no damage. Vilos nodded once and waved Tarik and Yosef up to join him.  “Tarik,” he said, “have some of your servants clean the golems. In this heat it won’t take long for them to start stinking.”

      “At once, Majesty.” Tarik hurried off to find his servants.

      Vilos turned to Yosef. “The golems did well, did they not, Captain?”

      “Yes, Majesty, they did.”

      “Then why were you so keen to send your men into a battle they couldn’t win?” Vilos asked.

      Yosef grimaced. “May I speak plainly, Majesty?”

      “Please.”

      “I’m getting old. I served your father and fought in many battles. Since you defeated your brothers in the Crown War, there hasn’t been a battle worthy of the name.”

      Vilos frowned, not understanding where this was going. “You consider that a bad thing?”

      “No, Majesty, it just... ahh. Someday you may have to fight a battle in which the stone soldiers will be of little use. If that day comes, may heaven forbid, you’ll have no core of battle-hardened warriors to call upon.”

      “What type of battle could my stone soldiers not win?” Vilos asked. He could truly think of no battle the mighty warriors would lose.

      “It seems to me, Majesty, that in a running battle in the open desert they would be of little use. As you said yourself, they couldn’t keep up with a running camel.”

      Vilos looked thoughtful. Perhaps there was more to what Yosef said than he’d thought.

      “I admit my men wouldn’t have done well invading the fortress,” Yosef said. “Still, I beg you to consider my words.”

      Vilos laid a hand on Yosef’s shoulder. “I shall, Captain, I shall. Now you had best see to your wounded.”
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      The night after the battle, Vilos joined Tarik and his family for dinner at their temporary home. Though he wished to return to the White Palace as soon as possible, he would never dishonor his friend by refusing to join him for a meal.

      Vilos currently rested on a large pillow at the head of a large, low rectangular table. Along each side sat Tarik’s twenty children and four wives. His friend sat at the far end facing him. The table bowed under the weight of the food placed on it.  Steaming tureens of bean soup and plates of fresh dates and figs sat beside slabs of roast camel meat and a tower of baklava. Vilos hated the bean soup that was a staple of his people’s diet, so he contented himself with fruit and baklava.

      As he sat munching Vilos said, “I see a new addition to your family since you last visited the palace.”

      Ever the doting father, Tarik took his little girl out of his youngest wife’s lap and held her up. “Beautiful, isn’t she? My little Sasha.”

      Vilos grinned at his friend. “Takes after her mother.”  He’d said it more to tease Tarik than anything, but as he looked at Tarik’s youngest wife he could see the truth in his words. Blessed with the ample curves common to women of the kingdom, Tarik’s wife also had long dark hair down to her waist and deep-brown almond eyes. She looked so much like Ayia, his late wife, that it made him ache to look at her and at the same time he didn’t want to turn away.

      Vilos realized his friend had continued talking and that he’d been staring. “I’m sorry, old friend.  What did you say?”

      “I said has your daughter found any suitors to her liking yet?”

      Vilos chuckled. “No, that’s why I’ve invited every eligible prince I could think of to her birthday party next month.  Eighteen years, by heaven, where has the time gone?”

      The meal finished, Tarik and Vilos went to the lounge to finish their coffee. Soft camelhide chairs welcomed the weary men. Vilos sipped his coffee and sighed. Strong but sweet, just the way he liked it. “What do you think prompted the nomad’s attack?”

      “I haven’t the slightest idea, Vilos. We’ve been trading in peace with them for years. Then, like a sand drake, they attack without warning.”

      “Whatever the reason, I don’t like it. I have a few friends among the nomads.  I’ll contact them when I get home.” Unable to stand it any longer Vilos said, “Tell me about your new wife.”

      Tarik laughed. “I wondered how long it would take before you asked. Tara certainly draws the men’s eyes.”

      “I didn’t think I was quite so obvious. She looks so much like Ayia when we first met…”

      Tarik nodded. “I hadn’t realized it myself, but now that you point it out the resemblance is obvious. I hope seeing her didn’t cause you pain.”

      Vilos smiled at his friend’s concern. Not the false worry of a nobleman who might have offended his lord but the genuine concern of an old friend. It made Vilos realize just how few true friends he had. “Don’t worry, seeing her was a surprise, but a pleasant one.”

      “You know, Vilos, if you ever thought of remarrying, Tara isn’t really my wife.”

      Vilos raised an eyebrow at this. “Oh?”

      “She’s the daughter of another old friend, a merchant. His wife wanted to arrange a marriage to a nobleman in the north known to beat his wives. When my friend heard he claimed he’d already promised Tara to me. His wife wasn’t pleased, but since I outranked the other nobleman she agreed. I learned this by messenger three days later. I didn’t really want to marry her.”

      Vilos thought of the beautiful young woman and offered his friend an incredulous look.

      “Truth. I swear I was quite content, and it seemed strange, after all I have a daughter two years older than Tara. Still I wished the young lady no harm, so I agreed. We haven’t even consummated the marriage. That was two years ago.”

      “But the child.”

      Tarik smiled. “My granddaughter. We pretend she’s Tara’s when we have guests, just to keep up appearances.”

      “Quite a story. Tara is a lucky young woman. Plenty of men would have taken advantage of her situation.”

      Tarik nodded. “Another reason her father chose me. So you see, if you wished to remarry, I would give her up.  Since the marriage never really began there would be no dishonor. I saw how you looked at her.”

      Vilos smiled but shook his head. “I may have looked at her but I didn’t see her, I saw a ghost. I appreciate your offer, but it wouldn’t be fair to Tara. The comparison to Ayia would always be there and it wouldn’t be a fair one to make. Better for all if she stays here.”

      “As you wish. Now, speaking of family tell me of yours. Where are Nord and Kent?”

      “My brothers? Last I heard Nord had joined a mercenary band fighting in the duchies to the north. That was five years ago. Kent I hear news of almost weekly. His merchant company operates out of Port Haydrien. He’s gained a great deal of wealth and now sits on the merchants’ council.”

      “Haydrien, that’s about as far as you can get from the White Palace and still remain in the High Kingdom,” Tarik said.

      Vilos sighed, feeling the familiar sadness as they spoke of his brothers. “They both hate me. I fear my family will never be restored.”

      “There’s still Shara,” Tarik said.

      Just the mention of his daughter brought a smile to Vilos’s face. “Shara’s a good girl.”

      Tarik returned his friend’s smile. “Didn’t her alchemy tutor once call her a thrice-damned hell spawn?”

      Vilos winced. “She isn’t that bad. He just got angry because she blew up his lab.”

      “Twice,” Tarik crowed.

      Vilos shot him a pained look. “Twice.”

      He hoped he’d find the White Palace still standing when he got back.
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      Shara raced through the white marble halls that gave the White Palace its name. She still wore her black silk pajamas and old pink slippers even though it was almost midday. Her long auburn hair streamed behind her as she ran. Her best friend, Sarafin, squealed with delight as she tried to keep up. Soon they would reach her father’s mosaic room. The entire floor was covered in bright, smooth ceramic tile. Her favorite pink slippers had long ago lost the rough bottom that her new ones had. That made them perfect for her favorite game, skating.

      She hit the mosaic floor at full speed and slid into a graceful glide. Her arms extended to the side and, balanced on one foot, she coasted three-quarters of the way across the floor before running out of momentum.

      She smiled as she held the pose. Shara still remembered the day six years ago when her history tutor had shown her the picture of northmen sliding across the ice balanced on a single steel blade mounted on their boots. There was no question in her mind that she had to try it. Pity ice didn’t form in the desert. Sliding on the mosaic was the best she could manage.

      Reality came hurtling back as she heard Sarafin approaching. Her friend hit the tile and tried to imitate Shara’s graceful glide. Unfortunately Sarafin weighed about fifty pounds more than Shara and had the dexterity of a three-legged donkey.

      It took only a moment for her to fall on her ample stomach, completely out of control. Shara groaned as she realized Sarafin was headed right toward her. An instant later Shara found herself sprawled across Sarafin’s back and riding her friend like a camel for another ten feet. They finally stopped just short of the rear wall.

      The two girls laughed for a moment then Sarafin said, “Heaven’s mercy, I’m going to miss this, Shar.”

      Shara sighed and rolled off her friend. Sarafin was almost two years Shara’s junior but she had already gotten engaged. Soon she’d leave the palace where the two of them had grown up like sisters and start a new life with her husband-to-be.

      Sarafin’s parents had arranged the marriage to seal a trade agreement. Shara had seen the fat old merchant in court a few times. He wheezed just climbing the steps to the throne room. “You deserve better, Sara.”

      Sarafin held up her hand to forestall Shara’s argument. “I’m the youngest daughter of a minor noble family. An arranged marriage was my destiny. Besides, I’m homely as a mule. No prince is going to come sweep me off my feet.”

      Shara hopped up. She loved Sarafin like a sister, but had to admit her friend had a point. The two girls couldn’t have looked more different. Shara was tall and slim with shoulder-length auburn hair. Sarafin was round and short with black hair and dark eyes that couldn’t see ten feet in front of her. Roly-poly, her father had called Sarafin. The word seemed apt.

      “It’s lunch time, isn’t it, Shar?”

      Shara grinned. The next meal was ever on Sarafin’s mind. “I’m the princess, my dear. Lunch is whenever I wish it.”

      Sarafin giggled at Shara’s imitation of the noble ladies that inhabited the palace like sand fleas in a beggar’s hovel. “I’d better get dressed first,” Shara said. “Father would have a fit if he knew I spent the whole morning in my night clothes.”

      They walked back through the gleaming halls toward Shara’s room. When they arrived she waved aside the stone soldier standing in front of her door. The golem took two steps to the left so she could reach the gold-inlaid door. As soon as she closed it she heard the heavy steps of the golem returning to its post.

      Shara stripped off her pajamas and tossed them toward the bed. They stopped in midair about three feet from her target. The clothes flew toward the far wall where they vanished as her invisible servant passed through the wall on its way to the laundry. Shara walked over to her closet and regarded the many beautiful garments hanging there. After a moment’s deliberation she selected a pair of billowy white pants and a sapphire top that revealed her flat midriff. She finished it off with a platinum tiara her father had gotten for her a few years ago.

      She spun in a circle. “How do I look?”

      Sarafin had sprawled on her huge feather bed. She sat up and smiled. “Beautiful as always, Shar.  It’s bad enough the men have to look at you every day without teasing them with a top like that.”

      Shara leapt through the air, spun a full flip, and landed on the bed beside Sarafin. “You know Father would never let me dress like this. He’s due home tomorrow so this is my last chance.”

      “Don’t forget what happened two years ago.”

      Shara lay back and sighed. How could she forget?

      Two years ago, a few days after her sixteenth birthday, she had gone for a walk in the garden dressed much as she was now. A handsome young nobleman, about a year her senior, spotted her. Thinking she was out looking for a tryst he’d hurried over, eager to oblige.

      Unfortunately for him, he’d gotten a little overeager and grabbed her arm. A stone soldier appeared a moment later—there always seemed to be one of those things nearby. Before she could stop it the golem ripped the young man’s arm off. It took all the skill and magic of the palace healers to reattach it. The story soon spread through the palace and now most men wouldn’t even look at her.

      “I remember, Sarafin, don’t worry. I doubt anyone would be foolish enough to try a stunt like that again.”

      They left Shara’s room and headed downstairs. A sweeping white marble staircase led to the main hall. The kitchens were situated in the rear of the palace so the hustle and bustle wouldn’t bother the nobles.

      At the base of the stairs the two honor guards snapped to attention at the princess’s approach. Shara noticed one of the guards, a young man new to the post, watching her from the corner of his eye. She winked to let him know she’d seen him. He immediately looked away. Shara smiled a sad little smile and turned toward the kitchen before Sarafin decided to go cannibal on her.
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      Prince Nord surveyed the two score soldiers assembled before him. Raggedy and still smelling of smoke, most of the men had survived the sacking of Duke Gallow’s keep. The survivors had a grim, hard edge to them. The remaining half dozen looked like boys taken straight from the fields. They held their war axes on their shoulders like they planned to go chop firewood.

      Still, all of them cowered as Nord looked down at them. At six foot eight, Nord weighed over three hundred pounds—all of it muscle—without his armor. By far the largest of the three brothers that had vied for the crown of the High Kingdom, Nord still believed he should have won. Now he’d been reduced to a mere mercenary captain.

      How the mighty had fallen.

      The men assembled before him represented the latest recruits to the White Tigers mercenary band. The White Tigers numbered four thousand strong and many counted them among the most skilled mercenary bands in the Broken Kingdom.

      This had not always been the case. When Nord had fled north after the Crown War, the White Tigers had amounted to little more than a miserable band of outlaws numbering perhaps twenty.

      Nord encountered them first in the forest near their camp. He’d approached in peace, not wanting to fight an entire camp of armed men. The White Tigers had drawn steel and prepared to attack. He’d been forced to kill three of them before their leader, Dragen, had called them off.

      Nord and Dragen spent the rest of the day talking and taking the measure of each other. He took a liking to the bandit leader almost at once and they’d struck a bargain whereby Nord would use the wealth he’d secreted out of the High Kingdom to buy better equipment for the White Tigers and to entice new recruits. In exchange Nord would get the rank of second-in-command.

      Six months later the Tigers numbered over a hundred, including a sorcerer of middling power. Nord and Dragen decided the time had come to make their name.

      A messenger had gone to the castle of Duke Cassius. Cassius was engaged in a fierce battle with his neighbor, Duke Ballin. Ballin had managed to construct a fort between two rivers. This fort overlooked the only ford for many miles in either direction. Ballin used the fort to halt all merchant travel heading toward Cassius’s land. The White Tigers offered to sack the fort in exchange for whatever plunder they found.

      Cassius had agreed with the understanding that if they failed, he wouldn’t acknowledge them. The Tigers had accepted and managed to complete the mission. Well pleased, Cassius had hired them for several other missions. The wealth and fame gained from these efforts brought the White Tigers to prominence.

      For eighteen years now Nord had fought with the White Tigers. He’d more than doubled the wealth he escaped with and now controlled half the Broken Kingdom through puppet dukes.

      Dragen died in battle four years ago and Nord now ruled alone. In another year or two he’d control all the Broken Kingdom and then he’d turn his sights south to his brothers and the High Kingdom.

      Assuming he could turn these plow boys into soldiers.
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      Prince Kent sat unperturbed as his new business associate ranted about the unfair price Kent had offered him for his pearls. The eastern merchant, he called himself Yin, paced from side to side tossing his hands in the air. Kent’s beautiful office had a spell of silence surrounding it, so Yin’s ranting went no further.

      “They’re worth three times what you offered me!” Yin shouted for the fourth time. “Twenty-five gold pieces each is an insult.”

      Kent leaned forward and rested his elbows on the large mahogany desk that dominated the room. “You’ll do no better elsewhere. Accept my offer or get out.”

      Kent’s blunt ultimatum seemed to jar the merchant. He sat down in one of the small leather chairs in front of the desk. “It’s just that my expenses ran a little higher than I anticipated. Couldn’t you make it a little more?”

      Kent smiled. He had his fish hooked now. “I’m not without sympathy, Yin. I’ll make it thirty gold pieces each.”

      “I accept,” Yin said. “Thank you, sir.”

      Kent rose from his high-backed chair. At just under six feet, Kent wasn’t the most physically impressive figure, certainly not when compared to his brothers, Nord and Vilos. The runt of the litter, they always called him. That had rankled at the time, but he soon learned that his brain could often get him what his lack of size couldn’t.

      That was a lesson that served him well over the years.

      He patted his belly and swallowed a sigh. The good life had taken its toll.

      “My pleasure,” he said. “We merchant men have to stick together.”

      “Indeed we do, sir.” Yin bowed to his host.

      Kent walked around his desk and escorted Yin out the door that led to his main warehouse. “Just tell the clerk what price we agreed on when you bring the pearls.”

      “I will, and thank you again.”

      Kent closed the door behind him and began thinking of a number of jewelers he knew that would be glad to offer one hundred gold pieces for each of those pearls. Kent had no sooner sat down than someone knocked on his door.

      Kent touched a rune that had been engraved on his desk. Whenever he touched it the silence spell ended until he removed his finger. “Come in.”

      His beautiful assistant, Yaway, entered the office. Her flawless features were highlighted by a hint of rouge on her lips and a bit of sparkling crystal at the corners of her eyes. A loose, swirling robe covered her from neck to ankle, yet the thin silk clung just enough to give a hint of the perfection that hid underneath.

      Not that her looks were the only reason Kent hired her. Yaway had a mind nearly as keen as his own. On those rare occasions when his business took him out of the city, he trusted her to handle matters in his absence. Given how few people he trusted, that was a rare honor.

      “We received a sending from one of your ships, The Happy Mermaid,” she said. “They’ll arrive about a week late due to a storm. They’ve sustained some minor damage, but nothing that threatens the ship’s safety.”

      “The Happy Mermaid…” Kent tried in vain to remember what cargo it carried.

      “A variety of copper tableware,” Yaway said as if reading his mind.

      That’s what he loved about the woman: besides a jaw-dropping figure she always seemed to know just what he needed. “No big deal. Anything else?”

      “Your niece’s birthday is approaching. Do you wish to send a gift?”

      Kent thought about it. He hadn’t spoken to either of his brothers since the Crown War ended. He didn’t like Vilos, though more because they had little in common than due to any particular offense. Despite several magical conversations with his niece over the past few months, he hadn’t yet decided if visiting the palace again was a good idea.

      But perhaps the time had come to reach out to the Crown. “Pick out something nice and extravagant. I trust your judgement.”

      “Very good, shall I send it directly to the palace?”

      “No,” Kent said. I'll take it myself.
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      Vilos smiled as he spotted the four gleaming towers of the White Palace jutting toward the sky. In another hour, Sultan’s Oasis would be visible in all its glory. More than one hundred thousand people called the capital home. Most of the noble families also maintained a home there so they could live in comfort when at court. With his daughter’s birthday fast approaching, the population would soon nearly double as nobles from many lands arrived for a chance to court the princess.

      As they got closer to home the speed of their little column increased without them even being aware of it. Vilos glanced back at his fifty men and realized the stone soldiers had fallen behind. He held up his hand signaling the men to slow down so the golems could catch up.

      Vilos had sent Captain Yosef and half the cavalry to look into the nomad trouble. Vilos was friends with several headmen who might know why the other tribes were so stirred up. The mission would also give the young cavalrymen some much needed experience.

      Yosef readily agreed to the mission. He selected a mix of new recruits and veterans then headed into the desert as soon as they acquired the necessary provisions. Vilos expected Yosef to return about a week after Shara’s birthday. He hoped the attack only represented one angry tribe and not a larger uprising.

      Soon he could see the city walls and the main gate. The walls stood fifty feet tall and twenty feet thick. They had fallen only once to an invader, when Vilos’s ancestor had conquered the city a thousand years ago.

      Since then three sieges had befallen Sultan’s Oasis. All three had been broken by winter sandstorms rather than the soldiers of the city guard.

      They arrived at the gate, which swung open at the sultan’s approach. Massive horns sang out to announce the lord’s return. King’s Way, a broad road through the heart of the city, went straight from the main gate to the palace. Along both sides throngs of people had gathered.

      They cheered as Vilos rode down the street. About halfway to the palace a little girl in a dirty white smock darted out into the street. She carried a pair of King’s Tears. The white flowers looked like daisies and grew wherever they could find a few drops of moisture. They were pretty, but most farmers considered them a nuisance.

      Vilos dismounted and before the child’s mortified mother could drag her out of the street he knelt and took the flowers. The girl wore a coat of dirt like a second skin. She smiled when Vilos accepted her gift. Vilos took one and broke the stem about four inches below the flower and tucked it behind the little girl’s ear. The second flower he kept for himself.

      “Consider that my personal invitation to you and your mother to attend my daughter’s birthday celebration.”

      When Vilos got to his feet the people cheered even louder. He remounted his camel and waved again. To the little girl he threw a wink. She beamed and winked back. This would certainly give her a story to tell her friends when she got home.

      The rest of the trip down King’s Way passed without event. As Vilos approached the white marble walls that surrounded the palace another set of horns sounded and the black iron portcullis clanked up. He had just entered the garden that grew around the palace when he spotted Shara running toward him. He just managed to dismount before she leapt into his arms. Vilos spun her around once then set her back down.

      “I missed you, Father,” she said.

      “I missed you too, Shara.” Vilos turned to his men. “I'll walk to the palace with my daughter. Take care of my camel.”

      The men saluted and one of them grabbed the reins of Vilos’s camel.

      Vilos linked arms with Shara and they started down one of the white stone paths that ran through the garden. Palm trees hung over the path providing shade to lessen the day’s heat. “Anything interesting happen while I was away?”

      “Sarafin’s determined to go through with her marriage to the wheezer.”

      “I spoke to the man a couple times,” Vilos said. “He didn’t seem that bad.”

      “I know. I just think she could do better.”

      “If she’s content, try and be happy for her.”

      “I’ll try,” Shara said. She still didn’t seem convinced. Her face brightened. “I almost forgot. We received a sending from Uncle Kent yesterday. He’s coming to my party.”

      Vilos looked dumbfounded. “My brother?”

      “Yes, he said he’s looking forward to seeing you again.”

      Vilos scratched his head. “I’ll be damned. I wonder what he wants.”

      “I don’t know.” Shara’s nose wrinkled up. “I think you want a bath.”
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      Vilos lay in bed that night thinking about his brother. In truth, he’d thought of little else since Shara had mentioned Kent. All through dinner he’d had only half an ear for his daughter and the small group of friends that had joined them.

      Shara and Sarafin had debated endlessly about what Kent would be like. Shara had never met either of her uncles.

      What could Kent want? In the nineteen years since the Crown War ended, Vilos hadn’t heard a word from either of his brothers. When his wife had died he’d heard nothing. Now Kent decided to speak.

      Vilos flopped over onto his back and stared at the silk canopy of his bed. What could he want? That was Vilos’s last thought as he fell asleep.
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      Vilos wandered through a tunnel. The dark stone walls pressed tight around him. A strange mist filled the air making it impossible to see more than a few feet in any direction. The floor of the cave was smooth so at least he had no fear of tripping on some unseen obstacle. Vilos shuffled along through the darkness and finally emerged into a huge domed cavern.

      A creepy déjà vu feeling struck him. He swore he’d seen something like this long ago. Light filled the cavern as twenty torches ringing the perimeter burst into flame. The torches were held in the hands of twenty stone statues. The statues looked identical to his stone soldiers.

      The far end of the cavern rose above the floor about ten feet. The raised portion still lay hidden in shadows.

      Vilos knew where he was.

      He didn’t want to approach the dark corner of the cave, yet he found his legs wouldn’t obey him.

      Though he fought with all his will, Vilos continued to inch closer to the darkness. He stopped at the base of the platform and found a short flight of steps.

      A blinding flash of light forced Vilos to raise his arm and cover his eyes.

      When he lowered his arm he found a hooded figure seated on a throne of black volcanic glass. On either side of him stood a golden pole topped with a glowing crystal. The man wore a purple robe with black trim.

      The dark figure beckoned.

      Vilos had no desire to get any closer, but as before his body had other ideas. He climbed the steps and stopped ten feet from the throne. The man stood to face him. Though six inches shorter than Vilos and at least one hundred pounds lighter, the man radiated an aura of power such that Vilos knew if they came to blows he wouldn’t get the better of it.

      The dark figure threw back his hood, revealing the face that Vilos had feared for the last twenty years. Thin and hawkish with a bald head and icy blue eyes that seemed to look through rather than at you, the sorcerer hadn’t changed since Vilos last saw him. Two tattoos resembling a skull surrounded by black flames, one on each cheek, decorated that strangely compelling face.

      “What do you want?” Vilos asked at last. His voice sounded soft and weak in his ears.

      “You know,” the sorcerer said in a voice so deep it seemed to shake the cavern.

      “No,” Vilos said.

      “I’m coming.”
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      “No!” Vilos sat up in bed screaming.

      A pair of guards burst through the door.

      “Are you all right, Majesty?” they asked in unison.

      Vilos nodded as he tried to regain his composure. “Just a nightmare, I’m fine.”

      The guards saluted and returned to their posts. When they had gone Vilos rolled out of bed. He’d get no more sleep this night. He threw open the door to his balcony and stepped out into the cool of the night.

      He loved looking out over Sultan’s Oasis after dark. Even this late a few lights burned in the city. Saloons and gambling halls most likely. They never closed.

      Vilos glanced up at the sky. The moon had passed its zenith and now hung low in the sky. At best he’d slept five hours. Tomorrow, make that today, would bring ten hours of open court.

      A long ten hours.

      A few strides brought him back to his bed. Vilos knew he should try and rest, but he kept on going, settling in front of his desk instead. At his touch, a small crystal globe in the center of the desk began to glow with a soft white light. Vilos smiled as he ran his fingers over the cracked surface of the desk. It was one of the few artifacts remaining from the first sultan’s time.

      He plucked the top parchment from a stack of fifteen on the corner awaiting his attention. Some people had sent a written complaint in advance of their court appearance. Since sleep seemed impossible, he might as well work.

      When he finished reading all the complaints on his desk, the sun had risen and reclaimed the sky. His room filled with golden light and servants were moving around outside. Shara wouldn’t rise for another two hours, at least, but he had to talk to her before court opened.

      Vilos threw on his robe. Shara’s room was just down the hall from his. Two stone soldiers barred her door. “Stand aside.”

      The two golems moved left and right and he rapped on the door. Shara must have heard the golems move because she answered the door after only a few seconds.

      Disheveled and bleary eyed, her dark hair sticking up in every direction, she squinted at him. “Father?”

      “We need to talk,” Vilos said.

      She stepped aside and Vilos went in. As soon as she shut the door the golems stepped back in place. Shara yawned and sat down on the edge of her bed. “What’s wrong?”

      Vilos told her about his dream.

      “What a terrible nightmare,” Shara said.

      “It was more than a nightmare.” Vilos stared pacing. “I know the sorcerer. Many years ago he did me a favor, probably saved my life. Now he’s coming to collect his payment.”

      “So pay him.” Shara said it like it was the simplest thing in the world.

      “I intend to,” Vilos said. “The problem is, the sorcerer can be a little unpredictable. You still wear the ring I gave you?”

      She held out her left hand and showed him the silver ring with a moonstone setting. “You said I should never take it off and I haven’t.”

      “Good,” Vilos said. “You remember how to use it?”

      She nodded. “Turn the moonstone three times to the right.”

      He nodded. “Good. If I tell you to use it, don’t hesitate, and don’t worry about me. Just use it.”

      “What kind of lunatic would dare attack me in the palace surrounded by guards, stone soldiers, and you?”

      Vilos stopped pacing and sat down beside his daughter. “A dangerous one. Promise me you’ll use the ring if I tell you.”

      She looked into his eyes, her lip trembling slightly. “You’re scaring me, Father.”

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      He pulled her close.

      “I love you, Shara.”
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      Daktari made his way through the streets of Sultan’s Oasis. Throngs of people crowded the stalls. Merchants haggled with customers. The stink of livestock and unwashed men filled the air. All the noise and life set the purple-robed sorcerer’s teeth on edge. How he longed to summon an acid fog to dissolve the flesh from their bones.

      He forced the thought away. Always the demon’s corruption tried to push him to violence. Unnecessary death and destruction was its way, not his. While he had no compunction about killing, he found mindless slaughter pointless and a waste of magic.

      Grimacing, he pulled the cowl of his robe down lower over his eyes. Almost as unbearable as the people was the bright sun beating down on him. The heat didn’t faze him, a simple frost aura kept it at bay. The light troubled him more. High sun would arrive soon and Daktari’s eyes, accustomed as they were to the shadows of his underground home, complained with bitter tears of hate.

      The miserable setting combined with the demon’s influence almost pushed Daktari into a true rage. And when the shadow sorcerer was enraged, even demons steered clear.

      He could easily have teleported directly to the palace. He’d been there several times and the feeble wards guarding it were no barrier to him. Unfortunately, he couldn’t do so without alerting everyone inside and that would make his task more difficult. So Daktari endured and pushed his way through the crowd. The White Palace and his prize beckoned.

      Near the end of the market he shoved a large man aside. The fellow stank of ale and vomit. No doubt that was from the stain on the front of his filthy tunic. Disgusting savages, the lot of them.

      Before the sorcerer had taken two steps he felt a large hand clamp around his shoulder. The big man spun him around. “You’d best watch who you’re shoving, little man.”

      That was more insult than Daktari would bear. He summoned a wisp of shadow magic into his right index finger and tapped the oaf between his beady eyes.

      His head exploded in a red mist.

      People ran screaming in every direction. Daktari let out a little sigh as the corruption and bloodlust that constantly haunted him backed off a fraction. It would be back of course. Like an addict, this fix would only keep the cursed feelings away for so long.

      He hurried on toward the palace, no longer bothered by the unwashed masses.

      The gates of the palace stood open and unguarded. Court day was the one day each month people could enter and leave the palace grounds at will, lucky for the guards—he was so close to completing his pact that any delay was apt to send him flying off the handle.

      With barely a glance at the gardens surrounding the palace or the young lovers strolling through it, the sorcerer strode right toward the palace doors. Two guards dressed in leather armor and carrying spears stood on either side of the entrance. As Daktari approached they crossed their spears in front of him.

      “Sorry, sir, court’s closed after ten,” the man on the right said, pointing toward a sundial sitting beside the steps.

      Daktari’s scowl twisted his lips. He didn’t have time for this. “You’re not going to let me in?”

      “Orders,” the man agreed.

      “Pity for you.”

      Before the confused guards could figure out what he meant, Daktari pointed at the guard that had spoken, drew the ether around his extended hand, and infused it with shadow magic. A purple aura surrounded the guard and lifted him off the ground.

      With a flick of his wrist Daktari sent the man streaking through the air.

      The guard came to a sudden stop when he struck the palace wall. His body left a crimson streak down the white marble as it slid to the ground.

      He turned back to find the second guard already had the door open. As he passed by he heard the fellow mutter, “Never wanted to be a guard anyway.”

      Daktari chuckled. The violence combined with his amusement to fully stabilize his mental state.

      Once inside and out of the murderous light he let out a soft breath. The beautiful white floor and walls weren’t really to his taste, but the shadows, at least, were welcoming.

      He walked down the main hall. Along each side, a row of twenty pillars supported a high domed ceiling. Intricate carvings showed scenes from the daily life of the natives before the sultan’s ancestors had conquered them. Daktari had no interest in any of this. He could sense his quarry straight ahead.

      A pair of stone soldiers stood beside wooden double doors inlaid with gold. Daktari approached and flung the doors open with a gesture.

      The court bore few decorations. A double row of ten benches ran three-quarters of the length of the room. At the front two chairs faced the sultan where he sat on a gold throne carved to look like he was sitting in the mouth of a cobra. Behind the sultan stood the remaining eighteen stone soldiers.

      About a hundred people sat staring at Daktari as he entered. Vilos laid a hand on the hilt of his sword. Beside him, his daughter stared in apparent amazement that anyone would dare enter her father’s court without permission. She looked beautiful in a conservative blue gown and silver tiara, so young and full of life.

      Daktari smiled. At last he could complete the pact and free himself of the demon’s malign influence.

      “Court is closed,” Daktari said. “Anyone who wishes to see tomorrow’s dawn, get out.”

      No one moved.

      They all stared at him, dumbstruck.

      His recently sated rage came roaring back. He blasted the flesh from a fancily dressed man near the door. When the skeleton hit the floor it crumbled to pieces.

      That had the desired effect.

      People ran screaming past Daktari and out into the palace.

      When the throne room had emptied of all save the sultan and his daughter, Daktari walked forward and sat in one of the chairs facing the sultan.

      “Hello, Vilos. It’s been too long.”

      “Twenty years. I thought you’d forgotten me. Until last night.”

      “No such luck.” Daktari’s lip curled into a serpent’s smile. “I’ve come to claim my due.”

      He looked knowingly at the princess.

      Shara started and Daktari laughed. “You never told her. My dear, you were promised to me before your birth.”

      The princess looked at her father. “Father? This madman is lying, isn’t he?”

      “Not now.” Vilos stood up and faced Daktari. “I’m not the same weak boy you bargained with those many years ago. I am sultan now and I declare our contract void.”

      Daktari raised an eyebrow. “You declare?”

      “As sultan my word is law. Now get out of my palace.”

      Daktari rose, eyes narrowed. “You presume much to speak so to me. Your word may be law, but only if you can enforce it.”

      Vilos looked at the nearest golem. “Stone soldier, throw this man out of the palace.” The golem didn’t flinch. He pointed at a different golem and repeated the order.

      Nothing.

      “You thought to use my own golems against me? Foolish.”

      “They’ve never failed me before,” Vilos said.

      “That’s because I wasn’t here to counter your orders.”

      “I have two hundred men on the palace grounds and five thousand in the city. You won’t escape with my daughter.”

      Daktari shrugged. “Call them. They won’t last long against my stone soldiers.”

      Vilos collapsed back onto his throne. Daktari had him and he knew it. The sorcerer had waited twenty years for this moment. Soon he would be free of the demon’s yoke.

      Vilos leaned over and whispered something in his daughter’s ear, no doubt explaining that she’d have to go with him. With the princess in his possession, he could complete the ritual and complete the contract that bound him to his master. No longer having his body and soul linked to that lurking darkness would be welcome.

      The girl fiddled with her ring and then she vanished.

      No!

      Daktari sent out a psychic probe.

      He found nothing.

      The girl wasn’t cowering, invisible in some corner, she was gone.

      He restrained a wave of murderous rage by the narrowest of margins. “What have you done?”

      “I sent her away,” Vilos said, triumph in his voice. “I knew this day would come, so I hired a wizard to enchant her ring. You’ll never find her now.”

      “Fool!” Daktari screamed. “Ten minutes with a crystal ball and I’ll have her.”

      “No. Once activated, the ring shields the wearer from magical scrutiny.”

      Daktari’s eyes began to glow. “I’ll rip her location from your mind.”

      Vilos grinned. “Go ahead. I have no idea where she’s gone.”

      Red beams shot from the sorcerer’s eyes and struck Vilos in the head.

      The sultan screamed and tore at his hair.

      Daktari riffled through his mind, shredding the feeble mental walls Vilos raised.

      In less than a minute the light faded. He took slow, deep breaths. Killing Vilos wouldn’t get him what he wanted, but the sultan may be of some use to him later.

      “You hired Silvermane to send her to a safe location hidden even from you. Clever, I suppose. I’ll just have to get Silvermane to tell me where she’s gone.”

      Vilos had fallen to his knees but now forced himself to stand. “Good luck. Silvermane is the most powerful wizard in the High Kingdom. Binding, energize!”

      The doors to the court slammed shut. Glowing runes appeared on every surface of the room.

      Daktari snarled. He should have checked for hidden magic.

      Vilos smiled. “I also paid her to build a magical trap. Now it’s just you and me, and even if you kill me, the wards will keep you trapped in this room.”

      Oh how very wrong he was. Ether gathered around him and he charged it with shadow magic. As the power grew too great to fully contain, purple lightning flickered off Daktari’s body. The jagged bolts of energy struck at random, sparking off the wards.

      “If you think the old hag’s magic can hold me, then you are sadly mistaken.”

      “We’ll see.” Vilos drew Heat’s Bane.

      The gleaming mithril glittered with a pale-blue aura. The temperature of the room dropped to near freezing.

      Vilos raised the shamshir over his head and took two steps.

      Daktari snapped his fingers and the blue aura vanished.

      Another gesture and the blade slammed into the floor.

      Vilos struggled until the cords on his neck stood out, but he couldn’t budge his weapon.

      “Did you learn nothing from my demonstration with the golems?” Daktari asked. “None of my weapons can harm me.”

      Vilos roared and charged the sorcerer.

      Moron. Daktari was tempted to kill him simply to rid the world of his stupidity.

      A tiny fraction of the gathered energy wrapped Vilos in a purple aura and lifted him off the ground.

      Vilos hung upside down facing the sorcerer.

      “You’ve accomplished nothing.” Daktari had the beginnings of a plan now. That always helped keep the rage under control. “You only delay the inevitable. Now let me show you what I think of Silvermane’s magic.”

      Daktari stepped to the center of the room. Purple energy grew so thick around him that it tinted everything. Daktari drew power from tiny portals linked to Heaven and Hell, weaving the antithetical power sources into a single whole through the ether. Few sorcerers could manage the subtle balance of light and dark, which was why shadow magic was the rarest and most powerful of all the fields of sorcery.

      Like a storm building, more and more purple light filled the room.

      Random blasts struck the wards and exploded like purple fireworks.

      When the air thrummed with power, Daktari released it with a roar of anger.

      Magic screamed in every direction.

      The roof disintegrated.

      Walls burst outward.

      When the magic faded Daktari stood in a foot-deep crater. The court no longer existed as a distinct room. Rubble lay scattered around like a child’s building blocks after a tantrum.

      Overhead the noonday sun shone down, revealing the damage for all to see.

      Daktari smiled at Vilos. The purple aura had protected the sultan from any harm. “So much for your trap.”

      “Just kill me and get it over with,” Vilos said.

      “I’m not going to kill you. No, I’m going to let you watch as your precious kingdom is torn apart. We had a deal, Vilos. When it comes to magic, there is only one unbreakable rule: never break a deal.”

      Daktari picked up Heat’s Bane and held it up for Vilos’s inspection. “This goes to Nord. He commands a small army to the north. It shouldn’t be much trouble to set him against you. The stone soldiers will go to Kent.”

      “No, it will be the Crown War all over again,” Vilos said.

      “Correct,” Daktari said. “Do you remember that conversation we had so long ago, when you came crawling to me, begging for a way to end the war? I gave you everything you needed and all you had to do was turn over your firstborn daughter when I came for her. How quickly you agreed that day. You’ll throw away twenty years of peace and prosperity, the life of heaven knows how many innocents, all to save one girl.”

      “She’s my daughter,” Vilos replied as if that made an adequate explanation.

      Perhaps it did, to him. Daktari despised children in general and certainly had none of his own. People did insane, irrational things for their children. Clearly the irony that many other people’s children were going to die thanks to his efforts to save his own was lost on the man.

      Vilos’s glare held a mixture of rage and desperation. Both emotions as empty and powerless as the declaration that he’d betrayed Daktari for his daughter.

      He levitated toward the opening he’d blown in the ceiling followed a moment later by the stone soldiers.

      The sorcerer paused a moment beside Vilos. “You should have given me the girl.” He rose up a few more feet then called down, “I’ll send you Silvermane’s head when I finish with her.”

      Daktari flew over the city. It looked like most of the soldiers had gathered around the palace. He stayed high enough to avoid arrows. He could have shielded himself easily enough, but saw no reason to waste the magic.

      His home waited about fifty miles north of the city. Even flying it would take most of an hour to get there. Eager as he was to give the sultan’s brothers their gifts, he had more pressing matters to attend.

      The girl hadn’t just disappeared off the face of the planet. She went somewhere and someone would find her. Daktari just had to make certain whoever did so brought her to him, unharmed. Should she be otherwise, he shuddered to think what his benefactor would do.
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      Daktari and the golems landed in the Chaos Hills outside the entrance of a cave. One of the few truly wild places left in the High Kingdom, the Chaos Hills deserved their name. Ogres, fire drakes, and worse called the hills home.

      Daktari smiled. He was by far the worst. Just inside the cave, red glyphs writhed on the wall. A new skull lay on the floor, the remains of a goblin foolish enough to ignore his magic.

      “Stay here. Kill anything that tries to enter the cave,” Daktari told the golems.

      Satisfied that nothing would disturb him, Daktari dispelled his wards with a wave of his hand. The burning in his eyes stopped the moment he entered the dim cave. He sighed in relief and descended deeper into the darkness. His lab waited about a quarter mile below.

      As Daktari walked through the shadows, he had time to ponder his situation. For a hundred and sixty years he had languished under a cloud, waiting for his benefactor, the imprisoned elder demon Balthis, to name the task he needed to perform to fulfill their bargain. For all those years, this link between them poisoned Daktari’s ageless body with demonic corruption, filling him with the rage and desire to destroy that defined the demon race. Freeing himself from that corruption was his highest priority.

      The archangels had imprisoned Balthis several millennia ago for the crime of murdering a planet. They could have destroyed him. Even an elder demon was no match for an angry archangel.

      But of course the angels knew that he would simply be reborn in Hell by the will of whichever demon lord created him in the first place. And once he was reborn, there was always the possibility that some other insane cult could summon him again to destroy a second world.

      So instead, they trapped Balthis in a prison of stone reinforced by divine magic and set him adrift in the endless darkness between stars.

      Balthis had drifted, forgotten, for millennia, until the day Daktari had contacted him.

      The elder demon had been quite surprised when Daktari’s sending reached him, though no more so than Daktari himself. It wasn’t like he was seeking the imprisoned demon. The goal of that spell had been simply to see how far he could push out a sending.

      Still, the chance to speak with a being of such knowledge and power wasn’t one Daktari could cast away lightly. For a year they had conversed thus. Until finally a bargain was struck. Daktari would be told the location of an ancient book of magic, the Tome of Shadows, in exchange for a future task named by Balthis.

      Not an ideal situation by any means. It was generally best to know the price before sealing a bargain, but after a decade of fruitless searching, he’d been desperate to find the tome.

      The elder demon had kept his word and told Daktari where the tome lay hidden. It had taken the sorcerer over a year to find it as the landscape had changed a great deal in thousands of years. When Daktari had asked what he had to do in exchange, Balthis said he’d let him know.

      Twenty-five years ago Balthis finally decided. Daktari had seen an image in his dreams of a blond-haired youth. Balthis explained that this young man would one day have a daughter that would be the key to his escape from his divine prison.  The knowledge of the proper ritual had appeared in his mind.

      Collect the girl and perform the ritual after her eighteenth birthday. Simple enough. Or so he’d thought at the time.

      Daktari cared little if Balthis escaped or not. Certainly he was no demon worshipper. In fact, for the good of the mortal world, he’d prefer the elder demon remain imprisoned. But, as he told Vilos, a bargain was a bargain, and he had no intention of breaking his word.

      Balthis wouldn’t be pleased that Daktari had let the girl slip through his fingers, not that he planned to share that particular bit of information. He would find her again. It was only a matter of time.

      Daktari sighed as he entered his lab. It was the only place in the entire world he truly felt at home.

      Six tables decorated the sorcerer’s lab. Two were covered with bubbling beakers and retorts. A sick-looking, viscous liquid dripped into a small vial. Daktari checked the progress of his work. The vial wasn’t even half full. It would take at least a day before he had enough poison to foul the unprotected oases. That would certainly drive the nomads to attack the High Kingdom’s cities, especially when his minion planted evidence that the sultan’s soldiers had done the poisoning.

      Word of the chaos in the High Kingdom would spread quickly. Hopefully, when the princess learned her father was in danger, she would rush back to his side in a vain attempt to help.

      If she did, he’d be waiting.

      He’d set this particular backup plan in motion on the off chance he failed to collect his prize. Granted, he hadn’t considered that a particularly likely result of his visit to Sultan’s Oasis, but here he was, empty-handed.

      “Master.” A black, bat-winged humanoid a little over a foot tall fluttered down from its roost near the ceiling to land on Daktari’s shoulder. “No girl?”

      “I see nothing escapes the keen eyes of my homunculus. No, Bane, she vanished right before my eyes.”

      “The demon
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