Prince Isárion squinted at the worn dice on the table and cursed his ill-fated luck for the fifteenth time that evening. True, he wasn’t actually losing anything, as he wasn’t playing against anyone, but then again, none of his rolls had been anything over five, and with bad rolls like that, he was never going to make it as a master of games. Ever. In fact, he had frequently heard the castle’s servants complain that he wasn’t even worthy of being a member of the royal family. It made his blood boil, it really did.
“Your Worship?”

Isárion looked around. In the door of his room stood Blaine, his favourite – well, his least despised – servant.

“Yes?” snapped the prince.

“It’s your father, sir, he… he wants to see you.”

Isárion sighed. He hated his father, he always had done. Well, ever since his father had beaten him at cards, and that was when Isárion was five. Grudges always held for a very long time with Isárion, and this one was no exception – fourteen years and counting. As Blaine hurriedly led the way down a darkened corridor, Isárion passed his time by thinking of horrible things to do to his father as he strode along. Well, it was something to do.

The oak doors swung open and Blaine stepped into the throne room, followed closely – but not too closely – by Isárion. The old man who was supposed to be King was seated, as usual, on his throne. He looked tired, Isárion noted, with something like glee.
“King Leatryon –” Blaine started, but Isárion interrupted.

“Look, what is it, father?” he snarled in a voice of forced calm. “It’s half past nine in the evening. Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

“Isárion…” croaked the king, not sensing the hostility. “Isárion… my boy… my little boy…”

“Hurry up.”

“Isárion… tomorrow you will be packing… my son…”

Isárion took a few minutes to recognise the significance of the word packing. When he got it, he almost jumped backwards. Almost. Isárion didn’t do jumping. But he did manage to speak.
“We’re… we’re moving?”

The king nodded. “I have resigned Kingship of this realm. We are moving to a new realm, called Knightmare. It is a land divided into three levels and we have been allocated level…”

“Hang on!” shouted Isárion, making Blaine flinch. “Are you telling me we’re not going to be a royal family any more? You’re not going to be a King any more? Does this Knightmare place have a King?”

There was a pause, during which both prince and king looked at Blaine. Blaine eventually cleared his throat, and pulled out a large parchment from his pocket, studying it closely.

“Some portions of the realm have a ruler, of sorts. In fact, the first level has portions which are ruled over by a monarch named King Tharadus. The third level has been claimed by a man named Wraith, although I have no further details about that. And the whole area is under some sort of control by a knight named Sir…” – he squinted at the parchment – “Sir Treguard? Sir Treguard. And that’s about it.”

“And the second level?” Isárion snapped.

“That’s the level we have been asked to take care of,” wheezed King Leatryon. “I dare say we will definitely be able to continue as a royal –”

Isárion was not listening. A small plan was beginning to form in his mind. At least, it was quite small, but it was beginning to grow with alarming speed…

The king went on for five minutes about nothing in particular. Just as he was ending his speech, to which Isárion was not listening, the prince gave the signal to Blaine that he should leave. Blaine bowed, and left the room, disappearing off down the corridor. Isárion slipped into a state of mental concentration for a small while. His magical energies were not as finely tuned as he had hoped, but for the meanwhile… his hand gestured, and the oak doors slammed shut. Isárion smiled to himself.
“…well, that is what Treguard hopes. Does that sound good to you, my boy? Looking after this level for him?”

“Before I answer, father,” started Isárion, choosing his words carefully, “I’d like to play a little game with you.”

“Now?” asked the king.

“Yes, now,” affirmed Isárion, wincing a little as he drew nearer towards his hated father. “I have a few cards here… shall we play a simple game of single draw?”

The king looked slightly shocked, but he readily agreed.

Isárion fished into his robes to find a packet of cards, and sure enough, he found one, which he placed on the floor in front of the throne. Focusing his mind on the cards, he clicked his fingers. Nothing happened. He focused a little harder (his father was saying something, but he wasn’t taking any notice) and clicked again, a little more insistently.

Instantly the cards shuffled themselves and Isárion grinned to himself (he considered it improper to do so on the outside).

“You first, father,” said Isárion, picking up the cards and offering them to the king, who bent over and extracted a card from the pack.

“Six of hearts,” wheezed the king, showing the card to Isárion. Isárion breathed in to himself, steadily, then closed his eyes and drew out a card. Opening his eyes with something more than a sense of fear, he saw, to his immense relief, that he had drawn a higher card than his father.

Almost immediately this relief turned into a huge feeling of power. Every nerve in Isárion’s body prickled with the sudden charge that had rushed through his system, and as he looked at his father’s confused face, he knew what he had to do.
“You’ve lost,” he said coldly, and he showed his father the King of Clubs.

“Oh. So I have,” wheezed the king.

“You’re not going to Knightmare,” Isárion said suddenly.

The king blinked.

“But… but… but…”

“You’re not going,” repeated Isárion, and suddenly he thrust a hand forward towards his father, directing every ounce of concentration he could muster, mixed with the thrill, dread, and excitement which were leaping upon him at that very moment. His father didn’t have time to react. He was frozen as stiff as a board where he sat.

Isárion looked over his father’s completely still body and felt rather proud. He’s still alive, right? thought the prince. So I can tell him whatever I like…
“…but I am,” Isárion sneered, and he turned and strode buoyantly away from the poor king, before pausing just before the oak doors.

He doesn’t need to be alive, though, does he?
Immediately, without even thinking, Isárion whipped round, and threw a bolt of pure energy straight at his father. It flew across the room and slammed directly into his father’s frozen chest. The freezing charm was dispelled… as was the king’s life. His limp body crumpled onto the floor as his crown rolled off his head, coming to a rest at Isárion’s feet. He kicked the crown away, adjusting his own at the same time.

I did that, Isárion thought as he looked at the dead king on the floor. I actually did that!
Before he could stop himself, Isárion was laughing louder and harder than he ever had before, the darkness beginning grow in him as he stood, alone in that room with a pack of cards and the body of his father.

Isárion found it very simple to dispose of the rest of his family the same way. His mother had died of a terminal illness the preceding year, so she was no problem. He had one brother and one sister, who were both trapped inside a giant crystal which Blaine had ‘accidentally rolled down a hill’ – the resulting destruction of the village in the valley was more than Isárion could ever have hoped. Something which was noticeable, as the servants began to mutter amongst themselves, was that Isárion appeared to become more and more powerful every time he won some sort of game. Blaine took the hint as soon as the whole family (except Isárion, of course) had been disposed of, exiled or met with some misfortune, and ran for it under the cover of darkness. Soon there was nobody left in the castle apart from the gloating prince himself…
“Who did you say you were again?”

Lord Wraith peered through his spyball, a new invention, but one which appeared to work brilliantly, at the cloaked, hooded and regal figure who had contacted him.

“I am Prince Isárion.”

“Right, and you’re one of the new goodies who Treguard’s stationed in Level 2?”

“No.”

“You’re not?”

“Not any more, I’m not.”

Lord Wraith grinned – this was beginning to shape up quite nicely. “Ah, so that’s the reason you’re contacting the Leader of the Opposition?” he asked. “You’re going to pose a Level 2 threat to Dungeoneers and you want to become an ally? You’re going to ask for help, right?”

“Help? I don’t need your help, Wraith.”

Wraith recoiled. “Oi! That’s Lord Wraith to you!”

“Oh? Well, my lord, might I remind you that I am a prince, so I outrank you by title, if not by status. Yes, I will pose a threat to Dungeoneers, whatever they are. I offer you my alliance, if not my respect.”

“Accepted,” said Wraith, “grudgingly. What’s your speciality? Oh, let me guess… you like knitting? Maybe a deadly crochet match? Or maybe cooking? I expect you have to do a lot of that for yourself… for a prince, you don’t appear to have many servants, do you?”
“Games,” snapped Isárion, which genuinely caught Wraith’s attention.

“Games? Now there’s an idea… that is an idea… you have a certain degree of magic, yes?”

“Yes,” Isárion affirmed.

“Then play!” Wraith said, simply, and passed a simple hand over the spyball, cutting out the communication.

“We have a new friend,” he muttered, more to himself than anything, and then approached a small table with an assortment of random parts on it. “And soon… oh, soon… we shall have yet another.”

Isárion, dressed in his favourite garb (cloak, vest, headdress, trousers), looked around his new castle’s main chamber from the highest balcony he could find. In fact, said balcony was, he reckoned, a good vantage point. From it, he could see all of the Great Hall, which he had – of course – fashioned to resemble a giant chess board. Oh, the fun he could – and would – have.

Something tingled in the air which Isárion registered as an approaching presence. The season must have started. He took a minute or two to compose himself, and then reached out a hand to pull a fashioned rope cord hanging next to him. Doors, not unlike the ones he had been through so many times to meet his father, swung open, and a Dungeoneer stepped into the castle.

Isárion smiled broadly. It was time to play.
