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      Nightveil stood in the corridor of the Traitor’s Dungeon, where screams reverberated off the walls. The stink of sweat, blood, and fear hung in the air. The captain of the dungeon guard, a man named Crest, stood nearby. He gave Nightveil anxious looks, as if he might be thrown into the dungeon himself.

      Nightveil was in no mood for foolishness. After he’d learned of Ethorn Blacke’s escape, he’d started an investigation, rounding up the guards responsible for letting the wizard get away. They’d been brought to the Traitor’s Dungeon, where Nightveil ordered them tortured, but not killed.

      He hoped it would be enough to satisfy Elkai when she returned. The goddess would be furious with him, and he feared for his own life. But maybe she would see that he’d taken action and dropped the hammer of justice on the incompetent fools.

      From what he’d gathered, Blacke had crafted a stash of Deathlight globes and hidden them in his room. They should’ve kept the fool wizard locked in a cell. They’d been too accommodating, giving him a room in a tower. He’d fled through Bloodthorne Woods and the guards pursuing had turned back, terrified of the Deathlight.

      Those guards were paying dearly for their cowardice at the moment.

      Crest was staring at him with his good eye. The right one had been taken by rot.

      Nightveil said, “What is it?”

      “You don’t want them dead, right?”

      “That’s what I instructed, wasn’t it?”

      “We don’t usually let traitors walk from the dungeon.”

      “This is a special case,” Nightveil said, leaning on his staff. “They’re to be saved for Elkai’s return. Understood?”

      “I’d best go check on things,” Crest said. “Sometimes the boys get carried away.”

      “If you botch this, you’ll answer to Elkai herself.”

      A piercing shriek came from within the bowels of the dungeon. Nightveil’s business was death and the magic that revolved around it, but this place unnerved him. It was one thing to kill a man swiftly; taking him apart piece-by-piece was something else.

      He called back to Crest, who loped down the hallway. “Keep them alive. It’s your head if you don’t.”

      “Aye,” Crest called back.

      Nightveil made his way to the steps, his hip throbbing. His staff clicked on the stone floor, and with torch light glowing around him, he found the exit.

      The stairs didn’t let him forget how much his hip ached. Old age was damnable. And he didn’t want to live forever. Certainly not coming back to life as a mindless ghoul created by dark magic.  It would be nice to enter old age without all the aches and pains.

      He reached the doorway to the Traitor’s dungeon and opened it, thankful for the fresh air. That was an unpleasant place. One he didn’t want to visit again.

      

      After ascending the tower steps, he stood outside Blacke’s former room for a moment. How could they have been so foolish as to let him store the globes here? He entered the room. Near the floor on one wall sat the loose stone that had covered Blacke’s hiding place.

      The wizard was clever and had guts; Nightveil had to give him that. Probably the reason Blacke was on the council at Randuil. Nightveil would ask Elkai if the armies would press as far north as Randuil. He wanted to see it destroyed. Watch the mages within fall beneath the Deathlight and become mindless slaves to death.

      As a boy, he’d studied magic, memorizing spells, writing incantations, and crafting potions of his own. In his teens, he’d written to the headmaster at Randuil, telling him of his desire to attend. The first response had been rejection; they’d never heard of Abin Nightveil. But he persisted, sending three more letters over the course of a year.

      After the third letter, Newclast, the headmaster, agreed to let him appear before the council. He would have to demonstrate his magic. His parents agreed to take him and fund his education, were he accepted. After making the week-long journey to Randuil, the day came. He stood before the council in a large hall decorated with paintings of notable mages. Arcen The Deft. Ned Cromwell. Tasdor, Son of Selvin.

      The council sat at a semicircular table. Nightveil stood in the middle, the gazes of the mages fixed on him.

      He failed miserably. His invisibility incantation made only half of him invisible. That brought chuckles from a mage named Pandor. An illumination spell he’d worked on to facilitate exploring in caves fizzled out a weak light. And he’d horrified the council by trying to reanimate a dead cat. They’d dismissed him and told him to get the reeking animal out of there. Necromancy was an abomination, said Newclast.

      He’d left, red-faced and humiliated. But anger had burned inside him, as well. As they’d ridden on a cart back home, he’d sworn he’d get back at the old fools who rejected him.

      His chance was coming.

      Nightveil winced as he knelt near the recess in the wall. He reached his hand inside and determined Blacke could’ve stored up to ten small globes in there.

      He'd considered sending out a search party, but having troops cross the border might spark early conflict. Especially if Blacke had fled into Kryla’s realm. He’d errored enough already and prematurely staring a war between goddesses might cost him his life.

      Nightveil pushed himself to his feet, leaning on his staff. It was his constant companion, forged in Wild Bane and given to him by the younger priests in the order.

      The large Deathlight globes were still secure in the depths of the temple. He’d counted them three times and put extra guards on them. At least he had that.

      He could only hope Elkai would show him some mercy when she returned from her journey to Methran. It would depend on her mood and the result of her meeting with Nomar. That’s the only reason she would go, to speak with her father. Maybe she’d share details with him.

      He knew little of Nomar other than that The Great Equalizer was a skilled hunter and had an arrogant streak. Nightveil supposed when you were the chief god in the realm, you could afford to be haughty. The only deity he was concerned with was Elkai.

      A bell clanged, high and clear. Nightveil went to the window.

      Someone called out, “The goddess returns! Her ship approaches!”
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      Blythe rode past a watchtower on the road to Brant, mindful of the men watching from the ramparts. As the galiph he rode meandered along, he smiled a shit-eating grin at the guards. He was sure they’d been given orders to let him pass. Even if they didn’t, the piss-ants would be no match for him and his Guard. Twelve of the hardest soldiers in the Western Realm, hulking and dressed in ebony armor, half their faces covered by masks so that only their eyes showed. Mounted on galiphs, to boot. The beasts alone were enough to frighten most people away.

      It was nice having a group of personal bodyguards, even if he didn’t entirely need them. They served to intimidate the rabble.

      They left the tower behind them and the gates of Brant came into view, the twin statues of kings flanking the gatehouse. It had been years since he’d been in Brant. His alliance with Marthen had dissolved after Elkai vanquished the Soulless and the war ended. Not much had changed after the War of the Gods. Borders remained the same. Elkai had sued for peace after decimating The Soulless. Even with her surprise victory over the elite troops from Isilbane, Blythe and his allies had pushed into her realm and were ready to deal a death blow. Elkai had found it to her advantage to propose a treaty. But he knew his sister; she would lie in wait, waiting to strike again.

      The only result of the war was plenty of suffering and death. Sure, gods and nations had sat down and worked out a peace treaty in Hope’s Landing, but it wouldn’t last. Hate and anger festered in Elkai. His sister wouldn’t idle without starting another war.

      Marthen had sounded worried in his letter to Blythe.

      Come at once, if you please. I fear another war and I propose us allying again.

      Blythe was curious, if nothing else. He also loved a good battle. Had a reputation to live up to as the God of War.

      His group was met inside the gates by two lines of soldiers in decorative armor. They formed a sort of tunnel for Blythe and the Gray Guard, and at the end stood his hosts. King Marthen, Queen Adda, and an attendant. Behind the king and queen stood a crowd of people, murmuring and craning necks to get a look at the visiting god.

      He brought his mount to a halt short of the king. Marthen’s hair was slicked back with oil. His armor was spotless. It surprised Blythe to see a sword on the king’s hip; it was ceremonial. He doubted Marthen had ever spilled blood with that blade.

      Marthen bowed. “It’s an honor to have you here. Never can get used to those mounts of yours.”

      Galiphs were strange. Big as a draft horse. Muscular as a bull. Face that somewhat resembled a boar, tusks and all. No one could tame them except for a god and his men. “They’re sturdy and true. Queen Adda, a pleasure to see you again.”

      Adda said, “I see you brought your bodyguards. Are you expecting trouble?”

      “I’d be a fool not to. Bad things out there in the realms.”

      Blythe, noticing the royal attendant, said, “Who is this lovely?”

      “Priva. I’m advisor to the King and Queen.”

      Priva wore a wine-colored gown with a deep-violet cloak. Her hair was tied back in a braid. His father had strict rules about gods finding love among mortals. Blythe had other things in mind. Certainly not love.

      “I hope to speak with you more later,” Blythe said.

      Priva said, “I look forward to our negotiations.”

      The galiphs snorted. One of them bumped into the line of soldiers, knocking a man back. Marthen’s men exchanged nervous glances. The soldier who’d been bumped reclaimed his place in line. The beasts could be ill-tempered and were fond of kicking. “I suggest you disperse your ranks. Our mounts are getting restless. Wouldn’t want anyone getting hurt.”

      Marthen ordered the men to disperse, and they fell out in two lines, marching off and parting the crowd, spears held vertically.

      Marthen said, “We have accommodations for you and your men. The galiphs might be a problem in our stables. Not enough room.”

      “No bother,” Blythe said. “My guard will camp outside the city walls. They’ll tend to the beasts themselves.”

      Marthen said, “We have fine quarters available. Are you sure?”

      “I’ve spoken on it. They can camp outside. The galiphs will have your stable hands pissing their pants. I’d like a word with you, Marthen.”

      The king looked nervous. “Of course.”

      Blythe dismounted and instructed the Gray Guard to take his mount with them outside the city and make camp. They led his mount away and Blythe strolled along and said, “Come with me.”

      Marthen said, “Join us, my dear?”

      Queen Adda said, “I’ll return to the keep. Colder than a frost dragon’s tail out here. Fill me in on your return.”

      They headed toward the crowd, whom Blythe towered over. The commoners of Isilbane parted as the god and the king passed through.

      “We have a great feast prepared tonight for you,” Marthen said. “And much to discuss.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine food and drink.”

      “What is it you’d like to discuss?”

      “Is there a decent tavern nearby?”

      “I don’t frequent them,” Marthen said. “Couldn’t say.”

      Blythe scanned the street. At the end of the road, he saw a sign for the Crooked Beak Alehouse. He was thirsty, and the Crooked Beak sounded like as good a place as any to get a drink. “There. We’ll sit in the Crooked Beak.”

      “Surely that’s no place for a god to visit. We can talk in the King’s Keep.”

      Blythe said. “Would you deny a thirsty god a mug of ale?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then drinks it is. I’ll buy.”

      

      Marthen caught the glances as he entered the Crooked Beak. Some patrons’ jaws hung open in surprise, while others murmured and pointed at the king and the god who’d entered. Smoke hung in the air and stung Marthen’s nostrils. This place had all the charm of a dungeon, but who was he to deny Blythe’s request?

      To the barkeep, Marthen said, “Do you have a private room?”

      “In the back, your grace. What do you fancy?”

      Blythe said, “Two ales, big as they come. The King and I have business. After you bring the ales, piss off and don’t disturb us, or I’ll string your guts over the bar. Understood?”

      The barkeep looked as if he’d seen a walking corpse. All the color went out of his cheeks.

      Marthen entered the room, where tapestries depicting dragons and sea serpents hung on the wall. A round table with seats for six dominated the center of the room. Methran took a seat, and Blythe sat across from him. A moment later, the barkeep entered with two tall mugs, the ale foaming over the top.

      “As you requested, my lords.”

      Blythe said, “Is the ale good?”

      “Best in the Western Quarter, my lord.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Blythe said. “Leave us.”

      The barkeeep scurried away, surely relieved to be done with Blythe. The god cut an imposing figure; he towered over the tallest of men, thick in the shoulders and thighs. His black beard glistened, as did his long hair. His eyes were just as dark, and difficult to read, like those of a doll.

      The God of War looked as if he were seated at a child’s table. Marthen hoped Blythe was in good spirits and would be agreeable to allying once more.

      Blythe sipped his ale, then wiped foam from his beard. The mug seemed tiny and delicate in his hand. “Your letter. You seem worried.”

      “I thought we’d negotiate later, after the feast.”

      “That will come. I just want to talk. You fear another war?”

      “We’ve just rebuilt the Company of Soulless, no thanks to your sister. Isilbane lost a thousand elite soldiers.”

      “The price of war,” Blythe said. “They failed in their duty, by the way.”

      “No one could’ve anticipated Elkai using that weapon.”

      “My sister is full of surprises, most of them nasty,” Blythe said. “You’re right to be worried.”

      “How so?”

      “She won’t stay peaceful,” Blythe said. “She seethes with anger. My father did her a disservice, and the Giftstone he gave her has rotted her mind as well as her flesh. I’m betting she’ll make another bid to make the Western Realms feel her wrath. She especially hates Kryla.”

      “What has Kryla done?”

      “Nothing, other than being the fairer sister, the sister not afflicted by a horrible disease. I can see Elkai poisoning the realm just because she can. My scouts report she’s building armies, full camps of them.”

      “Then I’m justified in asking for aid.”

      “Isilbane is a long way from Kryla’s realm.”

      Marthen sipped his ale. The bitter and slightly fruity taste lingered on his tongue. He was more of a wine drinker. “Her armies made it as far as Edrya last time. Were it not for our alliance, she wouldn’t have been driven back.”

      “And you propose rekindling our alliance?”

      “That’s what my letter said. I have something that will aid us if Elkai invades. A weapon of great value.”

      “Care to share this with me?”

      “I’d prefer to reveal it this evening.”

      “Something your generals have crafted? Or maybe a gift from Randuil? Magic?”

      “It’s magic of a sort. I think you’ll like it.”

      Blythe tapped his fingers on the outside of his mug. “Of course, I’ll need something in return if we ally again.”

      “An alliance benefits you,” Marthen said. “Elkai will come for your lands, won’t she?”

      “I’ve never lost a battle,” Blythe said.

      “The treaty says otherwise. We didn’t defeat Elkai.”

      Blythe held up a finger, as if to make a point. “Your elite troops failed. My armies were camped and waiting to finish Elkai off.”

      “What is it you want?”

      “Your advisor, Priva, is it?”

      “What of her?”

      “She’s striking. I could give a woman like that a nice life.”

      Methran took another swig of the ale, practically chewing it to get it down his gullet. “You saw her for a moment. Does love at first sight work for gods?”

      “I know what I want,” Blythe said. “It’s been ages since I’ve had a companion. She’ll learn to love me. I’m not all bluster and wrath.”

      Methran cleared his throat. “She’s not property to be given away. Besides, she’s a loyal and wise advisor.”

      “Well then, I think I’ll meet up with the men outside the walls and be on my way.”

      “You would turn down this alliance over a woman you don’t even know?”

      “Everything’s a negotiation, Marthen. As king, you should know that. Besides, I’ll be fine without Isilbane. We can turn back Elkai without your help.”

      Blythe pushed back the chair, gulped down his ale, and set the mug on the table. He then let out a loud belch. “Pity.”

      “Fine,” Methran said. “I’ll talk to Priva, but that’s all I’ll promise. Not as if she’s my daughter and I can arrange a marriage.”

      “That’s all I can ask,” Blythe said. “I think she’ll find me quite charming. And I can give her a life of luxury.”

      Methran said, “We can discuss it more after the feast. Now can I show you to your quarters?”

      Blythe sat down in the chair, which groaned under his weight. “After a few more ales. This stuff wasn’t half bad.”

      Marthen hadn’t even finished his first mug, but he wanted to play the part of a good host. Plus, he needed Blythe to be in a good mood; no telling how the god would react to his pressing Callie into service.

      

      The great hall within the walls of Isilbane was splendid. Marthen spent most of his time in the King’s Keep, but the hall where he did business was not grand enough for a god. The dining hall, built by his great grandfather, bore a great oak table capable of seating fifty guests. As Marthen strolled through the great hall, fires crackled in multiple hearths. The banners of his kingdom hung at intervals on the walls, as did the swords of great warriors. Dark Wound, the sword of Gavin Breakstone, hung on the stone walls. As did Lilith, his father’s sword. Many had laughed at his father’s chosen name for the blade; his enemies did not laugh, as he’d struck down hundreds with the weapon.

      The finest dinnerware and goblets had been set out, polished to mirror-like standards. Adda had personally picked the menu: roasted pheasant, pork, roast beef, potatoes, root vegetables, pudding, tarts, and four kinds of fruit pie.

      Hopefully it would please Blythe. They also had kegs of Mithrian ale and the finest Provan wines, a special aged batch worth a mound of gold. He reserved the Provan wine for the most important of guests.

      Despite his approval of the hall and the coming feast, he had an unpleasant task remaining: presenting Blythe’s offer to Priva. He supposed he should get it over with before the festivities began.

      Marthen exited the dining hall, passing a group of servants carrying additional silverware and goblets. Priva’s quarters were on the third level of the king’s keep, for he liked to keep his advisor close. Her father, Donnington, had been the previous advisor to kings, and Priva carried on the tradition.

      He made his way to the keep and headed up to Priva’s chambers, where he knocked on the door.

      “Come in,” she called.

      Marthen entered to find her at a table, hunched over a book. She stood and smoothed out her dress. “Your grace, how unexpected.”

      “Enjoying the book?”

      “I am,” she said. “Humbert’s history of the Edryan wars.”

      “I must’ve missed that one.”

      “You’re welcome to borrow it when I’m done.”

      Marthen said, “That’s generous of you. I was never much of a reader, sadly.”

      “What brings you here, your grace? Are the feast preparations proceeding according to plan?”

      “Yes, yes. They’re splendid. My queen has outdone herself, as usual.”

      “She never fails.”

      “I hope to please our guest. ‘Tis a good thing to remain in the favor of the gods. I did notice he seemed quite enamored with you.”

      “Noted,” Priva said.

      “This alliance is crucial.”

      Priva marked her book with a crow’s feather and closed it. “You need not tell me. Is there a problem? I’m sure we can work it out after the feast.”

      “Blythe and I met earlier in a tavern. There is a small wrinkle in the deal already.”

      “Which is?”

      He may as well just spit it out. Holding in the truth would only prolong things. “He wishes to take you with him, as a bride, I’d imagine.”

      “Upon seeing me once, for a few moments? That seems ludicrous. No offense, your grace.”

      “None taken. The alliance hinges on it.”

      “I hope you told him no.”

      “I told him I would talk to you, but that you were your own woman and not mine to give away in marriage.”

      Priva’s brow knitted into a frown. “You could’ve told him no.”

      “I need to be in his good favor, between the alliance and kidnapping kin of the gods.”

      Priva held up a finger. “If you’ll recall, I advised against it.”

      “That you did. But Isilbane needs every protection available to it. I fear if Elkai comes for the Western Realms again, she’ll finish the job.”

      “We have capable fighters. The Soulless are rebuilt, with Carthan back in the mix, as well. That counts for something.”

      He knew she was going to be stubborn and wouldn’t give into this easily. If only his own daughter were older, he would’ve offered Blythe her hand. “He promised a life of luxury and ease.”

      “I’m no one’s concubine or whore, your grace. Not even a god’s.”

      Marthen held up his hands as if to indicate he was backing off. He had to play this carefully. “Of course not. No one thinks that.”

      “But you want me to consider playing that role. For the good of the kingdom. My role is best served as advisor to you and Queen Adda. Surely we can negotiate something else with Blythe.”

      Blythe didn’t seem to have flexibility in his makeup. “We shall see. I did as I promised. I made the offer to you. You will show him courtesy at least, won’t you?”

      “I’ll give him all the courtesy due a guest in Isilbane,” Priva said. “I’m no fool, your grace. I want what’s best for Isilbane and the Crown, of course.”

      “I know you do. We’ll meet in the hall upstairs when the bell tolls. Then we’ll proceed to our feast.”

      “I’m sure it will be magnificent,” Priva said. “And I’m confident we’ll work out an agreement with Blythe.”

      Marthen wasn’t so sure, but still, he gave Priva a false grin and said, “I’m sure of it as well.”

      He left her chambers and proceeded to his own quarters, where he’d prepare for his meeting with the God of War.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “They can’t decide if they want me to be a soldier or a princess,” Callie said.

      She’d changed into a dress, and one of the queen’s attendants had come to Hawkridge and twisted her hair into a braid. The dress was soft velvet with flared sleeves and a gold braided belt. She was told she’d be attending King Marthen’s feast this evening, although she had no idea why.

      Callie looked at herself in the mirror in Jett’s quarters. Jett said, “Attending the king’s feast. Aren’t we fancy?”

      “I’ve never been fancy.”

      “Going to sing a song for his majesty, maybe do a dance?”

      “Quit teasing.”

      “I’m just having some fun.”

      “They didn’t tell me why I’m invited.”

      Jett sat on the bed. “I can tell you the rumor.”

      “What is it?”

      “Hmmm, I don’t know if I should.”

      “Out with it, Jett.”

      “Blythe is in the city. King Marthen has prepared a feast for him.”

      Did they want her to speak with Blythe? Or was the king going to show her off in front of her great uncle? She had never met any of the gods. They were strangers to her rather than family. “I’d rather face another chimera.”

      “You’ll do fine. Keep your elbows off the table and don’t belch.”

      “I’m not a barbarian. I don’t know what they could want with me.”

      “Guessing they want you to demonstrate your little abilities.”

      “Maybe the king will give me news about my mother.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Someone knocked on Jett’s door. She told them to enter. The door swung open, and one of the Soulless stood in the doorway. “The young lady is needed at the gate. There’s a carriage here for you.”

      Jett stood. “You get fancier and fancier. Thank you, Rodger. Dismissed. Come on, I’ll walk you to the gate.”

      

      The same ornate carriage that had carried her to Hawkridge waited outside the gatehouse. Two chestnut brown horses made up the team. A driver sat high up on the platform. Beside the carriage stood Priva, dressed in a dark blue gown with flowing sleeves. A gold locket hung around her neck.

      Jett walked Callie to the carriage, leaned over and said, “Remember, elbows off the table. You’ll do fine.”

      “That dress suits you,” Priva said. “I’ve got it from here, Soulless.”

      Jett said, “Of course. Don’t make too much of a lady of her. We need her to fight.”

      “She’ll return ready for duty, I assure you,” Priva said.

      Jett wandered back through Hawkridge’s gate.

      “Are we ready? The king awaits.”

      “And Blythe, from what I hear,” Callie said.

      “That’s true. A grand audience for you.”

      Priva ushered her into the carriage, then hopped in and swung the door shut. The inside of the carriage smelled of lemon and cinnamon. “It smells nice in here.”

      “The maids freshened it up in here. Rubbed the woodwork down with oils.”

      “I’m quite nervous.”

      Priva said, “Why?”

      “It would be helpful to know why I’m wanted at the feast.”

      “King Marthen wants to introduce you to Blythe. I’m assuming living in Bern-Challa, you’ve never met your great uncle?”

      “Never met any of the gods. My mother tried to have us keep to ourselves. It didn’t work very well. Why is Blythe here?”

      “The king seeks an alliance. There’s potential for trouble.”

      The carriage hit a large bump, jolting Callie. Priva seemed to take it in stride, but Callie felt as if her brain had been scrambled. “Another war?”

      “The king fears it, yes.”

      “And he wants me to help fight it. He’s made that clear.”

      “Let’s just worry about tonight’s festivities. He may ask you to demonstrate for Blythe.”

      “What of my mother? I was promised they’d send for her.”

      Priva’s looked away, darting her eyes left just for a moment. “King Marthen is working on that. He’s a man of his word.”

      Callie wasn’t so sure about that. “You promise?”

      “I assure you.”

      “I don’t know how to act at one of these things.”

      “Just act as you always do. The food will come out in courses. Make sure and try a bit of everything. It’s good manners. The king will do most of the talking. You’ll be seated next to me. If you have questions, just ask. Think of it as a big dinner with lots of food. All it is, really.”

      She would try that, but her guts were in knots, and she wasn’t sure she could force food down at all. But there was no turning back or getting out of this; she would try and enjoy it the best she could.

      

      They’d ridden the rest of the way to Brant in silence, and the carriage took them through the city gate and dropped them at a massive stone building. Outside its sturdy wooden doors stood a host of guards, and a deep green carpet had been rolled out from the doorway. She followed Priva down the carpet and into the grand hall, where the biggest table she’d ever seen stood adorned with fine dinnerware and cups.

      In the hall, men and women gathered, the women in gowns and the men in fine clothing: capes, quality leather boots, tunics bearing family crests. Priva explained that many of the dukes and duchesses of Isilbane had been invited to the feast.

      A man with long, reddish blond hair and a squared goatee chatted with a group near a hearth. He was dressed in light armor, with a sash cord draped around his right shoulder. He stood out among the crowd. “Who’s the soldier?”

      “That’s High Commander Geoffrey Swain,” Priva said. “He oversees the forces of Isilbane.”

      “Lots of important people.”

      Priva said, “Lots of money and power in this room. They all want favors from the king, I assure you.”

      “What kind of favors?”

      “Protection. Land disputes settled. Retribution against enemies.”

      The longer she was here, the longer Callie pined for her simple home in Bern-Challa. She didn’t belong among dukes and High Commanders. “Where’s the king and queen?”

      A bell clanged three times and the doors opened. King Marthen and Queen Adda strolled into the hall. All eyes in the room turned to the royal couple. Marthen nodded, acknowledging some guests, shaking hands with others. Queen Adda exchanged kisses on either cheek with a woman in a black dress.

      Marthen took up a spot at the head of the table. Adda sat to his right, and the nobles took their spots. A large chair remained empty, two spots away from the king. It looked fit for a giant. She guessed the large chair was her great uncle’s spot. The bell rang thrice again, and through the doors stepped the god of war. He almost had to crouch to avoid hitting his head. He wore a black shirt open at the chest, black britches, and matching boots. Blythe’s long hair was tied back and held in place with a band decorated with skulls. Beads had been woven into his beard, mixing with the braids.

      King Marthen proclaimed, “Welcome, Blythe, God of War!”

      “Thank you for your hospitality, King Marthen. I look forward to the feast. Now can I get some ale? I’m parched.”

      Priva ushered Callie to her seat, which was directly across from Blythe’s monster chair. Priva sat at the king’s left hand, and Callie to her right. Blythe rounded the table and plopped into the sturdy chair.

      A servant brought a mug of ale and placed it in front of Blythe. He took a long sip of ale and said, “Who is the girl?”

      Marthen opened his mouth to answer, but before he could, Callie said, “I’m your kin, Great Uncle Blythe.”

      “I was hoping to bring that up in a more delicate way,” Marthen said.

      “What’s done is done,” Adda said.

      Blythe regarded her, his eyes dark and intense. “Fria’s child? What in the name of the realms are you doing here?”

      “I am. Callie.”

      “This is our special gift,” Marthen said. “Callie has magnificent powers.”

      Blythe looked puzzled. “Tell me how you got here. Marthen, keep your mouth shut and let the girl talk. I’m warning you in advance.”

      “I was kidnapped by men in Bern-Challa. Forced onto a ship, and cast off. Made my way to land, and the king’s men brought me here.”

      Blythe took another swig. Slapped his mug bag on the table, which rattled the dinnerware. Silence, thick as flies over dung, hung in the Hall. She felt the gaze of the dinner party on her.

      “And who sent the men to take you? Any idea?” Blythe asked.

      “Maybe you should ask the king,” Callie said.

      Blythe fixed his gaze on King Marthen, who fiddled with a fork resting next to his dinner plate. Queen Adda looked amused, the hint of a grin on her face. Priva touched Callie’s arm, leaned in, and said, “Silence for the moment. Let the king speak.”

      Marthen said, “News came to me of a girl in Bern-Challa with great powers. A girl who could bend lightning, jettison it from her fingertips, strike down whatever she pleased. Her talents, I felt, were wasted in a hole like Bern-Challa. She has a tremendous gift, worthy of serving kings and queens. I regret the circumstances, but I hired men from a thieves’ guild to get her on a ship. Wish it had been better, but here we are.”

      Callie sensed something simmering in her great uncle, a reserve of anger ready to boil and scald those around him.

      Blythe said, “You thought that kidnapping a child of the gods was a good idea?”

      “She was in exile, was she not?” Methran asked. “She has a better life among the finest soldiers.”

      Adda said, “We’ve improved her station in life.”

      “How do you think my sister will take this if she finds out her granddaughter was abducted? Did the men hurt you, child?”

      “They were rough, but no one hurt me,” Callie said. “I did have a run-in with Wolf Lords, and a Leviathan.”

      Blythe said, “Quite the adventure. And if she had died?”

      “She’s resilient,” Marthen said. “I sent her out with the Soulless and she slayed a chimera.”

      “Nomar himself would be proud. My father loves the hunt. Don’t think even he’s bagged a chimera. Tell me how you did this.”

      “It attacked the party. I concentrated and used all my powers, flooded it with light. It died.”

      “Simple as that, eh?” Blythe asked.

      Callie shrugged. There wasn’t much more to the story than that. “Simple as that.”

      “My sister has the same gift. As I imagine your mother does. Haven’t seen her since it was decided she would be exiled. Where is she?”

      “She was left behind in Bern Challa,” Marthen said. “We’re sending a detachment to find her, so that mother and daughter can be reunited.”

      “This presents a problem,” Blythe said. “One I don’t want to discuss on an empty stomach. We eat, then more discussion.”

      Maybe her great uncle would take her from here and return her home. Provide her protection. After all, who would dare mess with the God of War? Her mother had told Callie stories of the gods. How Blythe and his cavalry rode monster beasts called galiphs. How his black-armored soldiers and Gray Guard swarmed over the lands like wasps during the War of the Gods. How he had never lost a battle. And that he’d cut down five men at a time with his massive sword.

      That was someone she needed on her side.

      A troupe of servants entered from an adjacent kitchen, carrying individual meat pies on trays. They moved with great speed, silently approaching the table, trays balanced on their shoulders. They served everyone, then scampered back to the kitchen.

      Blythe picked up his fork and dug into the steaming pie, releasing the scent of cloves and cinnamon. “Smells good. More ale, more food, then we get down to business.”

      

      Never in her life had Callie seen so much food. Trays and trays coming out in multiple courses. As soon as one course was finished, the army of servants swept in, cleared dishes, and brought the next until they were down to desserts. Callie enjoyed a slice of apple pie with cinnamon sugar glazed over the crust.

      Throughout the meal, she’d noticed the king stealing glances at Blythe, as if trying to determine the god’s mood. As the last of the desserts were being devoured, Blythe set down his fork and said, “Let me see what you can do, Callie.”

      King Marthen clapped and said, “Please show our esteemed guest, yes. Just try not to damage anything.”

      Callie looked to Priva for confirmation, and the advisor nodded her approval. Callie pushed her chair out and stepped away from the table, standing in an open area near one of the hearths. The entire ensemble of guests turned to watch her perform.

      She extended her arms and from her fingertips spat a few sparks. One of the dukes at the table gasped, and his wife told him to hush.

      Callie continued, forcing jets of hot, blue fire to snake out from her fingertips and dance in the air. She crossed the two streams of light, leaving ghost impressions of burning light in the air. The electricity crackled, radiating heat. She began to sweat. Her heart raced in her chest. All eyes were on her.

      It wouldn’t be a good idea to blast something and singe it, so she whipped the twin streams of light around, the lightning extending ten feet from her fingertips. Then she withdrew it with like a fisherman reeling in his catch.

      Applause erupted from the table.

      Blythe pounded the table. “You are truly a child of the gods. Magnificent!”

      King Marthen, still clapping, said, “See? Isn’t it something? Think of the possibilities.”

      “Yes, it is something. Our negotiations will grow interesting.”

      After supper, a band of minstrels entertained them with lute, mandolin, and drums. They sang tales of Isilbane’s former kings and heroes. A few of the men and women got up to dance together. When the music was done, Marthen dismissed his subjects, except for High Commander Swain.

      When the king’s guests had gone, Commander Swain joined them at the end of the table. Still present were the king and queen, Priva, Blythe, and Callie. She didn’t belong here, but she was glad to be present; there was hope Blythe would take her from here. Get her home to mother.

      Blythe said, “This alliance. We spoke a bit earlier. I’m sure your High Commander is aware of the situation in the Realms.”

      “Elkai will move on the realms,” Swain said. “It’s guaranteed, as I’ve told the king.”

      Blythe said, “As I’m aware, too. Tell me, Priva, would you like to live in a paradise, have a palace, servants to cater to your every whim?”

      “I’m not royalty,” Priva said. “My place is here to serve the king and queen.”

      Queen Adda said, “What are you proposing? A marriage? Marthen, what is this foolishness?”

      “Our guest is smitten with Priva.”

      “Good queen,” Blythe said, “I’ve told your husband nothing is free. I have terms if an alliance is to take place. I’ve never seen a woman so lovely as Priva. And I assume she’s not taken?”

      Priva said, “Don’t speak of me as if I’m not here.”

      Queen Adda said, “She’s a valuable advisor, as was her father.”

      Blythe said, “You can get another advisor. Think of what I can provide you, Priva.”

      “I’m quite happy here. And I don’t know you from a hole in the wall. No disrespect to you, of course.”

      Blythe grinned. It lacked warmth or any semblance of humor. “You have to do more than that to insult me. You’re sure you won’t come and be my companion, eventually my wife someday?”

      “I must decline, but I do think an alliance would serve both you and Isilbane.”

      Commander Swain said, “I second that. This time, we should drive Elkai all the way into Ocean Caldia. Be rid of her.”

      Blythe stood up, leaning on the table for support. His shadow loomed over the table. He began to meander around the hall, stopping at each tapestry and sword on the wall, as if admiring them. “This is a fine hall. Dinner was even finer. If I can’t have your lovely advisor, then there’s no deal. And I’m taking the girl with me in the morning.”

      Marthen pushed his chair away and stood, facing Blythe. “So you would throw things away for a woman? And the girl is in my service now. She stays here.”

      “Would this hall be so fine if I brought it down around your heads? Or maybe your city walls? I could use somewhere to garrison my troops up north.”

      “I don’t seek a war with you,” Marthen said. “There must be some other terms we can agree on.”

      Queen Adda said, “Let him go. We need no alliances to protect our kingdom. And as Marthen said, the girl stays.”

      “You’ve got balls, good king. As does your queen. I have to say, I’m not used to being told no. I admire that, but don’t press your good fortune,” Blythe said. “Have Callie ready to ride after first light. I’m returning her to her mother. The battlefield is no place for children, let alone one who is descended from gods.”

      Queen Adda said, “Then leave our hall. There’s nothing more to discuss.”

      Callie added, “My mother will be glad to see me, and I her.”

      King Marthen loomed over the high back of Callie’s chair. He clamped his hands down on her shoulders. “Your mother was here, you know. I met with her and three of her companions in the King’s Keep. She broke out of here, killed my guards. Left you behind. She’s abandoned you.”

      “She doesn’t even know I’m here. And I don’t believe she was in your keep.”

      “Saved herself rather than rescue her daughter,” Marthen said, releasing his grip on her shoulders. “You’re better off without her, a woman like that.”

      “You’re lying,” Callie said, her face flushing red.

      Blythe said, “Is this true? Fria was here and fled?”

      “It is. She arrived with Cart the Soulless and two other fighters. Cart has been punished and is back in our service. The other two fled with Fria. She left some of my men dead. I chose not to pursue her.”

      Callie let the shock settle in. Was this true? Had her mother been here and fled? Or was the king lying? She couldn’t imagine her mother would abandon her.

      Blythe stepped toward Marthen, towering over the king. “You’ve made a right fucking mess of things. Taking a kin of the gods, driving off her mother. You have no claim to this girl. I’ll straighten out what happened with her and Fria. But it won’t be here.”

      “So you truly mean to abscond with her.”

      “In the morning, like I said. The road is dangerous at night, even for a god. Where shall I pick her up?”

      Marthen’s shoulders sagged. “At Hawkridge. The Soulless are based there. She’s been staying in the barracks.”

      “You really are a fool, Marthen. Did you think bringing Callie here would work out well? I have an obligation to my kin. This girl and her mother have done nothing to you.”

      “I thought you’d be pleased. She’s valuable.”

      Blythe poked a finger into the king’s chest. “Have her ready. And a little insurance won’t hurt.”

      Blythe eyed Priva and swooped in on her. He gripped her by the arm and hauled her to her feet.

      “Let me go, you damned barbarian!”

      “Easy,” Blythe said. “You won’t be harmed.”

      Queen Adda sprung to her feet. “I’ll have five hundred men here in an instant, all willing to cut you down if you don’t let her go.”

      Still gripping Priva’s arm, Blythe reached around his belt and took out a curved horn. “If I step outside and blow this, my Gray Guard will come riding. The floor will look nice with your soldier’s blood.”

      “Release me!” Priva said.

      “You’ll spend the night in my chambers where I can keep an eye on you.”

      Marthen said, “This is unnecessary. Leave her be.”

      “Trust has eroded, Marthen. You operate in the shadows,” Blythe said. “I need a guarantee that Callie will be here in the morning. No shuttling her away in the middle of the night.”

      Marthen said, “Hold me captive overnight. I can’t give orders if I’m locked in a room, can I? Let Priva go.”

      Blythe said, “The King of Isilbane, my insurance? You have some guts, Marthen. So be it. You’ll come with me.”

      Callie thought this was a mess of foolishness. “Why don’t I just stay with my great uncle? We can leave in the morning.”

      Marthen said, “Your place is at Hawkridge. Besides, Blythe and I may have more to discuss.”

      “Says you,” Blythe said.

      He had loosened his grip on Priva’s arm, and she yanked it away.

      “Come then, Marthen. We'll be roommates for the evening. And if there is any trickery, Isilbane will be minus a king.”

      Queen Adda said, “I knew this was a fool’s gambit, trusting a god bent on war.”

      “I’ll be out of your hair in the morning, my good queen,” Blythe said, and curtseyed before the queen.

      “This will not hold,” Priva said. “Treachery in the hall of the king.”

      Marthen said, “Why do you care for a niece you’ve never met?”

      Blythe said. “Gods don’t suffer the follies of mortals, and your folly was overstepping your bounds. I’m bound to protect the girl. Be glad if I let you keep your head and your kingdom.”

      With that, he said, “Come along, king, I need my rest.”
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      Priva followed Queen Adda to her chambers in the King’s Keep. The Queen had ordered Callie returned to Hawkridge under guard, while Marthen had gone off with Blythe, a virtual prisoner within his own city.

      After leaving the dining hall, Adda had commanded Priva to follow her. There was important business to discuss. She’d narrowly avoided being held captive by Blythe, and she hadn’t believed him when he’d said no harm would come to her. She had a dagger stashed in her dress for men (or gods) like Blythe, and she wasn’t afraid to draw it.

      “My husband is a fool,” Adda said. “Going with Blythe like that. Would’ve been better to fight him than give in.”

      “I’m sure King Marthen has Isilbane’s best interests at heart.”

      “He needs to grow a spine. That girl is crucial if we’re to defend Isilbane.”

      Priva said, “I feel I owe you an apology.”

      “For what?”

      “The king told me of Blythe’s desire to take me with him. I rebuffed it.”

      Adda said, “As you should have. I won’t see you turned into a plaything for an oaf, god or no god.”

      She was relieved to hear that from the queen. Priva would do just about anything to serve the realm. Ending up as a god’s concubine was not one of those things.

      “I need you to perform a task. I don’t trust the rank and file to do it.”

      “Anything, your grace.”

      Adda sat at a desk carved out of rich, red wood. Its surface practically shone. On the desk rested parchment and a quill pen. “This will take a moment. You may sit.”

      “I’ll stand, all the same.”

      “As you wish.”

      Queen Adda hunched over the parchment, dipped the quill pen in an ink pot, and began writing. A candle burned in a holder, illuminating the queen’s scarred face. The queen had always refused any type of powder or makeup to cover the scarred flesh. Priva often wondered if the scars were painful, but she didn’t dare ask.

      When she was done, Queen Adda folded the parchment in thirds, gripped the candle, and poured wax at the fold. She then pressed the royal seal into the wax.

      “Take this to Hawkridge immediately. Use one of the royal mounts and remain stealthy. A carriage will attract attention. Deliver this to High Commander Swain. I don’t intend to give up the girl quite so easily.”

      Priva said, “If I may ask, won’t that jeopardize the King’s life?”

      “He put himself in that position,” Adda said. “Let him figure how to get out of it.”

      “Shall I tell the High Commander anything?”

      “It’s all in my letter.”

      “Do you plan on making war with a god?”

      “We as a realm have never feared anyone. Not men or gods. We won’t start now.”

      Priva felt the queen was playing a dangerous game, perhaps risking
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