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PART 1: THE WILL OF THE GODSON

 


 


 CHAPTER
1

 


 


Tomorrow I’m retiring.

My bags are packed and my borrowed room has
been stripped of my equipment. The flickering light the fire casts
is coy over these details, so the sense that this isn’t happening,
can’t be happening, is perhaps understandable. I am folded as
comfortably as I’m able into a wooden basin, enjoying a hot bath in
front of a fireplace in a real room, and this—comfort, quiet,
privacy—is going to be my life for the foreseeable future.

I’m retiring. Blood and gods, it hardly
seems possible.

I have served the Closest Kin in the army
for thirty-four years, since I took up a spear to drive away the
raiders on the slopes of the Firerake Mountains under Captain
Trerian. That fourteen-year-old girl seems very distant indeed from
who I’ve become. Beneath the water I trace countless scars with the
tips of my fingers. I am one of the few Godkin with wings and I am
grateful that I can fly with them…but my bones break easily, and my
hide tells too many grim war stories.

Fans of water fall from my arms as I slide
out of the basin. I am done with the army. As I’ve grown older,
more and more my mind has turned to this matter of the gods and our
never-ending quest to become more like them. There are rumors about
how we came about, enticing enough to draw a woman tired of war
onto the road in search of truth.

I’m still dripping, which is a surprise. I
have never had the time to be this absent-minded. I grab a towel
and dry off before sitting on the bunk next to my bags. The only
thing I haven’t packed is my kit. My leather armor, ivory for
camouflage against the clouds, has been mended more times than I
can remember. It had designs on it originally, but they’re gone
now. That hole there—that’s the one that broke my ribs this last
time, in Glendallia’s final battle at Klen Valley.

I had just finished dressing after my bath
when a runner knocked on my door.

“Mistress Commander, the Mistress General
wants your presence in her office.”

Mistress General Casandre Godkin of the Salt
Bluffs has been my host since my assignment to Fort Endgame to heal
and await retirement after Glendallia’s fall. She has never been
given to evening chats. Perplexed, I leave my chamber and walked
the battlements to the northern tower. The night has a blue-violet
cast, and with all three moons up in a clear sky the merlons shine
a rosy silver. A warm breeze presages spring and sweeps my fine
hair off my shoulders, tickling my wings. It is a beautiful night,
until I step into Casandre’s room.

The Mistress General hovers behind a desk,
overlooking several maps and emitting a palpable air of tension.
She has never elucidated her bloodlines to me, though to be named
Godkin she must be the product of the interbreeding of at least ten
species, as I am. In appearance, she is mostly mammalian, leaning
toward genet or marten with rounded ears and a striped tail.

“Mistress General, you wanted to see me?” I
ask.

“Yes,” she says curtly. “Angharad Godkin,
you are hereby reassigned to replace the provincial governor of the
newly pacified province of Shraeven, on orders of the Godson.”

My beak drops open in shock. Any soldier in
the Godson’s army can retire…unless they’re on active duty.

Casandre sighs. “Sit, Angharad.”

I refuse. “I’m retiring tomorrow.”

“Not anymore,” she says. “I’m sorry,
Angharad, truly, but the Godson himself sent the orders. It’s time
for Governor Chordwain to step down.”

“This is—” I stop myself from saying
‘insane’ and opt for, “ill-advised. I lost most of my cavalry unit
in Glendallia, including its captain—”

“—their replacement is on its way to
Nadeir,” Casandre interrupts.

“—I have no experience in governance,” I
continue, and hurry on before she can stop me again, “my unit is
exhausted and under-supplied…Blood of the gods, General, the
plainsmen even slaughtered half my support staff!”

“All that can be overcome,” Casandre says.
“I’m sorry, Angharad. The Godson has authorized me to fulfill as
many of your requests as possible, but your re-assignment is not up
for discussion. You knew the terms when you signed with the army,
and you must abide by them.”

I dip my head, struggling with anger,
horror, resignation. Finally, I say, “Requests?”

Casandre nods. “Men. Supplies. Whatever you
need.”

I’ve never been offered anything I wanted to
get a job done before. I suppose I should be glad.

My brain starts moving again. “I want a map.
One drawn by someone who’s actually seen the terrain. And I want to
talk to someone fresh out of Shraeven.”

“Easily done,” Casandre says.

“I want my entire company re-outfitted. This
new cavalry unit included,” I say. “I want more soldiers. And I
need a new support staff.”

“Naturally,” Casandre says.

“I want money in case of contingencies,” I
say.

“Of course.”

I lean back, mantling my wings, suspicious.
I have been leading soldiers since I turned twenty-two, and if
there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that the role of Supply is to
keep as much money and equipment out of the hands of soldiers as
possible. I go with my instinct and say, finally, “And I want it
all now.”

Casandre shakes her head. “That I can’t do,”
she says. “Shraeven can’t wait…we need you to join your company at
Nadeir immediately. We’ll have post-riders delivering your requests
as soon as possible, but we need your companies on the move in two
weeks.”

Two weeks! I barely keep my ears from
flattening. “Is there something I should know about the condition
of Shraeven?”

Casandre smiles and shrugs. “It’s simply
uncivilized, that’s all. No different from most new provinces.”

A chill lifts the short fur along my back
and fluffs my lowest feathers. I’ve spent many a month in a tent
fighting guerilla wars in ‘uncivilized’ provinces. “This sounds
like a convenient recipe for failure.”

“Not at all,” Casandre says. “It’s just a
difficult assignment.”

“Difficult!” Now I know I’m right. My
requests may actually make it out to meet me, or they might
conveniently never appear. I know nothing about the political
importance of Shraeven, but I have to find out, and soon. “I’d like
a copy of your orders for my requests tonight,” I say. “I’m leaving
as soon as I can get a horse.”

Try as I may, I can’t see any discomfort in
Casandre as she says, “You’ll have them in half an hour.”

Are they planning to sacrifice me? Or is
this simply a gamble for them, a roll of the painted bones that
they’ll win whether I succeed or fail?

I take my leave of the Mistress General. The
battlements no longer seem so friendly. Leaning on a merlon, I
squint at the horizon…west, the direction of Shraeven. Fort Endgame
is perched in a mountain pass; abutted by two sheer stone cliffs,
it has a narrow but unimpeded view of the long rolling hills to the
western sea. That’s where I’m going.

The dark, the seeming presentation of an
inevitable path, remind me that I have not yet selected a spouse,
have not yet chosen bloodlines for a child and had that child. I
wonder if this is the campaign that will kill me.

 


***

 


Two days later, the towers of Nadeir appear
over the ridge. It’s been a long, uncomfortable ride, but the
physician who bandaged my ribs says I’m not to fly for another two
weeks.

I imagine Nadeir looks less than welcoming
to a civilian. The fortress broods like a vulture over the knot of
hills that sweep up to its stone walls. The industries that support
it cluster in regimented blocks behind its city wall, and few of
them are pleasant neighbors; they’re rarely quiet at night and they
emit an assortment of stenches that only a soldier could love. And
soldiers do. No matter how foul it is, we associate safety and
strength with those noises and smells. Indeed, I’m looking forward
to seeing the barracks, the training grounds, the stables.

The setting sun gilds the edges of the
buildings as I wind through the industrial quarter to Nadeir’s
fort. At the gate I am challenged and waved through. A helpful
guard tells me where my people are and I dismount, leading my tired
beast the rest of the way. My shadow stretches long to one side, a
rumpled purple against the tentative grass newly sprung from cold
ground. All of my limbs ache. It has been long enough since I rode
anywhere, and I did not spare myself or my beast in my haste to
arrive and assess the situation.

I recognize some of the soldiers on the
training field, and I stop to observe the practice, leaning on the
shoulder of my mount. The longer I watch, the more unsettled I
become. My people are sparring against strangers…very green
strangers. I hope these are not the soldiers assigned to bulk out
my command.

“Mistress Commander! Thank the good gods
you’re here!”

I have time to turn and recognize the lean
figure jogging toward me as Gavan from the Third Moon Plain, one of
my infantry captains, a stalwart veteran of two of my campaigns and
a Fourblood of mostly predator lines: there’s bear in his ears and
nose and wolf in the tail, certainly. I almost laugh: I remember
too well how greetings after long absences fall prey to
emergencies. “Yes, I’m here, Gavan. What is it?”

“It’s Cavalry. The new captain seems to
think anyone can take your place when it comes to handing down
orders from on high, and Supply hasn’t been taking it too well.
They’ve been balking on every other request from us.” Gavan looks
distressed; a bad sign. Gavan rarely looks distressed. “I don’t
even know why Cavalry’s so worked up. We haven’t been re-assigned
yet, so what’s the hurry?”

He’ll find out soon enough. “How long has
this been going on?”

“Since they got here. Three days ago.
Supply’s at the point of turning us away at the door.”

There’s always a crisis. I suppress a sigh.
I could use a basin of hot water, a meal and a night’s rest before
I confront anyone, but I can’t afford to have Supply angry with us
when we need to be on the road in two weeks.

“Where is Cavalry?”

“Quartered as expected. The captain’s in the
corner chamber,” Gavan says, accepting the reins of the beast as I
hand them to him. I pull my saddlebags off and let him lead the
mount away.

Traditionally Cavalry stays in the barracks
adjacent to the stables in any major fort. Going into the mounted
troop is a calling; no one would force a person to work with beasts
unless he was comfortable with them, and few people are. It’s too
striking a reminder that we are only a few bloodlines removed from
beasthood ourselves. Though it’s strict policy not to train mounts
that might have resulted from the union of devolved people,
sometimes a beast has more intelligence in its eyes than can easily
be accounted for.

People who go into Cavalry are odd. I’m not
sure what to expect of the captain, other than eccentricity. And
apparently arrogance, to be agitating Supply on behalf of the
company in lieu of its commander.

I’m too tired to outfit myself fully; being
disheveled is an honored army tradition for officers, anyway. But I
do stop in a spare chamber long enough to wash my face and don my
ivory corselet, and when I pin my slate blue cloak back on it’s
with the spiral-and-sword of the Godson’s authority.

My route to the corner chamber takes me
through the stables. The mounts are somnolent, but a quick
inspection shows glossy coats and healthy hides, shining eyes and
well-oiled tack. At least the man takes good care of his creatures.
Feeling only a little better and still far too exhausted for this,
I stride the rest of the way to the captain’s chamber, knock
smartly, and enter without being invited.

My first impression is of more than one
person, so before I even look at the captain I say, “I’d like to
speak to you alone, please.”

“Of course.” A voice like butter and
cinnamon, deep with a hint of husky warmth. My bones melt. I don’t
stagger because by the gods I am the Mistress Commander of this
company and I will not stagger, but…I know that voice. As the
people stream around me, leaving us alone, I look directly at her
and my heart wobbles.

Silfie. My new cavalry captain is Silfie.
Silfie, who warmed my bedroll as a half-grown youth, when she was
twenty-one and I was thirty. Silfie, who’d fit like a piece I
hadn’t known was gone from me, like the last bloodline before
godhead. Silfie, whose voice was a caress only a little less
sensual than her fingers.

Silfia Fiveblood of the Dale, who’d broken
my heart when she’d allowed her family to dictate whether she
should dally in a non-productive union instead of wedding someone
who would produce the child Sixblood of the Dale.

If the years had been cruel to her, I could
have stood before her with more aplomb. But she has grown into her
lush, strong body and invested it with eighteen years of character,
insight and wit. I can see it shining in her copper eyes as she
meets my gaze and quirks that smile that still has power to move
me.

She takes my limp hands in hers and presses
the side of her muzzle against them. Her breath falls hot and moist
on the bare flesh of my wrist. “Angharad…I’ve been waiting for
you.”

I’m not sure what overwhelms me more, the
shock of seeing her or the shock that my feelings are still so
strong. Taking care of her attitude is the last thing on my mind,
and it needs to be the first. I should have come better prepared. I
should have slept. I’ve done nothing to ready myself for this, and
I’m not, I’m not. There’s been no one since Silfie. I thought it
was because I’d been busy…

…not because I still care.

 


***

 


I’m so intent on myself that I don’t notice
Silfie drawing me by my hands to the table. The complicated scent
of fruit and wood draws my attention to the wine she’s pouring into
a glass for me.

If I don’t speak the business, the business
will never get spoken. “Silfia, are you trying to alienate Supply,
or do you have some other motive for badgering them?”

Her chocolate-colored ears flip backward…she
even flushes. But somehow this embarrassment surfaces without
nervousness, as if she’s examining her own behavior from a
distance. I don’t remember this maturity in my lover of eighteen
years ago. “I guess it does look bad, doesn’t it? I didn’t mean to
make it seem as if I was in charge of the company.” She sighs and
pours herself a glass. “I’m sorry. It’s just that we’re new-come
from the Shraeven border and our equipment is in shambles.”

“The Shraeven border?” I sit up.

Silfie’s ears sag. “That’s significant,
isn’t it? Don’t tell me we’re going to have anything to do with
Shraeven…those people are insane.”

“Insane how?” I ask.

The vixen covers her face with her hands,
rubs her brows. I remember that gesture in a younger woman with
headaches that made her eyes throb. I remember rubbing her
shoulders, and the soft hisses she made in pleasure-pain.
“Shraeven,” she says, “is an impossible province because it has so
many ethnicities with such extremely different religions and
customs that no one has been able to unite them long enough to
convince them they’ve been conquered.”

“Oh, huzzah,” I murmur. I leave my wine
glass behind, stand and turn away from her. My wings need room to
move. They rustle when I’m agitated.

“Angharad?” Silfie asks.

“Shraeven is my new province,” I say. “I’ve
been appointed the new governor.”

“Gods,” Silfie says. I hear the chair moving
and then her arms are snaking around my waist and I can feel her
head pressing against my back. I stiffen in surprise. “Are they
trying to get rid of you or do they think you’re the only person
who can do the job? Do you know?”

“I don’t,” I say curtly. I swallow, then
say, “I need you to stop bothering Supply. I’ll get what we need
out of them. The appearance of solidarity right now is far more
important than what your efforts could accomplish alone.”

“Of course,” she says. “And it’s no
appearance. I’ll follow you anywhere.”

Anywhere but home to the Sunblood Cliffs.
Anywhere but to the Dale, where her parents gave her their marching
orders. The soft warmth of her embrace suddenly reminds me of all
I’ve missed and bitterness overwhelms me.

“Silfie,” I begin, then sigh and stop. With
gentle hands I undo the laced fingers that keep her pressed against
me. “Not now.”

“Later then,” she says, and there’s a
twinkle in her eye when I glance at her past my shoulder.

“Not later,” I say, though I want to laugh
with her. “Maybe not at all.”

Her ears flip sideways…not dismay, but I’ve
put her off her guard.

“You left me,” I remind her.

“I didn’t want to,” she says.

“You didn’t write,” I say.

She shrugs. “Neither did you.”

“It’s been eighteen years,” I say.

She nods. “Time is wasting.” Her smile now
isn’t the cocky thing I expect, but sad. She brushes my arm lightly
before stepping away. “I understand.”

I mistrust her easy acceptance of this. But
even more than that I mislike the sorrow in her eyes. I’ve missed
something. This isn’t the time, though. “There will be a briefing
tomorrow afternoon. I’ll send someone by for you.”

“I’ll be with my people,” she says.

I nod and let myself out. I leave the
barracks, the stables…don’t let myself think at all about Silfia
Fiveblood of the Dale. My heart can pound itself to pieces in my
body, but right now I have a company to outfit, one that’s swollen
by at least two units. I head for Supply after detouring to raid my
saddlebags for Casandre’s papers.

Nadeir is fed by two separate major roads,
the Rind and the Sunkin’s Way. The Rind runs the length of the
original border of the Godkindred Kingdom. The Way bisects the
kingdom, passing through the capital on the way to the opposite
border, and travels (as one might expect) from east to west. Thus,
the warehouses in Nadeir are cavernous in size and filled top to
bottom with a soldier’s treasures…and fronted by a single office
staffed by aggressive skinflints who can smell distress from sixty
paces. When I enter this office, the person at the desk scowls at
me. He’s mostly canid, so his scowl shows off quite a few teeth.
Some of them are so ridiculously sharp I wonder if he’s had them
filed, or if his father somehow got him on a shark.

These are unbecoming thoughts. I dip my head
and say, “I am Mistress Commander Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood
Cliffs—”

“—and you’ve come to bother us for
supplies,” the clerk says, ears flattening. “We were told to expect
you. Do you have papers for us?”

I hand them over. He scans them and says,
“All in order. We’ll do our best to fulfill any of your requests.
We’re not sure we can give you the specialized equipment Cavalry’s
been requesting, though.”

“Specialized equipment?” I ask,
startled.

Somehow the clerk manages to look even
sourer. “For the mongrels.”

Mongrels! “I see,” I say. “I’ll talk with
Cavalry about it. I’ll have my requests on your desk tomorrow
afternoon.”

“Right, Mistress Commander.”

Outside, I stop to regroup, torn between
surprise and dread. As a matter of policy, the army avoided
recruiting mongrels: dimwits trapped by the accident of bloodline
and pure-breeding into a shape neither humanoid nor totally animal.
And yet, sometimes it does, particularly when it feels it needs to
fill the ranks with expendable soldiers. A cavalry captain has to
specifically agree to the addition of these not-quite-people for
them to be assigned. Was Shraeven so bad Silfie agreed to these
creatures to protect the lives of the rest of her men? Or is there
some other reason?

 


***

 


In my absence someone has brought my
saddlebags to a proper chamber and dressed the bunk. I change into
the low-backed blouse and soft open-weave pants I use for sleeping
and ease onto the blankets. My bones sink; my limbs immediately
become too heavy to lift. I don’t remember passing into sleep, it’s
so quick.

Pain shocks me awake. I leap from the cot,
tangled in sheets and clumsy with the intensity of it: someone has
pulled one of my blood feathers, and the ache in my right covert
shelf is like a needle. I can smell blood. When my eyes focus, it’s
on a tail vanishing through the door I definitely didn’t leave
open.

I give chase. An intruder? A spy? An angry
soldier? This is Nadeir! These things shouldn’t happen here! It’s
full dark, with one of the moons down and the other two behind
stringy clouds. The camp is otherwise silent. I can see my
attacker, hunched and sprinting. He dashes into the stables; I have
just enough time to wonder where my assailant is going when he
bursts into Silfie’s chambers.

“Captain-captain-save-me!”

I skid into Silfie’s chamber and gag as an
elbow slams against my throat and my back smashes into the wall.
There’s a short sword up under my beak. A sleep-mussed Silfie has
her entire body pressed into mine, trapping me.

“SILFIA!” I shout. “Silfie, it’s ME!”

“Angharad!”

Behind us both my assailant is wailing, a
wordless ululation of fear and misery.

Silfie lets me go and squats in front of the
creature. “You’re safe, Bobwhite, you’re safe. No one’s going to
hurt you.”

The mongrel—for it can be nothing else, not
standing on two feet when on its haunches—whimpers, then
tentatively offers Silfie my blood feather. “I found something
different,” it whispers.

“So you did,” Silfie says. “But this is a
good different. That is Angharad Godkin, our Mistress Commander.
She is part of our family. You must look for differences for her as
well as for me.”

“Sure? Sure, captain?”

Silfie nods with great deliberation, never
breaking eye contact with the mongrel. “I am sure.” She offers the
tip of the feather. “Smell. This is the Mistress Commander’s smell.
She is family.”

The mongrel sniffs, licks the tip of my
feather. I shudder.

“Family,” the mongrel says.

“Family,” Silfie agrees. “Now go back to
your post, Bobwhite. You did well to find the difference
tonight.”

“Back to post,” Bobwhite agrees, both ears
straightening. “Yes, captain, back to post.” It lowered itself to
all fours and scampered to the door, slowing down only to look at
me with round eyes before slinking out.

I step away from the wall with more
questions than I know how to prioritize, and a wave of nausea runs
through my body. The wing I’m now missing a feather from was also
bent backwards. Is it broken? Before I can even wobble, Silfie has
a shoulder under my arm. She helps me to her bunk and pulls it away
from the wall with a foot before lowering me onto it. I have enough
room to spread both wings, which prompts my eyes to water. Time
seems to waver. Surely there’s only a moment between her leaving me
there and the arrival of a physician. I have trouble focusing on
him, but his expression is grim. From a distance, I hear Silfie
arguing with him.

“What do you mean, you’ve never treated
wings? Yes, I know winged Godkindred are rare. No, I don’t think
that’s an excuse. You’re the fort physician. You’re supposed to
learn these things. No! Don’t touch her! Send me someone who knows
what they’re doing!”

I lose some time around this point. At
least, I must, because between one breath and the next, there’s a
different person running a gentle hand down my wing arm.

Not hand. Paw.

“Silfia,” I rouse myself to say, “what is
this?”

“This is my company’s doctor,” Silfie says.
“He handles all our injuries. He can handle yours.”

I squint at this creature. Unlike Bobwhite,
this mongrel is large…as large as me, and several times bulkier.
His body is a giant mountain lion’s. He has a beak, like me.

He has wings.

But his hands are huge, pawlike, with pads
on the palms and claws at the tips, and they’re missing a joint,
making his hands look all thumbs. I can’t imagine allowing him to
touch me. I’m about to say so when I pass out completely.

 


***

 


When I wake, my wing is in as comfortable a
bandage as can be expected, and the aching hole where my blood
feather used to sit is now simply numb. Silfie is sitting on a
stool next to me.

“What time is it?” I croak.

“It’s only been an hour,” Silfie says. “We
have a painkiller steeped if you want it.”

“Did…the creature…?”

“Yes, the “creature” fixed you,” Silfie
says. “Branden happens to be a skilled chirugeon.” She sighs and
rubs her forehead. “Angharad, I know your instinct is to find them
repulsive—it was mine, too. But I wouldn’t have survived Shraeven
without them. Besides, you have other reasons to get used to
mongrels.”

“What reasons?” I ask, trying to sit up.

“The border religions believe what we’re
doing is wrong,” Silfie says. “That happiness is not achieved by
interbreeding to be closer to godhead…but by breeding true until
we’re reduced to four-footed animals, mindless and free. The people
on the border are only barely people in some places, and expecting
them to act like we do will only get you hurt.” She grimaces. “It
got me hurt, and badly.”

I am stunned—beyond stunned. Aghast! I have
sought the gods with all my will, as have all my fellows…to think
that there are religions that deify the rutting mindlessness of
beasts!

Yet through a mind clouded with pain and
horror, I can still be astonished by this windfall. I hadn’t
expected to have someone in the company with knowledge of Shraeven,
much less a captain who led her own campaigns there. My company
needs a second, since my last second (the Cavalry captain again!)
fell at Klen Valley. Surely I can’t do worse than someone with
battle experience on the Shraeven border?

“Exactly how much experience have you had
with Shraeven?” I ask. I stop trying to sit up when I realize my
shirt is gone. The mongrel must have removed it while treating my
wing, which now feels strained instead of broken. Wing injuries
always feel worse than they are. “Were you just on the border, or
did you conduct any maneuvers inside?”

“A few,” Silfie said. “Not enough to call
myself expert by any means, but enough to hold the border, and
enough to realize that fighting the Shraevenaese is like swimming
up a waterfall. Though the borders tend to accrete people who
believe in this animal cult, there are plenty of people who don’t
hold with pure-breeding. When you’re fighting all animalistic
forces, they react on instinct, with viciousness and bloodthirst.
When you’re fighting against people, they have all your cunning and
cleverness. But worst of the two is when you’re fighting a regiment
of mongrels under the direction of a person. It’s why I accepted a
mongrel unit myself and became so intimate with them.”

“You have a map?” I asked.

“Of Shraeven? Yes, and copied several times
in case something happened to it.”

“What about these other religions?” I asked.
“Are they similar to ours?”

“Some of them are close enough. Others…”
Silfie shakes her head. “The attitudes differ wildly on how to
treat mongrels and beasts, what a god is, what right living
entails.” She runs a light hand over the leading edge of my hale
wing. “There’s at least one cult that worships the winged.”

“Perfection,” I murmur. “Just what I need. A
following.”

“Don’t scoff,” Silfie says. Her copper eyes
are sober. “The religions in Shraeven breed fanatics. It’s another
reason taming them’s been so hard. When a large part of the
population would rather die than make peace…” She shakes her head.
“You might become glad of local supporters, no matter how slavish,
or how misguided.”

I am silent for a time with my unpleasant
thoughts on the matter.

“We need to get out of Nadeir,” I say at
last. “Properly supplied and trained. Tomorrow evening I want to
inspect the entire company…after the briefing. The fort is going to
supply us with most of what we need, but I’m not sure who we’re
going to get to outfit your—” I swallow the word
‘mongrels’—”special unit. We need to choose an insertion point to
give us enough time to train as a company. We need—”

“—to sleep, so you can conduct all this
business tomorrow without falling flat on your cheek,” Silfie says.
“You should be able to walk back to your quarters.”

“My shirt would help,” I say wryly.

Silfie hunts around on the floor and comes
up with my nightshirt, which is dotted with blood from my absent
feather and torn where Silfie’s short sword came too close. “Do you
always wake up ready for battle?” I ask, examining the cut.

“Since Shraeven?” Silfie’s body is taut. “I
sleep with a sword under my pillow.”

I glance at her, unsettled, then return my
attention to dressing. “Turn your back, please?”

“You haven’t got anything I haven’t seen in
the mirror,” she says.

“I noticed,” I say dryly. “Put on a
robe.”

She rolls her eyes and goes through her
clothes chest. While she does, I dress awkwardly, wincing whenever
a stray movement pulls strained muscles. When I look at her again
she’s in a teal robe of eye-stoppingly beautiful silk, embroidered
with phoenixes. It does not escape me, while staring at this
expensive concoction, that the phoenixes might remind some of my
own wings, my coloring.

“One of the few good things about Shraeven,”
Silfie says. “Their clothing is colorful…and cheap.” She hands me a
rolled-up map. “For your perusal, as long as you promise you’ll go
to bed at a reasonable hour.”

“I’ll go to bed when I go to bed, and not
before,” I say, but with a touch of a smile. I don’t remember
Silfie being this solicitous of my health. Of course, we were both
younger then, and thought ourselves indestructible. “I’ll see you
in the afternoon…barring another mishap.”

“Of course,” she says, her voice
neutral.

 


***

 


“Shraeven!” My second infantry captain,
Oweir Threeblood from the Salt Caves, looks decidedly pale in the
ears; hard to miss in those large tufted ones. He is nearly pure
feline bloodlines, if I’m any judge, with a scattering of handsome
spots on gray fur. He, Gavan and Colblain Sixblood of the
Snowflower Vale—an admirably mixed man with sharp dog-like ears and
long muzzle in dun-and-dark gray—are gathered around the table,
along with Silfie, looking at the map I’ve just unrolled for their
perusal.

“Shraeven,” I say. “I need to get to the
capital to relieve the current governor. The company will see me to
that goal, and then you can decide whether to accept a permanent
posting or rotate out.”

They’re good, my captains. They’ve seen
battle conditions horrific enough to bring up their breakfasts…but
I know very well what they’re thinking. Many men would face a day’s
punishing fight before they’d choose to relocate to a foreign land.
Colblain, as a noble without issue, wasn’t even allowed the choice.
It was debatable whether I was myself, but I go where the Godson
directs. I have made this my life and now I must live with the
decision.

“But Nadeir will re-outfit us completely for
this?” Gavan ask.

I nod. Relief softens their faces.
Continuing, I point at the map. “I’ve narrowed our entry points to
two roads…the Mountain Sun Rising, here, through the God’s Mercy
Mountains, and the Road of the Raven’s Flight. The latter is the
most direct way in; we’ll arrive in a few weeks. The former is a
hard road, but once we clear the mountains we’ll make good time.” I
tapped the Mountain Sun Rising’s squiggle. “The reason I’m
considering this is that we have three new units, two cavalry and
one infantry. If we need time to train together, climbing the
mountain road will give it to us, and in a place not as densely
populated. Tell me—do we need the time?”

In unison, without hesitation, all three
infantry captains say, “Yes.” Since the three rarely agree on
anything, I sit back and flick an ear forward, inviting more
information.

“It’s Donal,” Oweir says, uncomfortable. “We
just don’t know how to work with him—”

“Who?” I ask.

The door crashes open, expelling an unhappy
page and a man on his heels. My first glance suggests wolf ears,
ram’s horns, a coyote’s muzzle, the spots of an ocelot, the stripes
of a zebra.

“By the yellow eggs of the blue-headed
bull!” he exclaims, “I am late! I’m sorry, Mistress Commander.” He
gathers himself and bows. “Donal Blacksmith, fourth infantry
captain. Pleasure to meet you.”

“Blacksmith!” I say. “That’s…Neshanti?”

“Ah! Sorry, ma’am. Yes, ma’am. I’ve been
told I should introduce myself as Donal Godkin of some-such place,
but I keep forgetting. My unit is in fact from Aneshet.” He looks
proud. “We’re all volunteers. More or less.”

Gods above and below. The Godson has
assigned me a unit of conscripts to fill my ranks. Aneshet was the
first province the Godkindred Kingdom annexed hundreds of years
ago, and for the most part they act as a peaceful, if backward,
extension of the kingdom. At least now I know why all my captains
are so adamant about extra training.

“Have a seat, Donal,” I say and add wryly,
“Try to be on time next time.”

Flustered, he sits. “Yes, ma’am.”

“So we have three new units. Have you been
training together?”

Again, an uncomfortable look. Silfie looks
irritated, but her voice is controlled when she says, “Everyone but
my special unit.”

Distaste, contempt, disgust from the
infantry, except for Donal. Wonderful. My foot soldiers are
avoiding the mongrels.

“We can’t leave the special unit out of the
training,” I say. “Or do you really want their capabilities to
surprise you in the middle of something?”

“Are we really expecting pitched fights,
Mistress?” Gavan asks. “I thought Shraeven was mostly
pacified.”

“Mostly pacified isn’t completely pacified,”
I say. “We have to be prepared for anything.” I nod toward Silfie.
“Silfia has been on the Shraeven border and will provide us with
information later…but I want to make this clear: I don’t want us
going into this as anything less than the best company in the
Godson’s Army. Am I understood?”

Nods all around.

“Donal, I’d like your unit to pair off with
the people in the special unit for training. Once your men and
Silfie’s have some idea of each others’ capabilities, I want to run
some war-games against the rest of the company.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Donal says. “Would you like me
to get some official war weapons?”

I stare at him. Is he joking? No, he in
utter earnest. “What do you mean, official war weapons?”

“Well, my men aren’t used to swords, so
they’ve been using what they know. Pitchforks. Scythes. Knives.
Axes. That sort of thing.”

“Not used to swords as in your men’s
training is rusty, or not used to swords as in they’ve never used
them?”

Donal rubs the back of his neck. “Well,
ma’am,” he says slowly, “the latter, I’m afraid.”

“Everyone in this company needs to know how
to at least hold a sword without slicing themselves up,” I say.
“Oweir, get your people together with Donal’s and give them some
rudimentary training.”

“So we’re to abandon our current weapons?”
Donal asks.

I shake my head. “Colblain, go with Donal to
Supply and introduce him to the wonders of non-standard military
issue, please.” I smile at Donal. “You’d be surprised how many
weapons evolved from farming equipment. I’m sure your men will
recognize them once they have a chance to hold them in a hand. Now,
let’s discuss training…. “

Which we do, more productively than the
beginning of the conversation led me to hope possible. We plan the
next two weeks in Nadeir, sketch the war-games and discuss training
on the road. Two hours later I’m satisfied that we can make this
work.

“Make sure you have your supply requests to
me by the end of the day tomorrow. I want a Presentation of Arms
and Men in the courtyard in two hours. That will be all.
Silfia—attend me a moment.”

The rest of my captains leave, discussing
how best to handle their assignments. Silfie hangs back, her hands
gripping the back of the chair she so lately filled.

Once we’re alone, I say, “I’d like you to be
my second.”

Silfie’s ears dip. “Are you—I’d be honored,
Mistress.”

One of my brows lifts. “You were about to
say something else.”

“I just…are you sure this is wise?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” I ask. “You know
Shraeven. I’ll need that expertise.”

She licks her nose with a petite pink
tongue, then says, “May I speak freely?”

I nod, suddenly wary.

“What are your policies on fraternization?”
She looks at me directly, her copper eyes unblinking.

I’m not sure whether to be offended at the
implied inevitability of our resumed intimacies or pleased she
thought to clarify the matter before accepting her assignment. But
it’s not a happy question. There is no official fraternization
policy in the Godkindred Army. Unofficially, officers are
encouraged to facilitate mix-bred matches that will move us closer
to godhead and discourage matches that are unproductive or would
lead to undesirable offspring. In the past, I’ve always held with
that unofficial policy, but I’ve lost so many of my women soldiers
to “good” pregnancies that I’d been thinking of discouraging
fraternization altogether.

And yet…I’ve served commanders whose
relationships plunged their companies into high dramas, endangering
all our lives…and commanders who were dangerously unstable until
they took a bedmate. What’s always mattered has been the opinion of
the soldiers. In that first case, resentment eroded morale and
performance until we broke apart, but in the second we were
secretly trying to make the commander’s liaisons easier to
schedule.

“We’re going into a foreign province…maybe
even to stay,” I say. “If people choose to find comfort in one
another’s company, that’s their business, as long as they don’t get
pregnant on campaign.” I consider. “It might even be useful, once
we get to the capital, for people to find native spouses.”

“That sounds workable,” Silfie says, “though
you should be warned…not all the cultures in Shraeven believe in
marriage the way we do.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, startled.

“Some people have chain marriages or
triads…or no family units at all.”

I shudder. “I can’t imagine that
working.”

Silfie wrinkles her nose. “I guarantee that
once you see it, you still won’t be able to imagine it
working.”

“Comforting,” I say. “So, will you accept
the post?”

“Yes, Mistress,” she says.

“Angharad will do in private,” I say, “given
how closely we’ll be working together.”

She lowers her lashes in what is a
distinctly coquettish look, clashing with the professional tone of
her voice as she says, “All right, then…Angharad.”

What have I done?


 


[image: tmp_31e895cdd42a1b112b9827745d14fd18_Bx9lGO_html_m13048625.jpg]

 



 


 CHAPTER
2

 


 


Deep violet shadows stretch against the
packed amber dirt of the parade ground as I look over the units
that form my new company. I am impressed by their polish. Oweir,
Gavan and Colblain’s units are familiar to me, having come through
the Glendallia campaign; today they look particularly fine in their
clean uniforms, swords held crossed over their chests. How well I
remember the discomfort of that pose…it seems like only a few days
ago that I held it myself, my wrist beginning to tremble as the
inspection wore on.

Donal’s unit is surprisingly well
turned-out. Only their unusual weapons would have allowed a
stranger to single them out as conscripts. Donal has stacked them
so all the weapon types are together, with the pitchforks in the
back and the scythes in the front. Some people end up alone—the one
wolf-like man with a hammer, for instance—but seeing them I regain
my confidence. Most of them should find the new weapons
second-nature.

So, three units I’m familiar with and one
I’m not but that I no longer am quite so displeased with. I turn to
Cavalry.

The beasts of the regular Cavalry unit are
all in gorgeous condition, and I can see that the unit received
their choice of mounts. I can find nothing to criticize in their
comportment or the iron discipline with which they sit their
beasts. It’s the Mongrel unit that unsettles me. There are no
people mongrels among them, individuals who walk as we do, but are
just a little less intelligent. Instead, they are four-footed
animal mongrels, many of them as large as the griffin who tended me
or even larger. They are poorly outfitted, and though they stand in
their lines in good order, when I scan their ranks I see the
blankness of dull wits far too often.

Gods above, how did Silfie make this
work?

I study the company, so bright and intent,
and then I look at the mongrels. I need to make them a part of us
or they’ll be ostracized on the road. If Silfie is right and there
are Shraevenaese who believe that becoming more animalistic is the
proper road, I can’t afford to let the natives see their new
governor appearing to show disfavor for the mongrels.

After I dismiss the company, I stop Donal
and Silfie.

“You have scouts in your units,” I say—less
a question and more a statement.

Silfie nods. Donal says, “Yes, ma’am.”

“I’d like you to pick three of the best and
pair them, and send them to scout the road to the mountains,” I
say. Glancing at Donal, I ask, “Will that be a problem?”

He shakes his head. “Truth be known,
Mistress, most of my farmers use mongrels for farmhands. Er,
farmpaws, as it were. They’re used to them.”

“Good,” I say. Better than good, even. “Have
them on their way by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Donal says and looks at
Silfie. “I’ll stop by in the morning, then?”

Silfie says, “I’ll expect you.”

Donal nods, snaps me a salute sharp and then
marches off after his people. I watch him go, perplexed. Are all my
pre-conceptions going to interfere with my judgments on this
campaign? Gods help me!

“So,” Silfie says. She hasn’t walked away.
“Will you take dinner with me, Mistress?”

“Dinner sounds pleasant,” I say.

“I’ll see you in a hour, then,” Silfie
says.

I am certainly gone mad.

 


***

 


An hour later I knock on Silfie’s door,
dressed more comfortably in an aubergine blouse and dark brown
breeches but with my rank brooch pinned at the shoulder. I’m not
sure if I’m ready for the intimacy that leaving it off would imply.
It’s been…well, it’s been too long. I need the distance.

Silfie doesn’t open the door…a mongrel does.
Its head barely reaches the top of my waist, but its eyes are wise
and intent. Its ears, face and markings are almost completely
canid, and I try not to stare. I’ve rarely seen a person who looks
so much like an animal. It’s unsettling and fascinating.

A small table has been set for us across
from Silfie’s cot. I see that she still sleeps with that tiny satin
pillow shaped like a shark—I used to tease her about having
sea-life in her bloodlines. Otherwise, her chamber looks as spare
as mine. I suppose any campaigner learns to pack lightly after a
few years, even someone who loved luxury the way the Silfie I knew
used to.

“Thank you, Janna,” Silfie says to the dog.
“You may go now.”

Janna barks, drops to her fours and leaves.
I stare at the closed door. “Can she talk?”

Silfie shakes her head, which leads me to my
next question.

“How did you do it? How did you manage
them?” I take the glass of wine she pours me and lap without
noticing its color. “If they can’t talk—”

“—some of them can’t—”

“—and they can’t handle tools—”

“—some of them can—”

“Then how did you make it work?” I finish.
“I really need to know.”

Silfie nods. “I can arrange a demonstration,
if you want. The unit is used to running through its paces for
commanding officers. They did it for Master Commander Sutter on the
border.”

“I’d appreciate that,” I say. Then I pause.
“Sutter. I’ve heard…things…about him.”

“If those things had anything to do with him
using rank to seduce his underlings, they’re wrong,” Silfie says.
She has a seat at the table and chuckles. “He didn’t need rank to
do anything. His charm was good enough.”

Jealousy runs hot; my coverts bristle.
“That’s not right. It makes for awkward situations.”

“Fine words from someone intending on
ignoring any liaisons that go on,” Silfie says, and before I can
object waves a hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I liked
Sutter, though not as much as he liked me.”

I look at her again, see how confidence and
age has given her poise to go with her fit and lovely body. “He
didn’t—”

“Touch me?” Silfie shrugs. “What does it
matter to you, Angharad? Truly?”

“I wasn’t the one who abandoned you!” I
exclaim.

“I had to go home. I had to make the heir,”
Silfie says. “You’ve put it off yourself, but you will have the
same road one day.”

“Then…you’re married,” I say, and feel my
way into a chair. I hadn’t even thought through that Silfie might
no longer be available.

She’s watching me. She takes a sip of the
wine. “Widowed, actually. My parents are taking care of the baby.”
She sighs. “Angharad, we need to make a decision on this. You can
continue to blame me for leaving you, or you can forgive me and we
can move past this.” She traces the lip of her glass with a finger.
“I didn’t like being married, I didn’t like having to abandon my
career to have a baby, and I hated not having a choice. But that’s
the reality of our lives, my love. We exist to give birth to gods,
and everything else is secondary. Even what we want most in the
world.” She lifts her eyes to mine.

I can’t look at her and not forgive her. I
can’t look at her and fail to see the girl I loved then and the
woman I’m so intrigued by now. But I don’t know her—as her last
words prove to me by the shock they leave in their wake.

“You sound embittered,” I say. “Don’t you
want to see the gods on earth, as I do?”

Silfie looks away, and in profile I see both
the softness of the creamy fur beneath her eye…and the hollow that
age and experience have carved there. “Oh, I did. That was before I
played my part in it.” She smiles without mirth. “We’ll see how you
feel about bringing divinity into our world when it’s your womb
that’s roughly filled and your body that’s used for months to feed
and shape another life at the expense of your own health and
will.”

“Surely being a mother isn’t so horrible!” I
say, ears flattening.

“You have no idea what being a mother is
like,” Silfie says. “I don’t blame you for that. I didn’t either. I
knew intellectually it involved a suitable man, but I’ve come to
the conclusion that I don’t like men much.”

“So you’ve joined the army,” I say
numbly.

She shrugs. “Rejoined it, yes.”

“But if you’re not in the army for the glory
of the Godkindred, what keeps you here?”

“My pension,” Silfie says. “Forthcoming on
my retirement. Barring a slap in the face like the one you just
received for your years of honorable service.”

I twitch at this reminder of my own anger
with the Godson’s decision. “I do his will. That’s what I signed up
to do.”

“Even if he proves that the blood of gods
isn’t enough to make a wise leader?” she asks. When I stare at her
in horror, she flips her ears back. “Don’t tell me you haven’t been
watching him. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed that he’s nowhere
near the leader the Twins were. He’s building the bridge to Heaven
on the backs of the numbered bloods, and only the Godkin will
cross. Don’t tell me that’s what you want?”

“So perhaps the Godson hasn’t yet grown into
his role,” I say, side-stepping the question. “He’s young, he’ll
learn.”

Silfie sips her wine and studies me with her
copper-orange eyes. After a moment, she says, “Let’s hope so.”

Something in my tone must have warned Silfie
that I’m not ready for this discussion, or to name her as she would
name me, beloved, yet. We spend the rest of dinner talking
business, and when I leave I’m unscathed, but also unfulfilled.

Life wants more risks than I’m taking, but I
have been cautious all my life. It’s no use changing now.

 


***

 


The following morning I am up before the
bugle. The wash basin is woefully small compared to the one at Fort
Endgame, but I find I’m smiling anyway, a rueful but genuine
expression. This is my life, not the comfortable future I’d
been planning. Perhaps it was foolish of me to think of escaping
it. After a quick dip, I dress in my leathers and head for the
practice field. My limbs are no longer as swift as they were in my
youth, and that alone makes it important for me to keep up my form.
Mistress and Master Commanders rarely find themselves in the thick
of a battle, but my proclivity for overflying the action has given
me more opportunities to fight the enemy directly than a
ground-bound commander.

It’s always been my policy to practice where
my soldiers could see me, and I see no reason to change that. When
my captains arrive with their contingents, I’m deep into my
session, re-introducing my arms and back to the weight of a sword.
When I halt at last, I’m surprised by cheers.

Donal steps forward, ears perked. “That was
fine work there, ma’am. I don’t suppose you’d honor me with a
spar?” He draws his sword, which he holds with about as much grace
as an infant waving a spoon. I can only imagine what it would do to
morale for me to dump him on the dirt, but declining doesn’t seem
to send the right message either.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” I
ask, with just a hint of humor.

“Ah, no, ma’am!” Donal says smartly. “But
I’ve been working at it and I’d like to try.” He grins. “Be gentle
with me, ma’am.”

I salute him and then settle into a crouch.
“And have you ever had an enemy that was gentle with you,
Donal?”

“Afraid I haven’t had the pleasure,” Donal
said. “But I keep hoping.” And then he too drops into a crouch,
watching me with alert enthusiasm.

He looks so very young.

I test him with our first exchanges and find
him very quick but with almost no control. Sometimes his blade
smacks against mine so hard I have to roll with the blow; other
times it clatters against the weak and skids off. He doesn’t have
the wrist strength I have come to expect in a swordsman. I don’t
disarm or humiliate him. I don’t have to. He’s so obviously not in
my league that I don’t need to prove anything.

Which is why I hit the ground so surprised
my wings luff out like sails in a strong wind. I didn’t even see
what he did. His hand had flashed to the side of my head, and
then—”What did you do?”

“I pulled one of your feathers,” Donal says.
He offers me a hand up. “The crows at home get awfully distracted
when you do that, so I figured I’d try.”

He’d gotten past my guard and tugged a
feather? And that had given him the ability to dump me onto my
nearly-divine backside?

“Congratulations, Donal,” I say as I get to
my feet, “that’s the first time that one’s been used on me.”

“Sweet circle and square!” Donal exclaims.
“Pardon me, ma’am.”

“Pardon you?” I say, brushing off my pants,
“Oh no! Put up your guard, mister. We’re going to do that again
until it doesn’t work.”

“You’re not upset with me, then?”

“Of course not,” I say. “Better my butt than
my knees.”

Apparently that Army saying has traveled all
the way to the provinces, because Donal grins, all teeth…as do my
other captains.

“Right on, then, ma’am. Look left!”

I look left. He pulls right. We dodge and
lunge. I am rarely so aware of my wings; these days I’m usually
airborne when I do battle, and few other people can meet me there.
But here on the ground, fighting like the adolescent foot-soldier
of so many decades past, I remember how great a liability my wings
can be. Donal tweaks me in the primaries, pulls at my secondaries,
even manages to get behind me and wiggle a few coverts. He bats at
them with his sword, his hand, his tail, whatever he can use. And
every time he does, I jump. It’s reflex. I can’t help it.

Finally I call, “Stop!”

Donal halts. He looks quizzical, but also
serious, more serious than I’ve seen him yet. So do my captains.
This weakness in me is new to them, having never fought with me in
those earlier days. It could get me into serious trouble…

…unless this old griffin can dredge up those
old lessons.

“Come at me again,” I say.

Donal jumps. This time I swat him with a
wing. I’m expecting it to hurt and it does. But it startles him
into stumbling back and I leap for him. He tries to pluck my
feather and I whack him with my wing-arm. A spray of blood flies
from his nose.

We stop. “Is it broken?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “No. But that certainly
didn’t feel good.”

I laugh. He laughs. The crowd we’ve accrued
applauds.

“Good job,” I say, slapping him on the
shoulder. “Go take care of that nose.” To the rest of the soldiers
with a grin: “What are you looking at? Get to work!”

The esprit de corps is much improved. I am
pleased at the renewed energy I see around me. Still, I’m hiding
concern. So much of my life I’ve taken my wings for granted.
Between the missing blood feather and the bashing, they ache. I
think some of the feathers are broken. All the care I’ve ever done
for them I’ve learned from experience. Perhaps I need more formal
knowledge. The Fort has a library. It’s time to go look.

 


***

 


As a child, I remember asking my nanny why
books smelled like perfume. She told me how paper-makers had
discovered flowers that staved off the yellowing of the eaves when
added to the pulp. A dense enough collection of books smells like a
field in spring combined with the odor of dust. There is nothing
like the smell of a library.

Nadeir’s library is as cozy and dusky as a
birthing cave, and perhaps that’s appropriate: knowledge springs
from pages into the minds of readers here, breathlessly new. As I
light a lamp, my wings tightly folded against my back, I feel again
the deep longing to put aside my armor and investigate the mystery
of our gods. Where did we come from? Where did they come from? What
will happen to us when we reach that pinnacle? My fingers graze the
leather spines lining the nearest shelf and I am glutted with an
untoward and scholarly yearning.

But I came for a reason. I seek the Index of
Species and find it prominently displayed on a podium, open to a
random page. Every library has one, a volume created locally and
hand-painted with pictures of all the species that might go into
the mix that is our blood. The back of each page is left blank for
the librarian to fill in the names of books in her collection that
refer to those species. I page through the heavy volume, finding
all my more mundane constituents: Puma. Fisher. Lion. Siamese Cat.
Ringtail Cat. I even whisper the names of the creatures that I
rarely speak of to anyone, for fear they will condemn my ancestors
for their perversities: Snake. Coatl.

I seek the parts of me that gave me my
wings: Hawk. Crane. Phoenix. But I don’t find them. I come to the
end of the book without reaching a single winged creature and
frown. I must have missed them. I go through the book again:
nothing.

“May I help you?” a voice says. A
mostly-canid creature steps into the light of my lamp, wearing
robes and the librarian’s patch, a flamelet above an open book.

“Yes, actually,” I say. “I’m wondering why
there are no winged creatures in the Index.”

“Winged creatures!” the man says with the
restrained huff of a laugh so many librarians develop in the quiet
of their demesne. “The last time I saw a person with wings—”

I spread mine so that their tips enter the
light. He stops.

“You must not be from around here,” he says
when he recovers. “Forgive me. But the Index of Species includes
only the species applicable to the people in the area. No one here
has had winged blood in generations.”

That can’t be. Oh, I know wings are rare,
but surely not that rare. I can’t remember meeting anyone else with
wings, but I haven’t met all the people in the Kingdom. “No
one?”

He shakes his head. “No. In fact…” His
fingers skip across several volumes before pulling down A
Natural History of Interbred Species. I marvel at his memory.
“Yes, here we are. ‘Successful interbreeding with the winged
species is very difficult; eight times out of ten, the infant is
stillborn, one time out of ten the mother will give birth to an egg
that stifles the newborn, and only once in ten will the infant be
born without complication. As individuals, the winged species are
also especially fragile, prone to disease and accidental injury.
Within a few generations, these complications close the skies to
the bloodline.’ “ He looks at me and quirks a brow.

“I see,” I murmur, then manage a wry smile.
“I suppose that means you don’t have any books about feather
care.”

“Oh, we do!” the librarian says. “For the
mongrels.”

I remember suddenly the figure looming over
me, treating my wounds. It never occurred to me to think of the
mongrels when taking mental inventory of how many winged folk I’d
met, and while I still haven’t met all that many, there are four or
five mongrels I can recall with wings. Embarrassment reddens my
ears, but all the same I wonder. Does purebreeding preserve the
gift of flight? I’d presumed that vigor was one of the many happy
products of interbreeding. What if some traits die between
species?

This thought is very distressing.

The librarian hands me a slim volume and
assures me I can take it with me as long as I return it before my
company detaches for Shraeven. I leave the library in an unpleasant
reverie. Interbreeding isn’t supposed to be difficult. It isn’t
supposed to steal survival traits. It’s the natural order of
things.

I have no idea where my observations might
lead me. In the past, I’ve always seen interbreeding as the way of
the gods. Now? I’m not so sure.

For example, these war games we’ve begun.
From my rarefied position, I’ve been watching my captains battle
their way through the exercises we planned during our meeting…and I
observe that Silfie’s mongrels destroy my regulars with frightening
consistency. The infantry simply isn’t used to the Silfie’s
tactics. She attacks at designated “night.” She sends her mongrels
through by ones and twos instead of in columns or formations. She
puts her cavalrymen on top of the mongrels, surprising the infantry
when the mount they assumed to be dumb snatches away their weapons
or pulls them up by the leg.

My soldiers simply are not prepared to treat
mongrels as intelligent. And while mongrels might not have the
intellectual capacity to debate religion and philosophy, as a
general rule, they are smart enough to fight well—and to use what
everyone assumed to be their disadvantages against the enemy.

Halfway into our scheduled trial, I am
astounded by the flexibility and the sheer usefulness of the
mongrel unit. I’m also dismayed at how clumsily my infantry
captains are responding to Silfie’s tactics. We still have most of
a week of practice left before we leave Nadeir for Shraeven. I’m
beginning to wonder if I should step in and take over.

But then I have a better idea.

“Stop!” I call halfway into the day’s
exercise. Colblain’s units are holding a fort built out of sand
packs and crates, and Silfie’s cavalry is laying siege to it—well,
infiltrating it, more accurately. “Switch, now!”

Silfie and Colblain both look at me, the one
wiping a dusty, sweaty mop of curls from her forehead, the other
from atop a crate, looking both imperious and like a target.

“Switch sides,” I say, then hold up a hand.
“Not units. Commanders. Silfie, you hold the fort with Colblain’s
men. Colblain, you command the cavalry.”

They look dubious, but trade places.

The result is a complete disaster. Colblain
has no idea what to do with the mongrels even after watching Silfie
for most of the week. Worse, Colblain’s men obviously respect
Silfie, but they don’t like her. The defeat she keeps serving them
day after day weighs more heavily against her than for her. The
captains sitting out this round wince their way through the
debacle.
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“This is not working the way I’d planned,” I
say to Silfie over dinner. No romance for us—we’ve been spending
the nights taking apart the performance of our various units and
trying to decide how to solve their problems.

“We still have the next three exercises, the
ones where I’m working with some of the infantry captains against
the rest of them,” Silfie says. Her brow is also furrowed, and her
ears flattened.

“Yes,” I say. “But my people are acting like
army commanders and not peace-keepers. You’re the one with border
experience. Why aren’t they learning from you?”

She looks away, muzzle drawn into a taut
grimace. “Maybe they don’t want to.”

“That’s ridiculous!” I say. “You’ve gotten
the better of them on almost every exchange! Whatever his personal
feelings, no officer worth his weight is going to let the enemy
destroy him just for the sake of pride.”

“And history proves this,” Silfie says
wryly.

My turn to look away. Some of our most
glorious defeats have been because of the wrong general being in
charge at the wrong time, with the wrong feelings in the
forefront.

“You have to do something,” Silfie says.

“I know,” I say.

 


***

 


After supper, I return to quarters and page
through my new book. I stop on a diagram of a wing surrounded by
gold-leafed arrows and numbers and squint at the caption: “Preen in
this order.” I glance at the accompanying text. I’m supposed to do
this with my beak?

I’m still staring at the diagram with horror
when someone knocks on the door. “Come in,” I say, distracted, and
don’t even look up.

“May I offer you brandy before bed,
Mistress?”

I blink. I look up.

There’s a stag at my door. He’s almost as
tall as I am, his hair is silk over more muscles than I’ve seen in
about fifteen years and he has a rack of antlers so heavy I can’t
believe he can keep them up.

“Who are you?” I ask in disbelief.

“Your new steward,” he says, bowing that
giant weight. He’s not wearing a shirt, and with his body dipped I
can see a beautiful pattern of black stripes starting halfway down
his back. “Magwen Nineblood from the Kerriwend River Valley.”

“I thought I was supposed to choose my new
steward,” I say. I can’t stop staring at him. My last steward had
been a slip of a man, completely unobtrusive. This creature was as
unobtrusive as a Godson’s triumphal parade. Through a village. A
very tiny village.

“I apologize, Mistress, but the army is
short of staff. The Godson, may the sun shine upon his head, has
chosen to grace the savages in the south with his holy charter.”
The stag’s face is so mild I can’t tell if this is sarcasm or not.
He has a tail, but I notice it only because it’s not twitching.

It’s a nice tail. Long, striped with a brush
of fur at the end.

And then I realize…the south? “I just came
from the south,” I say. “We already did the Godson’s work there,
unless he’s planning to push past Glendallia—” I stop. “He’s not,
is he?”

“I fear so, Mistress,” the stag says.

It’s insane. We were over-extended in
Glendallia as it was. We just finished pacifying that province. To
use it as a staging ground for an assault on the far south…I sigh
and run my hand down the length of my neck. That’s not my problem
anymore: Shraeven is. Shraeven, and this man.

“I admit to some confusion, Magwen. What’s a
Nineblood doing as a steward?” I glance at him again; I can’t help
it. He is impressive to look at. The more I look, the more traces I
see of his bloodlines. From the waist up, he’s all hart, but from
the waist down…he has clawed feet, and that tail, and several kinds
of stripes. Tiger and zebra maybe.

“My child will be Godkin, Mistress,” the
stag says. “My family thought it meet that I serve our kingdom in
the army.”

“As a steward?” I ask in disbelief.

He grins then, and I like his grin. His
brown eyes sparkle. “They didn’t think much of the choice either.
But I like serving in a support role, ma’am. I enjoy being able to
make things run more smoothly.”

There’s no way I’m not going to notice this
man going about his duties. The steward lives in a tent next to
mine, serves my meals, washes and mends my clothing, cleans up
after me, schedules my appointments. Once we arrive in Shraeven’s
capital, he’ll probably graduate to an even more important post in
my administrative staff. Do I really want someone
so…well…showy?

Do I have a choice?

“All right,” I say. “Make yourself at home
next door.”

“I already have, Mistress,” he says. “The
brandy?”

What can I do? I take it, thank him, and
resign myself to the situation.
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“She’s not fighting fair,” Gavan says, but
his voice is contemplative, not accusing.

“And why do you suppose that is?” I ask.

“Because she’s a mother,” Gavan says,
earning Silfie’s rolled eyes. “When women become mothers, they turn
devious and subtle and vicious. I have this on good authority from
my own.”

“So true,” Donal agrees with a sage nod.

“But you do see that we have a problem,” I
tell them. They’re all seated around my table, with Oweir looking
perplexed and Colblain stern, Donal and Gavan thoughtful and
Silfie…well, Silfie wearing a carefully bland non-expression. “One
we need to solve.”

“No question,” Oweir says. “Mistress, we’re
confused. Silfia keeps thrashing us with tactics that would get her
killed on the field of battle. These exercises aren’t teaching our
men anything—”

“You’re right,” I interrupt. “What they
should be learning, what you should be learning, is that we’re not
going into a formal field of battle.” I sigh. “This is Shraeven.
It’s one of the Godkindred’s provinces. They don’t have native
militia. We are their standing army! We’re not going in
there to fight formal battles on a field of war, to lay siege to
forts or to capture enemy commanders. We’re going there to build
bridges, put out granary fires and reinforce the local laws. Our
enemies aren’t organized into infantry and cavalry. They’re
criminals, petty thieves, political dissidents.”

“A group of political dissidents in armor
with swords is an army,” Colblain points out.

“Don’t miss my point, Colblain,” I say
severely. “We need to stop thinking of ourselves as peace-makers
and start thinking of ourselves as peace-keepers. To that end, I’ve
re-organized our last few exercises.” I hand out my sheets to them,
watch them frown over them.

“Fire drills?” Oweir asks, incredulous.

“Hot blue horns!” Donal exclaims. “This is
excellent, Mistress! I know lots of iron-workers. And farmers in my
unit there are a-plenty. They’re going to love this one about
dredging flooded fields.”

“We’re not engineers, Mistress,” Colblain
says.

“Then we’d better learn,” I say. “This isn’t
a military campaign. It’s an escort for a provincial governor.”

 


***

 


The exercises that follow would have been
amusing had I not realized, with a tight chest, that this is the
face of the Godkindred Kingdom the people of Shraeven will see.
They’re still waiting for their new masters to prove themselves. We
are the greatest kingdom in the world but looking on my harried
men, I wonder how I can prove it.

With a sigh, I retire to my chambers, weary
beyond words.

Or so I thought.

“What are you doing?”

“Packing your trunks, Mistress,” Magwen says
unflappably. Which he is, impeccably, with fine posture and
flourish. It’s what he’s packing that I have issue with.

“I don’t wear dresses,” I say. I don’t even
know where he found any in a fort.

“You don’t,” he agrees. “A provincial
governor should. Besides, Mistress, they’re not dresses, they’re
robes of state.”

“That is not a robe of state,” I say,
pointing at some exotic confection in sanguine and ivory. “That is
a dress.”

“That one is a dress,” Magwen agrees.
“But Mistress, you must also have appropriate formal wear for
parties, and to attract a suitable consort.”

“A what?” I exclaim, then backtrack and say,
“Evict that dress from my trunk this instant.”

He bows his horned head. “Apologies,
Mistress, but I must look out for your best interests.”

“A dress is not in my best interest!” I
exclaim.

“That one isn’t, anyway,” Silfie says from
the doorway. “Too much lace. Who’s this fine young man,
Angharad?”

“This fine young man,” I say severely, “is
my steward. And he is going to unpack that trunk, divest it of
gowns and other fripperies, and repack it with something
appropriate to a woman of my rank and stature—”

“—and eligibility?” Silfie says. “You’ll
need the dress. Probably several.”

I gape at her.

Silfie sits next to me. Remarkably, she
doesn’t at all look at the handsome backside of the man who has
resumed packing my trunks. In our earlier years, we both would have
been ogling Magwen’s assets. Now it’s as if he isn’t even in the
room. “You will have to have the child Godkin for the Sunblood
Cliffs,” she says.

“Yes,” I say. “But not now. And not with
some consort found in Shraeven!”

“Why not?” she asks, canting one ear
forward. “You may die in Shraeven, Angharad…after a long and
fruitful career as its governor.”

I have been avoiding the very thought. The
idea that I might not return to the Sunblood Cliffs, red stone and
golden light plunging into aquamarine waves, seems ridiculous. Who
will care for the Cliffs if not me?

But I am already old, and if I am not
careful, I will pass my childbearing prime without bringing forth
an heir for my land. And then what will all the people of the
Sunblood Cliffs do?

My silence is long and spiky but Silfie sits
through it, watching me with kind and sorrowful eyes. Then she
says, “The scouts are back.”

They’ve been gone most of the two weeks, and
they’ve returned just in time. We’re leaving tomorrow, and I need
whatever information they’ve managed to gather. “Let’s go,” I say,
standing. On our way out, Silfie says to Magwen, “Less lace. More
brocade. In jewel-dark hues.”

“Blue like deepest midnight,” Magwen says.
“Green as shimmery as a forest’s heart. Brown as rich as fertile
soil.”

“Right,” Silfie says, and pulls me out of
the room.

It escapes me before I can stop it, in the
emptiness of the corridor. “I don’t want to have a baby.”

“Don’t worry,” Silfie says. “I’ll help
you.”

I glance askance at Silfie. It’s a strange
thing to say, but now is not the time to pursue it. Will there ever
be a time, I wonder?

Together we step into the purple night, our
shadows tripled by the moons. The courtyard is quiet; no doubt my
people are making their final preparations. I am struck, as I walk
through the brisk, warm breeze, how right it is to be here, now,
with Silfie at my side. She’s shorter than I am but takes quicker
strides, and we advance in tandem, almost as if yoked.

The scouts are waiting for us by the well,
two of Donal’s soldiers and two mongrels. I didn’t see them off so
I’m surprised by one of the choices. The cat-like creature seems
logical; her low body and heavy paws seem well-suited to climbing
through mountains. The other mongrel, though, is a tall horse with
breakable-looking legs, a narrow chest and a long back. He isn’t a
beautiful mount, but he stands as if his awkward body is
comfortable, the most useful in the world.

“Report,” I say.

One of the soldiers hands me a crudely drawn
map while the other speaks. “The road up the mountain is good,
Mistress Commander, better kept than any of us expected. Once you
get a day up into it, there are even maintained campgrounds.
And…it’s inhabited, much more so than we expected.” He exchanges a
quick glance with the others. “There are a lot of people up
there.”

“How many?”

“We ran into three villages,” the soldier
said. “Several of the natives offered their services as
guides.”

I raise a brow at Silfie, who says, “I’ve
never had one; no one ever offered to us. Maybe because we looked
like Godkindred army regulars.”

“What did you say?” I ask, turning back to
the scouts.

“We said that we didn’t need them,” the
soldier says. “We weren’t sure if you wanted them to know you were
coming, ma’am, so we posed as travelers.”

“Well done,” I say. “I’ll want you to
continue your scouting duties.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

“Now go get some rest,” I say.

The soldiers salute, a tap to the lower
sternum. The mongrels just bob their heads. I’m taken by the
unexpected power of the mongrel mount’s nod, as if there’s more
muscle hiding in that neck than I assumed. There’s certainly more
intelligence in that eye than I would have assumed. Again,
something whispers into my ear, the suggestion that all my
preconceived notions are wrong.

“Who was that?” I ask, nodding after the
mount.

“The horse? That was Honeydipped,” Silfie
says. When I glance at her, she shrugs and says, “When you see him
in the light, you’ll understand.”

“Is he one of your cavalry mounts?”

She nods, then cants an ear at me with a
quizzical look. “You’re interested in him as a mount?”

“Possibly. Bring him by tomorrow, while the
men are forming up.”

Silfie nods. Three moons shed more than
enough light for me to catch the surprise and pleasure that fly
over her face. She wasn’t expecting me to adjust to the mongrels so
quickly. In truth I haven’t yet…but in times of stress I default to
the pragmatism the army taught me, and if I’m riding a mongrel day
after day, then I will become what I seem to be: accustomed to
them.

We bid each other good night and retire to
our beds. I expect to spend most of the night tossing, but surprise
myself by waking up at dawn with no memory of having slept.

Today we leave for Shraeven.

Today I’ll set foot on the soil that will
become my responsibility.

Today my life changes, completely.

I was supposed to retire. I was supposed to
spend the remainder of my years in libraries, or on the roads to
ruins and other archeological treasures left by the ancients, clues
to our origins. I was supposed to…well, yes, it must be said. I was
supposed to find a man of good blood, settle down and produce the
heir for my sun-drenched seaside lands, with their white beaches
and golden grasses. Instead, I’m lying back down on a cot with a
clay-plugged hole in my wing, already exhausted and achy and facing
a one-month ride to the capital of a place that wants to see me
about as much as I want to see it.
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“As requested,” Silfie says, stepping up
with the stallion following.

I pull my eyes from the column of men
forming in the square and examine the mongrel in the light. Now
indeed I know why he has his name. The beast is mostly gray, black
skin, white hair, mane the color of clouds before storms. But he
has tawny socks, so brilliant they look surreal above his white
hooves. I’m not sure what to make of his coloration at all, except
that it seems as unlikely as his awkward head, gangly legs and
rangy body. At least the gold suits his light brown eyes.

“You don’t speak,” I say to the horse,
trying to sound as confident about this as I wish I was.

The mongrel studies me unblinkingly.

“We’re not sure just how much he
understands,” Silfie says, running a hand over his neck. “Sometimes
he seems uncanny. Other times, just another mount. He’s nimble,
though, and fast.”

“And tall enough for me,” I say. “Can I
borrow him?”

Silfie says, “Only if I can have your mount.
Otherwise, you’ll be unseating one of my men.”

I nod. “Done. Have him tacked up for
me.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I spend the next half hour supervising the
assemblage of my men, my abbreviated supply train and my staff. I
try not to notice how many trunks Magwen is packing into the back
of that wagon, but I have no doubt their contents will menace me
soon enough. I can see Silfie in the corner of my eye, doing what I
need her to do before I can command her. How I long to trust this
relationship, built on history and not on the present. Is she the
woman I remember? Is that enough? And what will Shraeven bring? I
am uncertain. I didn’t sign up for this, and though I’ll do my
duty, my misgivings are severe. Intense. One might even call them
fears.

But not a single soldier sees those
misgivings as I pull myself onto Honeydipped’s saddle. According to
the map provided by the scouts, we should be able to make a
clearing with a stream large enough for the company by the end of
the day. I cast my gaze over my assembled men, grip the pommel of
the saddle for support and then pull myself onto my feet, balanced
on Honeydipped’s steady back. I might be missing a feather, but
that’s not enough to stop me after a convalescence spent on the
ground.

I spread my wings. I lift my arm. “TO
SHRAEVEN!”

“TO SHRAEVEN!” they roar back. I take wing,
the company starts forward. We’re on our way.

Gods help us all.
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I know that the mountains on this side of
the divide are the same mountains. The moons rise and fall in the
same order, and my shadow behind me is no strange color, no alien
shape. The smells are still the moist soil and hesitant perfume of
new leaves. But sitting in front of this campfire, watching my men
start their suppers, I still feel like something is different on
this side of the border.

It was a long march today, longer than I
anticipated from the map. Distances over mountains are deceiving,
and it’s been long enough since I campaigned near any that I’d
forgotten some of their challenges. I will not make that mistake
tomorrow. I’m glad to be off my feet—and out of the air—and my
heels and wings ache from the journey. Later, I’ll make my round of
the campfires to talk with the soldiers, but for now, I need rest,
and whatever it is that Magwen put in that pot.

Or at least, that was my plan before
Silfie’s silhouette appears out of the purple gloaming, followed by
a tiny trotting shape that I remember as the mongrel who snatched
my feather.

“Silfie?” I ask.

“Bobwhite’s found something,” she says.
“Bobwhite, tell the Mistress what you told me.”

“There’s a difference,” Bobwhite tells me
with childlike intensity. “Outside the camp.”

“What kind of difference?” I ask.

“Signs,” Bobwhite says. The mongrel fidgets.
“Other people.”

I glance at Silfie. “Have you seen
anything?”

Her body is rigid, ears stiff and alert,
tail unmoving. “I’m not a tracker,” she says. “But Bobwhite is
rarely wrong.”

Watchers? Scouts? Attackers? Goat-herders?
Who can tell? The camp’s night watch is vigilant so we should be
safe against anything short of an invading army, which I’m hoping
Shraeven hasn’t assembled while no one was looking. Still, I’m
mindful of the scouts’ report of the unusual population density in
these hills.

“Find out what’s going on,” I say to Silfie.
The vixen nods and leaves with Bobwhite, and I watch them go. I
could have been specific about how I wanted the lurkers handled,
but part of having a good second is trusting her to make useful
decisions. I wonder how Silfie will handle this situation, and hope
it’s harmless enough to support mistakes.

Magwen exits his tent with a bowl, stirs the
soup and then ladles me a generous portion.

“I suppose you’re going to tell me to eat it
all,” I say.

“At least make the effort, Mistress,” he
says. “You need your strength.”

So I dig in, and the meal is succulence
itself…rabbit, I think, with piquant herbs and chunks of potato and
something green. When I look up from my portion, already half gone,
it’s to the sight of Magwen also helping himself to a bowl. He
looks so deer-like I almost ask him if he’s comfortable eating
meat, but such questions are the height of impropriety. Instead, I
say, “Where did the game come from?”

“I shot it on the way here,” Magwen
says.

I blink. “You came with a bow?”

Magwen says, “It is my honor to serve you,
Mistress, and to do so I require a wide range of skills and
supplies.”

“I see,” I say. My last steward was useful,
but he’d had too much hoofed blood in him to understand the
restorative power of fresh meat. I didn’t even have to tell Magwen.
I hope he’ll continue to be this handy.

I’m just finishing a second bowl when Silfie
reappears, flanked by a mongrel and a soldier whose dusty boots
suggest he is one of our scouts.

“They have a report for you, Mistress.”

I nod to them.

“We found a hillswoman,” the scout says.
“She would like to speak with you.”

I cant my head. “A single woman? No
others?”

“None,” the scout says, and the mongrel
nods. I don’t recognize this particular individual. Nor the
soldier, for that matter. One of Donal’s men, perhaps.

“Bring her here, then,” I say.

“Your pardon, Mistress,” the scout says.
“She refuses to come into camp before speaking with you. She’s
asked us to lead you to her, to talk.” He pauses. “Alone.”

 


***

 


“This is the place,” the scout says. I nod
to him and he vanishes, leaving me with Silfie in the cool evening.
The breeze ruffles my loose hair, tickles my feathers. It blows
curls into Silfie’s eyes. I imagine we’re quite a sight, two women
in leather armor standing alone among the black silhouette of the
rocks. The wind smells spicy, like rosemary and wildflowers.

A ring of scouts watches us, hidden in the
dark. I’m as alone as I’m going to allow.

Our moonlit shadows gradually contract.
Silfie asks, “Do you think she’ll come?”

“I don’t know,” I say, because it has been a
while. “If she doesn’t show soon, I’ll head back. I haven’t done my
rounds.”

“The men are in good spirits,” Silfie says.
“The march didn’t give them time to dwell on their worries.”

I laugh. “I suppose there’s something to be
said for hard labor, then.”

Silfie sits on one of the nearby rocks, her
long tail spilling over it in creamy moonlit curls. How I used to
play with that tail when we were younger! It was one of the few
things that survived from her equine great-grandmother; I can still
remember its unexpected texture, soft as satin. She used to comb it
every night before bed, working the tangles free. I wonder if she
still does.

By all that’s holy, I’m caught staring at
that tail when our hillswoman coalesces out of the dark like a
ghost. Silfie starts and I’m halfway through my turn when the
stranger says, “I told you to come alone.”

Her voice is a husky alto, the words faintly
accented, softening some of the consonants.

This is my second in command,” I say. “She
takes part in my decisions.”

The hillswoman is some sort of cat…no, I
can’t be that kind. She is a leopard. A snow leopard, I’d say:
she’s that purely blooded. She has a heavy jaw, a lot of fur, and
no proper head-hair at all, but rather a wild white mane smudged
with spots. Her eyes shine in the dark like an animal’s. She’s
wearing a long, decorative panel in front of her hips, beads and
feathers…but nothing else. I have never ever seen anyone so
obviously pure-blooded whose gaze also held that much intelligence.
Is she an anomaly? Or is she typical of Shraeven?

“She,” the hillswoman says, interrupting my
thoughts, “is a mother.”

I must not have imagined the wariness in her
voice, because Silfie’s reply is hard. “Not willingly.”

Another pause. Then this wild creature looks
at me and says, “And you are?”

“Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs,” I
say. “The new governor of Shraeven.”

“You are heading to the capital, then.”

I nod.

“I want to go with you.”

The woman steps into the informal circle
Silfie and I created. The closer she comes, the more it strikes
me…how beautiful she is, and how unnerving. She moves with an
animal’s grace, not a person’s. And as the rays of the triple moons
strike her eyes, the pupils in them narrow to bestial slits.

“My name is Ragna of the Clan Hegwar,” she
says. “I know these mountains. I know the people in them and I
speak their many tongues. I could be of use to you.”

I hadn’t even thought about languages. I’d
assumed, with the arrogance of one of the Godkindred, that everyone
in Shraeven would know our trade tongue, or at least have their own
I could learn. This unexpected weakness in my plan makes Ragna’s
offer very appealing.

But I don’t trust this woman who looks like
an animal.

Before I can question her further, Silfie
steps up to my side. “How did you know I was a mother?”

“You smell different,” the woman says.
“Fecund. Plowed.” The last word with a disgust that yanks half her
whiskers back. I haven’t met a person with whiskers before, but I
am not so distracted by them that I miss Silfie’s shudder.

“And why does that matter to you?” I ask,
wanting to draw the woman’s attention away from Silfie.

Do I imagine the heartbeat’s pause before
the answer? The hillswoman’s steady eyes, pale as ice in the
moonlight, remain unblinking as she says, “Because I hear that the
Godkindred are civilized and allow choice to all their people, man
or woman or beast. I am curious if this is so. If you bring us
enlightenment, as the old governor decreed the few times he was
brave enough to send heralds into the mountains.”

I don’t sigh out loud, but I do wonder what
my predecessor was thinking. If all the hillsmen are this proud,
they would never have respected such an ineffectual gesture.

“Let us move on to the matter of payment,” I
say.

For the first time, I see surprise on the
hillswoman’s face. “Payment?”

“Your offer to guide us through the
mountains, to serve as a language interpreter—how many languages
can you speak, by the way?—it would be meet to offer you some form
of payment for your services,” I say.

“Food,” she says after a moment. “Board. And
the right to remain with you until I choose to leave.”

“Peculiar coin,” Silfie interrupts in a cool
voice. “One might almost think you were fleeing something,
meg Ragna.”

“You do not yet have the right to ask me
difficult questions,” Ragna says without heat. The wind ruffles her
heavy fur. “But if it will calm you, know that I do not bring
danger with me.” She looks at me, then, and continues, “I speak
seven of the country’s tongues, and understand two more. In
addition to knowing your own, Lady.”

…Seven!

Country?

“Do all of you still think of Shraeven as
its own country?” I ask, trying to ignore the growing sense of
unease that tightens my chest.

“Everyone knows Shraeven is still Shraeven,”
Ragna says, “save its conquerors.”

Oh, glorious powers that be. Huzzah for my
new post. “I see,” I say. “Would you mind giving me a moment with
my second?”

Ragna studies my eyes; then she backs away
until the night engulfs her. I wonder if she’s still in earshot and
lower my voice when I say to Silfie, “And how many languages do you
speak?”

“Only the border tongue,” Silfie says. “I
won’t be able to tell if she’s translating accurately if we run
into people who don’t speak it.” Her ears flip downward. “I don’t
think this a good idea.”

“I’ve already decided she’s coming with us,”
I say. “The question is whether I’ll agree to her terms.”

Silfie frowns. “I don’t like that she’d be
free to follow you even if you don’t want her around anymore.”

“I’m the new governor, Silfie!” I exclaim in
a soft voice, exasperated. “They’re now my people! Should I send
them away like dogs?”

She sighs. “No. I just don’t like it. Pay
her in coin, but don’t let her harness you to her whim.”

I glance at her askance. “That’s rather
harsh.”

“Maybe so,” Silfie says. “But it’s your
second’s opinion, Mistress.”

“I thank you for it, Second.” In a louder
voice: “Ragna?”

The hillswoman returns to stand before me,
and I measure her now in light of my new—and crazy—plan. I like the
way she stands. I like the proud tilt of her chin, the way her
tension doesn’t seem bred of fear, but rather of caution. I mantle
my wings. “There is only one way I can accept your offer with
honor,” I say, ignoring Silfie’s puzzled frown. “Among the
Godkindred, we do not pay for services rendered with only food and
board, as if to a slave. Unless.”

“Unless,” Ragna echoed, watching me with her
pale eyes.

“Unless you become esquired,” I say, “and
promise to serve me and defend my personal honor. Then I defend you
and your honor. The only bond more serious among us is familial; we
say, “after blood, service.” Do you have such pacts in
Shraeven?”

Silfie draws in a breath, but doesn’t
interrupt. She wouldn’t dare, not on a discussion of an oath this
sacred.

“I have heard tell of such things,” Ragna
says after a moment. Her voice trembles, and I welcome this sign,
at last, that she can be shaken. “But they were never for us. Never
for the savages of the hills.”

I almost smile a feral hunter’s pleasure.
“Would you swear such a thing, Ragna of Clan Hegwar?”

“I…I would need time,” she says. “Time to
understand what it would mean.”

And just like that, I now have enough space
to breathe, to study her at length and see if she will suit us. “I
would grant that time. Travel with us over the mountains, and then
say whether you will make the pact.”

“You might desert me there,” Ragna says,
ears flattening.

I shake my head. “Ragna, if you truly
believe so poorly of the Godkindred, then I need you to stay that
long. If only to convince you that we are not monsters.”

Her tail lashes once, but she doesn’t look
away quickly enough for me to miss that it’s shame, not anger. “We
do not believe you to be monsters,” she says in an even voice.
“Just the opposite. You believe us to be monsters, and have treated
us accordingly.”

“Perhaps your old governor did,” I say, and
I am surprised to find myself angry, “But I—I am Angharad Godkin of
the Sunblood Cliffs, the new governor of Shraeven, chosen and
appointed by the Godson himself, and I will not treat you so.”

Ragna and Silfie are both staring at me now.
My wings, I realize, are half-spread. I relax them, fold them
behind my back again.

“So will you come?” I ask.

She meets my eyes and nods slowly.

“Go down to camp,” I say. “I’ll be there in
a moment.”

Ragna nods and melts back into the dark,
spots first. I watch her go, surprised at the heat in my heart. I
turn to Silfie, challenging her with my eyes.

“It’s your right,” Silfie says, instead of
whatever protest was on her tongue.

“Yes,” I say, filled with my own
ferocity.

I set my hand on her chest, just where her
collarbones meet beneath the rough white linen of her shirt. I bend
toward her. This too is mine.

And then I stop, beak parted alongside her
muzzle, breathing soft, warm breaths, my heart hammering against my
ribs. No. This is not mine. Not anymore. I still love her—oh, gods!
How I still love her!—but she is not mine to take. In that heart’s
pause, my mind rules my passion and I begin my retreat.

Except I forget, in my arrogance, that such
actions are born of two people. As I pull back Silfie follows, and
her hot tongue laps at the edge of my mouth where the skin is soft
and sensitive. She learned, eighteen years ago, how to kiss a
griffin—we both did, and discovered it amounts to a lot of mess and
licking. We used to laugh about it. I’m not laughing now. Gods, I
can’t even hold a coherent thought. It’s been so long!

…and I can tell. Because in those years,
though I rarely admit it, I was amazed to be loved by someone like
Silfie, and she made a gentle but definite aggressor. This Silfie,
though, for all that she claimed what I did not finish, is not. Her
body, lightly touching mine, is pliant. In her lifted throat and
closed eyes and in her dedicated attention, there is something of
supplication. I remember without bidding a Master Commander I
served once who took his pick of his inferiors and gave them no
recourse, and I am struck with revulsion…one that if I show, she
will take completely amiss.

So I nuzzle her cinnamon curls, distracting
her, and say, “Now, now…what happened to my firebrand fox?”

She laughs, a touch huskily, and I would
melt if I wasn’t suddenly so on guard. “Your firebrand fox hasn’t
changed. It’s the caramel griffin who’s gone and become a war
hero.”

“I must have slept through that battle,” I
tease. “I don’t remember becoming a war hero.”

“That’s not what the men from Kendrick Caves
say,” she replies, without meeting my eyes.

Ah. Now I see. “And just who did you meet
from that inauspicious fight?”

“Two of my company rotated in from Kendrick
Caves…once they’d healed enough to move again.” Silfie glances up
at me. “They say they would have died without you.”

Our war against the people of Ulnight was so
bitter that their hatred became intensely personal, focused
entirely on the mistress and master generals and commanders
prosecuting that war. I took advantage of that weakness the night
of our retreat from the disastrous Battle of Kendrick Caves; their
unreasoning hatred of me allowed me to cover the retreat alone,
flying just out of reach as I lured them away from my limping,
beaten people. I almost died that night. I remember nothing heroic
about it. I remember being covered in gore, crippled by exhaustion
and seized with a fear so intense I thought I would die of it.

Two months later I returned and took
Kendrick Caves. The second fight was so glorious they named it the
Battle at the Undercaves, just so no one would remember the
ignominious retreat that laid that groundwork for it.

“We all almost died,” I say, and smile
wryly. “I think luck was a deeper part of that than any soldier
likes to think.”

“That’s not what I heard,” Silfie says,
twisting a lock of my crimson hair. “I heard you singlehandedly
saved the company.”

“No one singlehandedly does anything of that
magnitude, and well you know it.” I touch her cheek. “Silfia. Don’t
tell me you’re in awe of me. I’m still the same Angharad who
accidentally bleached your underwear in splotches.”

That surprises a squirming laugh out of her.
Heartened, I keep going. “And I still trip over the hems of my
dresses. Wine glasses are my bane. And gods above, if you sat on me
with your wing trick I still wouldn’t be able to get up. I hope you
haven’t taught it to anyone!”

Now she’s laughing in earnest. “No, no, no,
I haven’t taught it to anyone.” She wipes her eyes and then lets
out a long breath, looking up at me. “But you’re more than you
were, Angharad. Panty-bleaching and all.”

“And so are you,” I say. “So don’t make me
carry that burden all by myself.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Silfie says, and finally I
allow myself relief. I wouldn’t stand for awe from my
second-in-command—how could I work with someone who thinks I’m a
god? But Silfie! To have her fear me would be more than I could
bear.

She says, “Ragna’s going to arrive at the
perimeter and be challenged.”

“Not if I get there first,” I say, and pull
myself onto the rock. “I’ll see you at camp, Second.”

“Aye, Mistress,” Silfie says, standing back
as I leap upward with a crack of my wings. The wind bears me up and
I sail toward camp. It is cooler in the air than it was on the
ground, with a faster breeze. My hair whips behind me and beneath
my stiff feathers. From my vantage, the camp is well-ordered and
enclosed in a circle of lights. It is trivial to glide to one of
those lights and touch down near one of my people. A few moments of
instruction, and I provide for Ragna’s safe entrance into camp, a
guide to hand her to Magwen and directions for that heavily-crowned
worthy on what I want done with her.

After that, I make my rounds. The company is
not so large that I can’t spend a little time at most of the fires
I see; what few I don’t have time for tonight I can visit tomorrow.
I’m still early enough to catch most of the men dicing or talking
over tonight’s mug of ale. The soldiers who have campaigned with me
before are expecting me, and they inform the men who’ve filled the
gaps since Glendallia what I’m about. Having new people means I can
bring out the good questions. “Where are you from?” is my favorite
beginning, for I love the tales of the Godkingdom’s many lands and
I’ve been lucky enough to visit quite a few of them myself. “Tell
me about your family,” is another good one, because it’s what I’d
be concerned with at home, caretaking the people of the Sunblood
Cliffs, an endeavor that requires me to know them and the family
histories that have wedded them to my land.

But Donal’s men and Silfie’s cavalry aren’t
expecting someone as rarefied as the Mistress Commander to come
calling for a mug of ale and tales of home. That’s plain from the
first campfire in the former’s unit.

“Mistress!” they all say as they leap up, an
uneven chorus. This fire has six men, all from Donal’s unit. I find
the highest ranking man there just before he says, “What can we do
for you, ma’am?”

“I’m just wandering,” I say. “I don’t know
any of you so well and thought I’d remedy that.”

Uneasy looks. One of them says, “Oh,” in a
way that sounds distinctly disappointed.

I arch a brow—I can’t help it. Of all the
possible responses, I wasn’t expecting one that makes me feel like
I should have come in dancing skirts and bells. “Is there something
else you were expecting?”

“We thought you were here to talk to Donal
about…you know,” a pause. More significant shared looks. Then the
soldier looks back at me. “The magic.” He hisses it softly, as if
afraid someone is listening.

“The magic?” I ask. Apparently I’m not
superstitious enough for them, since they all wince at my
nonchalance.

“Yes, Mistress. The cap, he was supposed to
tell you about our report.”

“That was less than an hour ago,” one of the
others says. “He might not have gotten to her yet.”

“He hasn’t,” I say, perplexed. “Tell me
about this magic.”

They glance at one another, as if trying to
decide if I’m trustworthy. I wait without fidgeting until they
reach their tacit consensus, and then their leader says, “There’s a
few of us who have the sense, ma’am, if you understand. They say
the feel of this place is different. That it enters their
dreams.”

“And there have been omens,” another says.
“The dawnpiper flying at sunset, looking as if it were aflame,
singing when it should be sleeping.”

“And the cook-pots have rusted between here
and the border,” a third adds.

“Peculiar indeed,” I say. “I’ll talk to
Donal.”

Again, the relief. I take my leave without
showing my incredulity. Magic is a myth, of course; such abilities
are reserved for gods and I’ve seen no sign the Godkindred are so
near godhead yet. As for this place, given Shraeven’s tattered and
contrary beliefs I doubt they’re hiding a god in their mountains.
Still, such coincidences can be distressing to the men, and when I
find Donal near his tent the question on my tongue is more about
their morale than their superstitions.

Except I never get to ask my question.

“Mistress,” Donal says, bowing to me. “I’ve
been looking for you. There’s a problem—”

“So I’ve heard,” I says. “Magic.”

“You know about it!” he exclaims with
relief. “So you’ll get a wizard to do something?”

“A…wizard?” I ask. “Donal, there’s no such
thing as magic.”

“You don’t need to shelter me, Mistress,”
Donal says. “I know there’s magic and I know it can be dangerous.
If you’re going to take care of it in your own way, you can just
say so.”

I succeed in not staring at him, but only
just. “Your men,” I manage, “they said something about dreams,
omens and cook-pots. Is that the extent of it?”

Donal nods. “The dreams are the worst. If
they keep going, I don’t know how Gwen and Kerry are going to get
any sleep.”

“I’ll take your report under advisement,” I
say, which lights Donal’s face. He has confidence in me…well. Very
good. I wander back to my own tent, skirting the orange fires and
their camaraderie. I had just partaken of that camaraderie and yet
I’m already alienated from it. How many of those faces, talking,
laughing, believe in Donal’s magic? How many of them would sleep
poorly tonight if they thought the land was somehow mystically
aligned against them? I am tired just thinking about it.

In my tent, I find my sleeping clothes
folded on my cot. There’s a sprig of wild mint on my pillow, and a
single cup of tea is sitting on the fold-out table, still
steaming.

“Magwen?”

His horned head appears in my tent flap. I
admire his hearing. “Mistress?”

“Magwen, do the men believe in magic?” I
ask, exasperated. “And what kind of tea is this?”

“It’s greenwillow,” he says. “And that would
depend on the man. Though I strongly suspect most people do. We are
the Godkindred, aren’t we?”

I sigh. “Bring me Ragna, please.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“And Magwen?”

“Mistress?”

“Perhaps you could walk around camp,” I say.
“See if the men are more willing to speak of fear to a steward than
they are to a war leader.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Magwen says. It’s debatable
whether his horns and muscles make him any more approachable—he’s
so obviously nearly Godkin—but it’s worth a try.

While Magwen is out, I slip into my more
comfortable sleeping pants. I’m tying the shirt on when I hear the
rustle of fur at the tent flap. I’m curious what she’ll make of
finding me at ease, so I don’t turn to greet her.

A few moments later, I smell the musk of
her, touched with the lingering scent of evergreen needles. Her
larger fingers take the ties from my thinner ones and finish
anchoring my blouse at the small of my back, beneath my wings. Had
I had a bodyguard, he would probably have fainted at how close I
was allowing this unknown to come to me, but this is now my
province and these are now my people to govern.

I let her run a finger over the feathers
near my shoulder, then turn without urgency, lifting one pinion
over her head as she ducks. She has good reflexes.

“Thank you,” I say. There’s another cup of
tea on the table now, so I continue, “Take a drink with
me…meg Ragna, I think Silfia called you?”

“Yes,” she says. “It is a sign of respect
for a country woman. I think you would say ‘goodwoman’ or
‘goodwife.’“

“Do either of those apply?” I ask.

Ragna studies me. By the candle’s light I
can now see that her eyes are a complex sea green, completely
unexpected, very person-like save for the pupils. “Not precisely,”
she says. “But I come from a small and insular group that makes its
home in the mountain peaks. Our customs are not those of the
borderfolk.”

“What would they call you?”

“Od Ragna,” she says. “Which is to
say, ‘Woman without children.’“

Given her aversion to Silfie’s state, that
doesn’t sound like something I want to touch yet…but it does
present me with an opportunity for my question. “While we’re on the
topic of customs…some of my men claim that there is magic here. Is
this belief also held in the mountains?”

“Magic?” Ragna looks thoughtful. I had
expected ominous agreement or my own nonchalance about the matter,
not a considered expression, as if the beliefs of different people
fascinate her intellectually. Perhaps they do. Why else would
someone bother to master quite so many languages? “The
Ketrakeen—the folk who dominate the mountains—do believe in magic
and have several magical traditions. But the most they would
attempt would be to curse you, if they cared to, which I imagine
they wouldn’t.”

“Why not?” I ask.

“Because you are crossing the mountains in
early spring,” Ragna says. “You will not be over them before the
first of the great trade fairs. No discerning eye will have missed
that you are soldiers without caravans, food and furnishings of
your own. They will want your coin, and on the borders Godkindred
coin is exchanged as often as Shraevenaese.”

“And I should not be surprised that you
still have your own currency,” I say.

“You learn quickly, Mistress,” Ragna says,
her whiskers arching. Something in her eyes makes me think she’s
laughing.

“That does leave me with the issue of the
magic,” I murmur.

“If your people are worried about being
cursed, they may well want the services of a shaman,” Ragna says.
“I can find you such a person to perform a banishment of evil
spirits, or a lifting of the curse, if you do not care to do it
yourself.”

“Me?” I ask.

“Among some tribes, the power vested in the
leader of the tribe by its members’ trust and respect is considered
magical, and power enough to perform any magical aids deemed
necessary,” Ragna says. “I have seen such ceremonies, well enough
to describe how they are done.”

“The problem with me doing a ceremony like
this is that if the strangeness doesn’t stop, my men will think
less of me,” I say.

“That is true,” Ragna says. “But that is
when you say that the curse is actually a blessing in disguise, and
that the omens are sent by good spirits whose messages are meant to
help you.”

I stare at her, then start laughing. “Tell
me, Od Ragna, are all women of the hills of Shraeven this
worldly?”

“Just this one, your humble servant,” Ragna
says, arching her whiskers again. She is amused…is this
business with her whiskers is her way of showing it? Does she laugh
aloud?

“I’d appreciate it if you would find such a
shaman,” I tell Ragna. “I’d like an interview.”

“As you will, Mistress,” she says.

 


***

 


The next few days feel familiar. Marching to
the capital of a conquered province to take over is not, in seems,
much different from marching to the front to prepare for battle.
It’s all just slogging, usually uphill, until you’re tired and
hungry, stopping to sleep and then doing it all over again. Had I
not known that the previous governor, Chordwain, was in such a bad
way, I would have taken the mountains at a slower pace…but, as
always, we are ruled by the urgency of the situation.

For those few days, the magic becomes a
lower priority, not just in my mind but in the mind of my
men—because it’s early spring, and though it’s cold and there’s
occasionally a chill edged wind, the terrain is…well…beautiful. New
flowers in ice-pale blue and shocking scarlet have already spread
across the soil here. The sky is cloudless and bright. Standing on
an outcropping of stone and watching my train of men march through
the brilliant sunlight, seeing them laugh and talk and gesture, I
remember again just how much climate matters. Marching to the
capital and marching to battle might not be much different, but
marching across warm sunlit grass and marching across mud in sleet
at night…well, those differences make all the difference.

My eye wanders to my second, who is riding
alongside Gavan’s men; most of the light cavalry is serving scout
duty, riding before, behind and alongside the infantry and wagons.
I’m pleased and a little surprised at how easily they took to this
duty. Still, on this day it’s the glint of light off cinnamon curls
that pleases me most. And opposite my position, climbing the
mountain walls, I see the white shape that is the my unlikely local
guide.

I don’t fool myself, though. I’m here on
this perch because I want no one to talk to. Because looking down
on these people, I realize how much I enjoy being what I am: the
Mistress Commander of some of the finest units of the Godson’s
army. I barely remember how to be a civilian anymore. I certainly
don’t know how to be a governor.

I should have asked someone about this
before we left. I should have sent a bird home to consult my
parents about being the noble caretaker of the Sunblood Cliffs.
It’s the closest situation I can think of, but now it’s a little
too late for that.

I have learned in life that asking for help,
advice and ideas is not the weakness some would have you believe,
that in fact it is the cornerstone of a civilized society. None of
us can undertake this journey alone. But the military is strict
about approaching your subordinates. Which is why I’m up here,
enjoying the sunlight and watching over my train, instead of down
there talking to Colblain…Colblain, who is already serving as the
noble caretaker of the Snowflower Vale and who left a steward there
while he finished his career in the military.

I have just about decided to fly down and
consult Colblain on the finer—and grosser, for that matter—points
of rulership when the white figure on the opposite cliff waves to
me, as clear a summons as I could ask for. I step off the
outcropping and glide there, my shadow dappling the heads of my
people below.

“Over the ridge,” Ragna says as I land
beside her. She is gripping the rocks with clawed hands. Her perch
is not so stable as most grounded people would prefer, but she
seems not to notice.

I pull myself up and offer her a hand, which
she accepts. Looking behind me, I see the top of the cliff and
distant buildings. “A town? Up here?”

“In the middle of no place, you want to
say,” Ragna says. “But this road is well-traveled, and the people
here prosper in their quiet way. Here I can find you a shaman. Do
you prefer to come with me or shall I bring them to you when we
make camp?”

“Let’s go,” I say, and Ragna nods.

The village is larger than I expect for a
collection of people clinging to the top of a plateau: a good ten
large buildings made of gray stone and yellow mortar, plus fifty
smaller ones scattered unevenly in a circle around them. Nor are
these dwellings lacking in sophistication…there are potted plants
and brightly colored scarves decorating their edges and windows,
and it makes for a festive sight. The people don’t look all that
different from those on the other side of the border, though
they’re dressed more warmly and they seem to favor braids threaded
with ribbons and pretty stones.

Ragna leads me into the village, scattering
the people there. While I’m disturbed I can’t understand anything
they’re saying, the way they point at my wings is language enough.
I spread them a little and earn some wide-eyed looks from passing
children. When Ragna stops to ask a few questions of a woman with a
basket at her hip, I entertain some of these gape-jawed urchins by
stretching my feathers outward. They giggle. They even touch. I’m
grinning—it’s a beautiful day, sunlit and with a sweet breeze, and
it’s good to see a child smile.

“This way,” Ragna says to me, but her
sea-lit eyes don’t miss my reluctance to leave my growing audience.
Still, I follow and she takes me to one of the large buildings. We
wait together at the door until it opens for a clear-eyed man of
indeterminate species. He has a beautiful brown coat and clear
hazel eyes, which I admire while Ragna speaks to him.

“Ah!” he says when she finishes, the words
heavily accented. “Visitors from the country of the crazed. Very
good, come in.”

The country of the crazed? What stories have
these people been telling one another? I follow Ragna inside,
ducking my head and folding my wings against my back. The ceiling
is very low and the gloom deep. Only after my eyes adjust, aided by
the few strands of light that sneak through the ceiling, do I see
two more men sitting at the back of the hall on a rug.

“Pedeel, headman of our village,” our
hazel-eyed doorman says, pointing to a man with the long body of an
otter and incisive blue eyes, “and Negrat, our shaman.”

Negrat is a surprisingly slim, short man,
thick-muzzled with short triangular ears, spots and merry black
eyes…something I notice when he winks at me, as if he knows
something I don’t. I see some things are the same across cultures,
and the cheekiness of priests is among them.

“This is Angharad Godkin,” Ragna says. “She
comes to replace the governor at the City of Sacrifice.”

“Welcome, headwoman,” Pedeel says. His
accent is lighter than his foreman’s.

I feel keenly that I lack the appropriate
grounding in protocol for this, but Ragna seems to be steering me
correctly, so I dip my head. “My thanks. My men are traveling past
your village. I feel it may please us both to mingle for a night,
if you are amenable.”

“They are soldiers,” Ragna adds.
“Disciplined and light on their feet.”

“This fascinates,” the headman says.
“Perhaps we can meet you below. We can bring food, drink…fancies
that your people may like.”

Truly money is the common blood of the
Kingdom. Perhaps even any kingdom. “That would be welcome,” I say.
“And if there is anything we might do for you? We are quick hands
at mending broken things.”

“We have no such needs today,” Pedeel says,
though from the light in his eyes my offer has pleased him.

“Then I would be honored if you and the
principals of your village would dine with me,” I say. “Ragna,
perhaps you might stay and guide them to our camp later?”

She nods.

“We look to it with pleasure,” the headman
says.

And so, in short order, Ragna and I are
outside again. I am about to take my leave when I notice that there
are tiny faces peeking at me from nearby buildings. It seems my
admirers haven’t scattered after all.

I crouch down and make a ‘come’ sign at the
closest face. One by one the curious children form a circle around
me, followed at a distance by their parents.

“How do I say ‘Hello?’“ I ask Ragna.

“Emfa,” she says.

So I say emfa to the children and
spread my wings for their examination. “Tell them they can touch
and ask questions, but not pull,” I say. While she translates, I
concern myself with studying these little ones. They look healthy
and are well-dressed for provincials in aptly-mended clothing.
They’re also mixbreeds, some so mixed I can’t guess at their
species at all, so I reason they’re not of one of the peculiar
religions Silfie mentioned.

“One of them asks why no pulling,” Ragna
says. That question must be from the boy with the green eyes and
messy stripes over the bridge of his nose.

“Tell him my feathers are…well, like strands
of hair. Sometimes they fall out naturally, but most of the time it
hurts to pull them.”

That wins me some giggles, so I say, “My
turn! I want to ask why none of them have any of those beads and
braids, like their parents.”

A little girl answers, her sweet soprano a
rising descant to Ragna’s huskier contralto. “Because the braids
signify major life events, and they won’t be able to declare those
until after their rite.” Ragna adds, “These border villagers often
have rites of passage into adulthood.”

“Fascinating,” I murmur. I wonder if Ragna
went through something similar.

After that, I am deluged with questions. Can
I fly? (Yes.) What does it feel like? (It’s like running in a
strong wind, if the earth had fallen away.) Do I molt, like wild
birds? (Yes, but the feathers are bigger!) How did I come by such a
long neck? (I had ancestors who were cranes.)

Then one of the parents asks something, and
Ragna pauses before she translates, “Who are you and why are you
here with all your soldiers?”

“I am Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood
Cliffs, and I am your new governor,” I said.

“And what does that mean? What will you do
for us?”

“What do you need me to do?” I ask, Ragna’s
words syncopated against my own.

The woman who asked speaks again. Her words
make the adults flatten their ears or bristle. Ragna’s translation
is slower to come. “We need you to leave us alone, take yourself
and your arrogant ways back with you.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say before I can
overthink my response, “and I hope one day you will tell me what
made you think so poorly of us and how we might rectify that.”

The woman turns and leaves after Ragna’s
translation. One of the men speaks, his apology evident before I
understand the words: “Pardon her, Godkin. Her brother died in the
war.”

After that, the children wander away and
Ragna escorts me to the edge of the village. “I will stay here,”
she says, “and see how many others resent you. You will make camp
at the usual time?”

I nod, keeping my face smooth and my
feathers unruffled. “Thank you, Od Ragna.”

Ragna inclines her head. I turn and run into
the air, wondering if any of the children are watching. My delight
in the idea is gone, though.

Silfie pulls up her mount as I spiral down
to rejoin my train. The sunlight is still kind to her. The flowers
still perfume the warm breeze. People around me are still smiling.
My people. Not Shraeven’s.

Silfie says, “You have a long face.”

“We’ll have visitors tonight from a local
village,” I say. “I want everyone to be hospitable but
disciplined.”

“I’ll tell the others. Still…you don’t seem
very happy, Angharad.”

“We have a lot to do,” I say, staring ahead.
“A lot to mend before these people will accept us.”

“And if they never do?” Silfie asks.

“We can only do our best,” I say, fighting
melancholy. “I’ll be ahead with the scouts.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Silfie says.

“And inform Magwen that you and I are
hosting the village elders for supper when they arrive.”

“As you wish, Mistress.”

 


***

 


I am afflicted by sorrow as I fly forward,
but hard work is an anodyne for many ills. By the time the train
halts at our planned campsite my body aches, my wings ache, even my
fingers and toes ache. Finding my tent already pitched is a relief,
one multiplied by the sight of a basin of hot water. I’m in it
before I finish stripping and it takes several creative contortions
to get the blouse off my soaking middle. Folding myself into these
tiny basins is a skill I thought I’d forgotten.

Magwen’s horns enter my tent but his head
remains outside, a modest lavender shadow against the canvas.
“Mistress?”

“Oh, come in,” I say. “You look silly like
that. What is it?”

He steps inside and doesn’t blink at the
sight of me, nude, wet and twisted into the shape of a festival
fry-cake, the better to fit in my cask. I want to applaud his
restraint but one of my hands is trapped under my leg. “The repast
you have requested is ready,” Magwen says. “A spread of our better
stores, supplemented by fresh game. I have taken the liberty of
preparing appropriate dishes for the season. There is also a bottle
of Dancer’s Valley Heirloom Red, if you would care to serve
it.”

I had no idea we’d brought alcohol, much
less wine of such quality. I cast a suspicious glance at my
steward, who continues, “Would you prefer to entertain your guests
in the tent, Mistress, or shall I set up a table outside?”

“The weather’s nice,” I say. “Let’s take
advantage of it.”
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“We have no complaints.”

I am planted on a pillow in a blue-violet
night lit by orange fire. The pops and crackles of burning wood are
counterpoint to the shrill song of crickets. Silfie and I are
sitting across from Headman Pedeel and Honored Negrat with Ragna
between us. The food is outrageous, the wine warm enough to smell
its body—I have no idea how Magwen managed this feast but it is
magnificent.

“There’s nothing at all you would have your
governor do for you?” I ask. “Surely there’s something. Patrolling
the roads for brigands. Increasing trade. Lowering taxes. Building
waterworks. Something.”

The headman traces the lip of his wine
glass. “We are a private people, Godkin woman. We pay no taxes. We
defend our own villages. We solve our own problems.” He rests his
pale eyes on mine. “The mountain gives us what we need. The rest is
for us to do. Not you or your soldiers. Not even our fellow
countrymen from the valleys.”

“It sounds as if you don’t care who’s in
charge,” Silfie says.

“It doesn’t matter, no, so long as they
leave us alone,” Pedeel says. “Do not mistake me, Godkin woman…I
appreciate your coin and your offers. We enjoy the holiday that is
meeting outsiders. But you are not one of us.”

And that was the bulk of our conversation.
They complimented us on our food, on our wine, on the fine
displays. They were courteous in the extreme. But we are outsiders,
not truly of Shraeven, and so they smiled and held us apart.

Even a fine meal can leave you unsatisfied
if the conversation you had over it accomplished nothing.

My men, on the other hand, had a grand time.
That night I walk the fires and find them in high spirits, showing
off their newest purchases, discussing their fortunes according to
the bones, musing on variations of games of chance. I return to my
tent and, too agitated for sleep, call for bran tea and my
advisors.

“Are all the mountain people so insular?” I
ask Ragna as she and Silfie make themselves comfortable on the
pillows Magwen set out for them.

“No,” Ragna says, then amends, “But they’ll
seem more so than the valley folk. It is a matter of
geography.”

“He said ‘you are not one of us,’“ I
muse.

“I don’t think you’ll ever find a way around
that one,” Silfie says, passing me the tray of condiments.

I pick a mint leaf off it and drop it in my
cup with a frown. “If you strip away my uniform, could people
really tell I’m from the Kingdom?”

“Not necessarily,” Ragna says. “But neither
could they tell you’re from Shraeven. On that matter, you might
consider asking a shaman for help.”

“What could a shaman do?” I ask.

“There are rituals to induct individuals
into a clan,” Ragna says. “There are rituals to acquaint a person
with the land. You might consider undergoing one of these.”

“Sounds harmless,” Silfie says. “How would
people know she’s done it, though?”

“Many traditions give you special jewelry,
or markings…tattoos. Dyes. It depends.”

I cup my tea in my hands, uncertain. “But
would that make me one of them, or simply make me an outsider
trying to force my way into the culture?”

Ragna shrugs. “People will think what they
will think. But at least you will have made the effort.”

“I worry,” I say, “that in choosing one
religion, I will alienate all the others. It wouldn’t do to show
favor to any single religion. No doubt some of these
traditions—faiths?—consider the others wrong. Yes?”

“Yes,” Ragna says, seeming unconcerned. “But
you cannot please everyone, Godkin Mistress.”

“Mistress?” After the quiet of women’s
voices, Magwen’s bass is startling. I look up to find him doing the
antler bit again with the tent flap. Silfie is hiding a snicker, I
think. With a sigh for his punctilious courtesy, I say, “Yes,
Magwen?”

“The Honored Negrat is outside asking for
you.”

I step outside and indeed, there is the
shaman with his too bright eyes and black fur, wrapped in dark blue
robes studded with spots like stars, joined by lines.

“Godkin woman,” he says (and how I tire
already of this title), “You had need of me.”

“Did I?” I ask.

“The stones wanted to be read for you,” he
says.

“He means divination,” Ragna says. I’m not
sure when she and Silfie stepped out of the tent to flank
me—they’re just there, all of a sudden.

“You require it,” Negrat continues, “for
your uncertainty is obvious and your role too important to be left
to it.”

I lift a brow. “I have no uncertainty. I am
the Godson’s hand and voice in this province of the Kingdom and I
will do his will.”

“The land does not like you, Godkin woman,
and you know it,” Negrat says. “You need not lie to me. I see you
in the sky and know you stay there because the winds blow from the
realm of the God-arrogant, and so they are kind to you. The land,
though, does not welcome your incursion. It crawls beneath your
feet.”

It sounds so ridiculous, so dramatic, and
yet every word he speaks raises the hair on the back of my neck.
Worse, my feathers are bristling, something anyone with half an eye
can spot.

“Come with me. Let the stones speak to you,”
Negrat says. “It will help put you on the path, Godkin woman. If
truly you want this land to answer to your hand on the reins.”

He must be crazed if he thinks I’m going to
take a bunch of carved stones seriously. But Gods before us, the
breeze feels colder, and the night feels darker and attentive. A
more superstitious person might have thought something was watching
me. Staring at me. Waiting for a choice.

 


***

 


Not much later, then, I’m kneeling in front
of Negrat, wings tucked neatly behind my back. My hands are spread
on my knees; I can feel the wind tugging my hair against my right
wing, then releasing. This is the proper posture for religious
services, but this is more than a religious service. I could try to
deceive myself into thinking otherwise, but I would be wrong.

Silfie is seated behind me at my right,
downwind…I can’t smell the spice of her trail soap, but I can sense
her nevertheless. Ragna is mirroring her at my left, smelling of
pine and musk and primal things.

Negrat has spread the stone tiles before me.
He hands me the bones.

“Throw, Godkin woman.”

I throw.

The thin warm wands clatter onto the tiles,
their knobby ends resting on select stones. Negrat studies them,
then points at the six in order. “You. Your company. Your
challenge. Your future if you decline. Your future if you accept.
The end of all things.”

I take a deep breath and surprise myself by
shuddering on the exhale.

“You.” He flips a tile. “The phoenix.”

No surprises there. Still, I feel a tremor.
Negrat glances at me and I nod, and he continues. “Your company:
the thunderstorm.”

Another chill. It seems harder to breathe,
but I ignore it. This man means me no harm. There is no evil here.
The wind-swept ledge Negrat led us to is too small for enemies, too
small almost for the four of us. Everything is well.

“Your challenge: the betrayal.”

I lose that breath. I give up telling myself
I’m not frightened because my heart is racing and my chest is tight
and it’s become hard to swallow.

“Your future if you decline—” He flips the
tile. “Death.”

My head is pounding. If he keeps going, I
think I might die. This is ridiculous. This is just a reading of
the bones…nothing’s going to happen to me, nothing—Gods, I’m going
to die, I need him to stop, what’s wrong with me?

I hold out a hand. My throat is so dry. Am I
swallowing? I can’t feel it.

“You feel the land now, its malice,” Negrat
says. “Do not fear, Godkin woman. You will not be harmed here in my
care.”

“I feel strange,” I say.

“And so you should. This is a strange time.
No, firespice. Do not move closer. You cannot protect her with your
body.”

“C-continue,” I say. At least, I think I’m
speaking out loud.

“As you will,” Negrat says, watching me
without blinking. He reaches for the next tile. “Your future if you
accept.” A twitch of fingers. “The Quest.”

I shiver. “And the end of all things?”

His fingers brush the final tile. “The end
of all things,” he repeats, and turns the stone. “Sovereignty.”

“I don’t understand,” I say.

“I do,” Silfie says, and I can hear her
flipped-back ears in the growl of her voice. “He’s trying to push
you into treating Shraeven like a country instead of a province.
It’s all a trick, Angharad.”

“Silfie—”

“We should go,” she says, and reaches for
me. Her hand brushes one of the tiles, tipping it. Silfie freezes,
staring at the stone.

Negrat leans forward and uncovers it. “The
Lover.”

Her ears flatten even further against her
cinnamon curls. I didn’t think she could grow more tense, but she
does.

“Perhaps I was arrogant to believe that a
reading could be done for you alone,” Negrat says to me. “But you
Godkin, as flawed as you are, have still learned the virtue of
cooperation, of unity. Your firespice is part of this…as is your
beast-lover. I will turn their stones as well.” He collects the
bones and presents them to Silfie, who stares at them as if they’re
poison. “Throw, firespice woman, lover of the phoenix.”

Silfie glances at me, copper eyes wide.

“Do as you will,” I say to those copper
eyes, and when she draws breath to answer I reach out and let my
fingers light on her breast. “As your heart wills. Not your
mind.”

Her fingers spasm around the bones and she
looks away, curls shaking on her shoulders. Then with her face set,
she throws them. They tinkle on top of the tiles already turned for
me, pointing to several new ones. Negrat leans down and flips the
one nearest the Phoenix. “The Mother.”

Silfie grimaces. Negrat continues, his
fingers drifting over to a tile near the Thunderstorm of my
company. He turns this one. “The Standard-bearer.” Her bones have
fallen near my Quest, but he pauses over them. “This…this is
strange. The bones point to a tile, but it is overlapped by
another.”

A whine starts building in my ears, as if
I’m trying to shut out the sound of his voice, of Silfie’s breath
catching. I start feeling wobbly again.

“The Broken Wand,” Negrat says. “It crushes
the Seed.”

Silfie makes a strangled noise. I feel sick,
sick enough to lean forward and rest my palms on the earth to
steady myself…only that makes it worse. My breath feels narrow, as
if my throat has tightened too much. I try to speak and only manage
a squeak.

Negrat leans forward, touches my wrist.
“Godkin woman. Look at me.”

I do. His eyes are shadowed brown. I can’t
find a glint of light in them. “I cannot continue this,” he said.
“The world fights me for you.”

That doesn’t sound good. “What did I do to
it to deserve this?” I ask, fighting not to wheeze.

“You have come with invasion in your heart
and it knows it,” Negrat says. “You must fix this, if you are to
survive your journey and rule with an easy hand.”

It sounds crazy, but gods before us I feel
like I’m going to die. Is it panic for your breath to come so hard,
for your chest to clutch as if your ribs will smother your heart?
My body aches from the force of it. “What do I do?”

“Go to the top of the cliff and wait there
for the dawn,” Negrat says. “If the world wants you, it will have
what it will of you. Your open heart will see you to the other side
of night.”

A vigil. I’ve done those before. I haven’t
liked them particularly in the past. I’m not at all sure about
doing it now. There’s a fast wind up there, and I am barely dressed
for the cold. And I’m terrified. Honestly, truly terrified. I’ve
faced battles with more equanimity than I’m showing now, shaking in
my own clothes.

For the first time, Ragna leans into my
field of vision. “He speaks wisdom, Mistress. You have nothing to
fear if you have no ill intent.”

Of course, what might seem good intent to me
might be something completely different to Shraeven.

Listen to me, talking as if the land is
alive. The superstitious talk down in camp must be getting to me. I
glance at Silfie, expecting her to tell me this is nothing, to
relax, to shrug it off. But Silfie is staring at the tiles, one
hand chafing the opposite arm the way she used to when she was so
unsettled she couldn’t bear to sit still, but couldn’t bear to move
either.

“Silfie?” I ask.

She looks at me, ears low. Then says, “Maybe
he’s right.”

“All right,” I say. “I’ll go. But I need
more clothing than this. I’ll be no good to anyone, friend or foe,
if I freeze.”

“I’ll get your cloak,” Silfie says, but
Negrat holds up a hand.

“Take my robe,” he says, sliding it off his
own back. The constellations on it seem to glimmer.

“It’s too small, and I have wings—”

“—it will fit,” Negrat says…and so it does.
For some reason the shoulders and upper sleeves are roomy enough
that the back easily drapes beneath my wings. Negrat helps me with
it, trapping my hair down the exposed area of my back. My mane will
make a cold cloak but it will do, and the robe itself is warm and
smells of stone and herbs.

“Go,” he says. “Climb until you can find no
higher place—don’t fly, Godkin woman; your humility will be
repaid—and there the wind will meet you.”

“The wind already knows me,” I say.

“The wind out of your country knows you,” he
says. “Tonight it is the wind from the heart of Shraeven that
blows. Now go.”

I glance once at Silfie and Ragna. The
former says, “We’ll wait for you here.”

The mountain path is only barely a path.
Within several steps I’m reduced to climbing, wings half-spread for
balance. Climbing isn’t one of my better skills, never having had
cause to practice it. My hands grow sore and my thighs ache and
even my neck hurts from craning at angles to avoid scraping my
cheeks or my bill. And the wind…I could swear the wind is trying to
tear me off the cliff. One particularly bad gust finally inspires
me to snarl aloud: “Stop! I’m trying to meet you partway on this!
Let me get to the top at least before we start the
conversation!”

After that, the wind softens. I shiver and
keep going.

I climb until I run out of rock and find
myself on a high plateau, barren of sheltering stone. I drag myself
to its the center and curl onto my side, too tired to sit upright.
When I finally have the energy, I twist my head and look up…

…up…

…up into a dazzling sky, a deep dark blue
lit by no moon, with a milky haze of stars spread across it like a
veil of jewels. I am awestruck by the beauty of it, so cold, so
clear, so large. I have never seen so many stars at once.

And then the wind starts again. I huddle
into Negrat’s robe. I invited the wind and now that I’m
concentrating I can taste the difference in it, the hardness, the
fragrance alien to my nostrils. What have I done? It scours my
back; I worry that my feathers will separate. I worry for every
strand of hair it pulls free of the robe, as if intent on exposing
my flesh to the cold. I flatten myself against the rock to present
as little impediment to it as possible and still it rips at me.

I swear I hear voices in it. I swear they’re
wondering why they shouldn’t pluck me off the mountain and cast me
to broken-limbed ruin. I think I must be imagining things.

No, that really is a voice, made of curls of
breeze and snarls of gust. Why shouldn’t we cast you down to
die?

“Because I can do good for this place,” I
say. I’ll chide myself later for talking to figments of my
imagination. Right now answering the voices seems like a very good
idea. I notice my hands are gripping cracks in the rocky floor, and
that the tendons on the back of my hands are visible, trembling
with effort.

Your good, not ours, the wind hisses
into one ear. You follow a fool. Do you belong to us or
him?

“The Godson is my master,” I say.

Then we want nothing of you!

“—but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have your
best interests at heart!” I cry out as the wind drags me partway
down the plateau. I’m bargaining for my life, I realize. My life is
actually in danger.

All right, then. The Wind is real.

You think you can turn us into a tame
extension of your petty little kingdom? the winds whisper from
both sides at once. We are wild. Free. Different. We have a
voice. We don’t like you, little griffin.

“I can see that,” I say. “But if you kill
me, the Godson will just send someone else. Someone who doesn’t
care as much.”

And you care?

“I care,” I say firmly. I think that’s true.
“I care, and I’m willing to change.”

Are you? The winds tickle the fur
along my cheeks and shoulders. My head and wings feel exposed,
cold, chapped…thank the gods for the robes that are hiding the rest
of me.

“Yes!” I cry. Then quieter, exasperated
despite myself, “Yes, I’m willing to change. Isn’t that obvious? I
have a mongrel unit. I ride a mongrel mount. I have a native guide.
I respect your traditions!”

How can you know our traditions? You
barely know yourself, the wind hisses. And then softer, from a
different direction, So many scars, pretty
Godkin. You have potential.

I liked the sound of that even less than the
anger in the first voice. “Potential for what?”

Wings…wings are
sacred, the breeze purrs into one of my ears. You could save us—

“Do you need saving?” I ask, ignoring the
chill down my back. I hate the idea of being the target of
someone’s worship.

The wind moans, and my chills intensify into
shivers. What do you think? We are oppressed. We
are in discord.

And then a gust blinds me with my own hair,
red everywhere, red whips in my eyes. We don’t need help from
some pervert who will corrupt our people into
crossbreeding.

“I have no intention of changing your ways,”
I say, scraping my fingers across my face. “I only want to help.
Tell me how I can help.”

The softer wind whispers again, Kindness to our elderly, our children, our mongrels. Can you
do that?

“Of course!” I say, angry at the intimation
that I would mistreat the vulnerable.

You cannot afford to fear
the darkness, the softer wind whispers. Within or without.

“No,” I agree. The harsher wind is silent
for once, and I can actually lift my head enough to look west. The
stars in that direction dazzle my eyes.

Are you strong enough to face the most
difficult things in your life? I can’t tell which voice that
one is. I start to reply, but the breeze tickles my throat. No
quick answer, little griffin, Coatl’s Daughter. I freeze. How
could they have figured that out? And no shame if
the answer is no. We want to help you, but there is a time for help
and this may not be yours.

“I will face what I must,” I say. “I can
handle what I must.”

Abruptly, the wind ceases. My hair falls on
either side of my face. My wings relax from a tension I hadn’t even
realized was stiffening them. I am left alone with only the stars
for companions…but, ah! What companions!

I wait, expecting the winds to return. After
a while, I tire of holding myself erect, ears straining toward the
west. Arranging Negrat’s robe around my body, I sit cross-legged
with my hands on my knees. This is the part of the vigil I
understand. No strange voices. No fighting with reality, wondering
if you’re hallucinating or if the world is really out to kill
you.

I pass out of fear and into pleasure. My
worries about Shraeven and the Godson’s motives slip away. My
gnawing concern about the Sunblood Cliffs eases out of my limbs. I
bleed stress into the stone and sink into a well of serenity. Above
me the stars process, solemn as a triumphal parade, pulling the
milky veil after them like a gossamer standard.

I breathe in calm, exhale knotted worry. It
seems a poor trade but I’m happy to make it.

There’s a touch of green in the eastern sky
when at last my fur bends beneath the tickle of a breeze. It seems
a happier touch than the night’s first offerings. I wonder if I’ve
appeased Shraeven. It seems prudent to ask.

“Will you let me pass?” I ask, looking down
at the air that plays with one of my scarlet locks, as if I can see
it.

For now, the wind seems to
whisper.

“And that’s all you want to tell me?” I
ask.

And now the gusts tickle my feathers up
against the grain, blow my hair around my face, almost as if
laughing on the way out. You will have a child in Shraeven,
little griffin. Choose your course wisely.

“A what?” I ask, startled. “Where? When?
What do you mean?”

Choose wisely! the wind whispers, and
then it’s gone. Everything settles. A few moments later the wind
resumes, but from the east this time. It’s a friendly wind. I know
it. I’ve flown it.

A child! I hope that’s a metaphor but
somehow I get the feeling they mean it literally. I climb back down
the mountain, step by careful step, and only when I regain the path
do I wonder why I didn’t glide down. As it is, the dawn is well and
truly begun, a smoldering purple edge on the horizon.

Silfie stands as I take the final step off
the path and onto the ledge. So does Ragna, though more slowly,
dusting off her trousers. Negrat remains seated but he looks at me
with curiosity. They all want to know how it went.

I crouch in front of the stones, lean
forward with wings spread for balance and turn over a stone. Any
stone. The one that my eye first seizes.

“The Trial,” Negrat says, as if my reading
hadn’t been interrupted by the vigil.

I nod, somehow not surprised, and stand so I
can slide the robe off and give it back. Negrat stops me with a
touch to my tail-tip. “You are not done.”

If a priest says you’re not done, you’re not
done. I suppose it holds no less for Shraeven’s shamans. I sit, the
robe sighing as it crumples around my body. After looking at us
both, Silfie follows suit. Ragna says, “The dawn is here.”

“She’s not done,” Silfie says. “The camp
will run itself for a while longer.”

The camp had better run itself for a lot
longer than a few hours without me, or I’d have to have a
discussion with my captains about proper delegation of authority. I
hope Magwen won’t say anything indiscreet about my absence, though.
The last thing I need is a well-meaning “rescue.”

“Your fingers are wiser than the bones,”
Negrat says. “Or perhaps it is the bones in your fingers that are
wiser.” A flash of a grin. “Turn over another stone, Godkin
griffin, so that we can say what the trial will be.”

“I had thought that trials were
self-explanatory,” I say dryly.

He studies me with dark eyes, then awards me
another grin. My coming down alive from the plateau has changed his
opinion of me, I think. “They tend to be, yes. But a little warning
on what to expect, that I can give you, and should. Turn a stone,
lady, any one you like best.”

I let my eyes drift over the spread. The
bones Silfie threw earlier, the tiles we already turned over,
everything’s just as I left it. Which means this should be easy…but
it’s not. I’m not afraid yet; it’s too early for that. But I know
what I got up there on the plateau was a reprieve and that the land
wants me to prove my intentions. I hate tests.

I turn a tile with cold fingers. Even I can
read the picture on it. Some symbols, I suppose, are universal.

“Love,” Negrat says. “A trial of love.”

I stare at the intertwined circles. At home,
the sign for love is two interlocked circles. Here it’s four. The
set formed by the middle is marked with a dot. I feel as if ice
water is falling down my back, and my wings spread. Four circles. A
dot in the middle. It seems significant beyond its right. I look up
at Negrat.

The priest’s dark eyes are satisfied. He
says, “I will tell my headman.”

“You will tell him I came down with the
wind’s favor,” I say.

Negrat nods. “The winds can be fickle. But
if you lived at all, then they have interest in you. And so we
shall also.” He scoops up the tiles, pours them into his bag. He
holds out his arms for his robe, which I deliver back to him. It
fits him perfectly, though he’s shorter than I am.

“Thank you,” I say.

“We will watch you,” he replies. Which is
not the reassurance I was hoping for, but it would do.

Ragna and Silfie are remarkably quiet on the
way down the cliff. I enjoy the warmth of their presence, so much
more real than the wind’s. When we arrive at camp breakfast is over
and the tents are going down. Magwen surprises me with tea and
trail-bread spread with butter and goldberry jam. He asks no
questions, which relieves me. He doesn’t even argue me into a bath,
but brings me my cloak and helps me don it.

I mount Honeydipped and lead the men
forward, on the ground this time. Ragna scouts ahead; Silfie ranges
behind me and to one side, where I can see her. But it’s Donal who
trots up to talk to me, and in the cool morning sunlight.

“Did the men enjoy the evening?” I ask.

“Aye, that they did, Mistress,” Donal says.
“And even more the chance to sleep in a bit. That was kind of
you.”

“Did you win a few dice games?”

He laughs. “Oh, no, ma’am. I know better
than to play games of chance. I’m so clumsy my luck trips.”

I laugh with him then. I feel expansive, as
if I could encompass him and everyone else in an invisible embrace.
I feel mighty and small. How does that work?

“I did have a question, Mistress,” Donal
says. “The games were good and the spirits were good and the
company was good…I think the men liked the natives just fine and
the reverse seemed true as well. But if we keep having evenings
like this, no one’s going to have any money left.”

I arch a brow. “Despite the stipends?”

“Stipends are meant for a campaign marching
from isolated town to isolated town,” Donal says, surprising me
with the observation. “But there’s a god’s thousand clans in these
mountains. If we end up doing any more hosting we’re going to have
nothing in our pockets—or our pay wagon—in a fortnight or two.”

“An interesting problem,” I say. “Tell your
fellow captains I want them to present me with some possible
solutions within…hmm. Three days.”

“Right,” Donal says, and takes that
correctly as a dismissal.

That night at camp I send a bird back home
with a request for more funds. I’m curious as to what the Godson
will say.
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“You haven’t said anything about what
happened up there,” Silfie says to me over tea. “In fact, you’ve
been very quiet for the past two days.”

“I’m thinking,” I reply. It’s still early
enough in the day that my tent is filtering the setting sun’s
light. We had to ford a small river to get to today’s campsite and
the men were flagging afterwards. I stopped us a little earlier
than usual.

“Thinking about what a trial of love is
going to encompass?” she asks.

I look at her. “Among other things.”

She sighs. “You’re not going to tell me
about it, are you?”

I chuckle. “And you want so much to
know.”

“Yes!”

I smile at her, but my affection for her
seems distant tonight. It has since the plateau. A trial of love. A
child in Shraeven. A tile with four circles and a dot. I’m not
ready for any of it. I need time. “All right, then. A wind
whispered in my ear, and maybe suggested I was on trial. That’s
all.”

Silfie sips from her cup, and I watch her.
The little pink nose I licked to make her laugh. The short bristle
of whiskers that used to tickle me horribly. That one floppy curl
she’s always brushing out of her eye. I wonder if I like this new
distance.

A yell from outside distracts us both. I
pull back the tent flap to find my steward in the way. “Magwen,
move your behind, please.”

“Pardon, Mistress,” the deer says, and steps
to the side. I exit the tent and am confronted by a yellow sky.
Thunderheads the dense gray of storms ride the winds that have
picked up since Silfie and I took innocent shelter for tea. As I
squint into them, flashes of white illumine the underside of these
monsters. I smell the water and the acrid scent of lightning as the
gusts snap at my hair, dragging it off my shoulders and whipping my
wings with it.

“I suppose the yell was about the weather,”
I say to Magwen.

“The men are concerned about the river if it
rains,” he says. “Someone found flood marks well up to the
camp-side.”

“That can’t be the sole reason for their
concern. We’ve slogged through storms before,” I say.

“They think it’s magic,” Magwen answers.

I look up again, wondering…but the winds
aren’t from the west. The storms are blowing in from the Kingdom.
Did I do something wrong on that plateau? Surely I’m no traitor for
talking to the land. Shraeven’s a part of the Godkindred
Kingdom!

Not everything’s about magic, though. I
search the tangle of people moving to and from the tents. “Where’s
Ragna?”

“I’m not sure, Mistress,” Magwen says. “I
can go find her for you.”

“Please,” I say.

He jogs into the fray; I watch him long
enough to notice how supremely unconcerned he seems. Is it a front?
Weather can be dangerous whether you’re superstitious or not, and
these storms…well, I dislike the cast of the sky. I hate yellow
skies.

“That’s an angry-looking line of clouds,”
Silfie says, stepping up beside me. The wind blows her curls into
her mouth and she shakes them out of her face. “You think we should
move?”

I glance down the length of the cut we’ve
been traversing. We’re pretty far up the mountainside but the high
walls bordering our path remind me uncomfortably of the lips of a
cup.

“Move the camp,” I say. She’s gone before I
even spread my wings. I leap into the wind and ride it to the
nearest cliff—I let the wind choose which. This is not the kind of
weather I want to fight unless I have to. From a high vantage I
decide where we should head. Our best choice isn’t great, but it’s
close enough to reach in time and the overhang should allow some
part of the camp protection from the worst of the weather. The wind
is now so wet my hair is sticking to my neck and shoulders. I glide
down, buffeted most of the way, and tell Silfie how to get there.
The tents are already down and the wagons are being loaded.

Magwen stops me then. “I can’t find her,
Mistress.”

Alarm shoots through me. “Ragna?”

“Her tracks stop near the base of that
cliff,” he says, pointing against the wind. “But I can’t climb
it.”

“I’ll go,” I say. “Help Silfie.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

So I take to the wind. It’s like swimming in
an angry ocean, with the same vast waves that throw your whole body
back and the same stinging and slashing at your eyes and face. My
wings ache as I thrash against the gusts. Why did Ragna have to
pick that cliff?

I manage to crest the top of the stone and
start skimming the surface, searching. The pard is clinging to the
stone on the inside of a whorl where the cliff folds back on
itself.

“Come on,” I say, holding out my arms.

She stares up at me, and despite the
appearance of control her pupils are dilated and her eyes wide.
“This place is safe.”

“This place is low,” I object. “I can get us
both to the new camp.”

She eyes me. “You are fragile. Your limbs
are like sticks.”

My ears flatten against my wet hair. I’m not
sure what insults me more, the intimation that I’m weak or the one
that I’m ugly. “Sticks can turn a river if joined together well. We
can make it.”

Thunder shatters the sky and still she
doesn’t move. I grit my teeth. “Come on, Ragna. Before the
lightning gets closer. I can fly through wind and rain, but I don’t
want to be a lightning target.”

Reluctantly she holds out a hand to me.
She’s shaking, just a little. The thought that there would be
anything in the world that would scare this self-possessed young
woman is startling.

I am her Mistress. I won’t fail her.

I admit some part of me wondered when I met
Ragna, just a little, what all her luxurious fur would feel like.
But I was imagining it dry and soft, an impression gleaned in
passing by a hand on the shoulder or a touch on her arm. I hadn’t
honestly expected to be cradling her entire body in my arms with
her back pressed to my stomach. And definitely I never imagined her
fur limp and heavy with the humidity. She weighs twice as much as
Silfie, at least.

I don’t fight the winds this time; I try to
pick the ones that will get us to the right place instead. The
clouds have caught up with us, runners of gray tumbling over each
other in advance of the wall of rain I hear hissing at my back. The
air stinks of lightning, raising all my hair on end. I’ve heard
accounts of people who’ve died in storms, falling from the skies
after too close an encounter with lightning. Perhaps it’s another
of the many reasons there are so few winged Godkin; I certainly
don’t want to join their number.

There’s a cross-breeze blowing against the
prevailing winds, one heading the direction I want…falling, but in
the right direction. I take that one, my wings already aching. The
air chafes my feathers.

“We’re heading down!” Ragna yells to me, as
if I’ve somehow failed to notice.

“I know,” I say. “Trust me!”

She shudders in my arms. I don’t blame her.
She’s never flown in her life. How can she understand what I’m
doing?

And then a gust smacks me off course and we
tumble. Fire floods my back as one wing wrenches against the
muscle. I fight for stability and see only the ground lurching
toward us.

With a foot, I catch the edge of one of the
cut’s stone walls and kick us back into the air. A lucky breeze is
there for me to ride, this one rising away from the cliff I need to
approach. Ragna doesn’t scream but she’s so stiff in my arms I
almost can’t hold her.

The hiss is growing more distinct. I want to
climb out of this mess before it strikes. I hunt for a wind I can
use to get us to camp and find one…just as the rain smashes into
us.

Gods, how I hate rain. I curl around Ragna
to try to keep her dry, and not just for her sake: I can only
imagine what all that fur will do to her weight if saturated. I
lose sight of the camp. My wings want to give. My back hurts so
much I’m not sure that there aren’t tears in my eyes as well as
rain.

My father once told me that our bloodlines
confer to us the ability to sense the directions of the world. I
pray he’s right. I head north, challenging the winds the entire
way. There’s no time for the easy route. If we don’t get out of the
rain, I won’t have the strength to reach the cliff. I won’t even
have the strength to lift us above the flood level.

I think I’m smashed around a few times. I
don’t remember all those times, only the gust that back-hands us
onto the top of the cliff…right next to camp.

Ragna gasps, her fur instantly matted by the
rainfall as she rolls away from me.

“That way,” I croak. I don’t know if she
hears me, but she heads in the right direction. I roll onto my
knees and follow more slowly. Gods, my wings. Gods, my back. I
can’t feel the tips of my fingers. My body feels like a giant
bruise.

But we made it.

I am welcomed into camp by Silfie, who
whisks me into my tent where a pot of hot tea is waiting for
me.

“That was crazy,” she says as Magwen goes
over my wings feather-by-feather, hunting for breaks.

“The rain would have gotten her,” I say, too
tired to be feisty. “Where is she?”

“Hiding, I guess,” Silfie says with a wry
smile. “It probably wasn’t the best way to introduce her to
flying.”

I glance at her. “Would you like to go
flying one day?”

“If you can find me a pair of wings of my
own.”

I say nothing.

 


***

 


The storm did flood the run. We slog along
the top of the plateau for a few days until the water subsides,
then head back into it. The men complain about the mud, but it’s
good-natured complaining; they’re happy to have escaped the flood.
The ground stiffens up and the spring breeze comes back, smelling
of sunshine and new grass, and everyone lifts their noses to it and
feels playful as children.

I ask for Colblain on one of those clear
days when it’s warm in the sun and cool in the shade, and the
breeze will sometimes bring you the shadow-cool and seed it down
your neck and back. I leave my wings half-open, like a butterfly’s,
sunning them. Silfie’s ranging in front of us; Magwen’s a little
behind.

“Mistress, you sent for me?” my captain asks
as he reins in alongside me.

“A question, Colblain,” I say, looking up
into the sky, wondering if the cruel and gentle winds are
listening. “I have never held my lands, save in trust. What’s it
like?”

“To be a blooded noble?” Colblain says. His
ears flick backward. “It’s work, Mistress, from the day you open
your arm and promise your sweat to the soil.”

“Talking doesn’t seem like much work,” I
say.

“Talking!” Colblain says with a bark of a
laugh. “You mean the conferences between yourself and adjoining
provinces? Or do you mean meetings with the people on your land,
who hold you responsible for drought, fire, famine and injustice?
I’m not sure which is harder…fighting for water rights with your
neighbor or offering to help plow the fields your soldiers trampled
to enforce those rights.” He’s silent for a moment, and the hooves
of our mounts clop softly against the earth-felted stone. “It’s
work, Mistress. Never-ending, back-breaking, heart-rending work.
You are there to serve the people, humbly and without rest. And
that’s what you do.”

“In return for what?” I ask. “A mansion and
enough to eat hardly seems compensation for what you describe.”

“It’s not,” he said. “Not in my opinion at
least.”

“You make it sound rather dire, Colblain,” I
say. “Surely it’s not or no one would want to be noble.”

He snorts. “People want what they don’t
have, thinking it’s better. In truth, there’s no good place to be.
If you’re a farmer you get to starve when the rains destroy your
crops, and then you get to hobble out onto the field the next day
to do your work all over again. If you’re lucky you’ll have a
strong wife to bear you enough sons to give you an hour’s rest in
the evening. If you’re a noble, you get to stand in a square and
let people beat you if you don’t end the earthquakes or storms or
whatever people have decided is your fault.” He shrugs. “Life is
pain and nobility is slavery. The only tempering of that bitterness
is honor, and so we do as we are called and have some pride in
it.”

I’d sensed some of Colblain’s innate
world-weariness before, but I’d never linked it to his status. “You
could step down.”

“No, I couldn’t,” he says. “Or have you
forgotten the laws of our own country?”

“They say you can marry against your blood’s
interests,” I say. “Your child would be free.”

“There is no such thing as freedom,
Mistress,” Colblain says. “If I may? One of my men is waving.”

I nod, giving him leave to go.

Magwen surprises me by walking closer. His
antlers top my head, even though I’m on Honeydipped’s high
back.

“If I may speak, Mistress?”

I lift a brow. “Go ahead.”

“He’s wrong, Mistress.”

“Is he then?” I ask, studying my steward’s
antlered head.

When Magwen nods the cords on his neck
strain at his skin, as if the effort of righting that crown of
horns is more than I could imagine. I wonder how heavy they are.
But ah, he’s talking and I’m not paying attention: “—and I have not
regretted even that small gift. It does not give me the perspective
that a fully-promised noble might have, such as Captain Colblain,
but I did many of the duties he speaks of.”

Not fully-promised…ah, so Magwen must have
cut his heel for the soil. If the noble feels she needs her
children’s aid now rather than later, she can induct them partially
by making a cut at their heel (or for the hooved individuals, at
the base of the frog) so that the land “will know who walks it,
loves it.”

“And you found meaning in it that Colblain
has not?” I ask.

“Much,” he says. “There is contentment to be
found in the role of a mediator…surely you know it, Mistress.”

“I suppose,” I say. “I can’t say I fancy the
notion of being stoned when I fail to prevent a town fire.”

Magwen’s tail lashes once. “I haven’t heard
of such incidents, Mistress, though the law says it is the people’s
right.”

Neither had I, truly. Perhaps that explains
Colblain’s bitterness. If his people actually do punish their noble
masters for accidents of fate and nature, I too would hate my lot
in life and all the people in it.

“Were you much help to your parents,
Magwen?”

“They would say so, Mistress…at very least,
they kept me quite busy,” Magwen says. “How well I discharged the
duties they assigned me was theirs to decide…and the people’s.”

“But no one complained,” I say.

“No,” he replies. “No more than usual, at
least.”

I glance at him. “Have I done a bad thing,
taking you from your duties?”

“You didn’t take me from my duties,
Mistress…I removed myself,” Magwen says. “Only after I was sure my
parents wouldn’t miss me. I have a brother and sister; my brother
stepped into my role when I decided to re-enlist.”

I nod, suddenly tired. “Thank you, Magwen.
It is good to hear other opinions. I’d caution you not to give
others cause to think you too cheeky, though.”

“Of course, Mistress,” Magwen says. I get
the feeling he’s horrified that I’d think him capable of doing
anything to embarrass me.

After he falls back, I examine the source of
my spiritual exhaustion. Memory sweeps away reality, and I am back
on the highest point in my lands, the Lip of the Sun, an amber
cliff so tall you can feel the weight of the sun on your back when
standing at its apex. From the edge of that cliff, the sheer drop
to the lace-edged aquamarine waves is so long you can barely see
the tawny rocks that stir the waters there. For any creature
approaching the edge of that summit is folly.

Almost any creature. But I…oh, I can
fly.

Shaking myself from the smell of salt and
warm winds over rock, I realize that I’m heading west away from the
Sunblood Cliffs. The Godson has taken me from my duty to my land,
and some part of me had been relying on it. I wonder how I can stay
my course with any trust.

But here I am anyway, and there is work to
be done.

 


***

 


“We are not far from the next village,”
Ragna says to me. Her hand rests on one of my saddle straps, though
I notice she never touches Honeydipped’s skin.

“Did you warn them we were coming?” I
ask.

She arches her whiskers in her form of
amusement. “Little warning was required. The train makes noise to
rival rock-slides. Their scouts found me and asked me whether I
knew what beast approached with such great footsteps. I told them
the Godkin Griffin is stomping her way toward them, bringing good
will, glad tidings and hungry, bored soldiers with money to spend.
They are delighted.”

“Stomping?” I ask, eyeing her.

Ragna doesn’t seem to notice my baleful
regard. Her whiskers arch higher. “Your spirit wears heavier boots
than you can fit your body’s stick-thin feet into, Mistress
Godkin.”

My stick-thin body has been a bit of a joke
with Ragna since I carried her water-logged body back to camp.
While I’m grateful she holds no ill will toward me for the rough
ride, I’m not sure I appreciate being tweaked for what I’ve always
liked to think of as my willowy stature.

“So they’re expecting us to spend
money?”

“Yes, Mistress. They are preparing quite a
selection of beads, baubles and entertainments for your men. These
are the mountain villagers…they do not fear outsiders.”

I glance at the top of her head. “So there
are those who won’t welcome us.”

She tilts her head just enough so she can
see me out of the corner of one sea-green eye. “There are more
clannish folk, yes. I do not think you need trouble yourself with
them. They will not seek you, nor bother your men.”

I nod. I’m thinking more about the money
situation and resolving it than I am about Ragna, so I admit I’m
not considering what I say all too much as I speak my next words.
“Will we meet your family, Od Ragna?”

“No,” she says, and veers off so abruptly
Honeydipped shies at the loss of the steadying hand at his
shoulder. Perplexed, I look after Ragna; she’s disappearing more
quickly than I imagined a snow pard on green fields against gray
cliffs could manage.

I will not chase my own subordinates if
they’re intent on evading me. I’ve seen other commanders do so and
they look ridiculous. I watch from my vantage on Honeydipped’s high
back and not long after her flight I see her scaling the cliffs,
scouting as she’s promised. I like a woman whose reaction to
emotional discomfort is to work. I might even know some women like
that.

Still, it was not my intention to upset
Ragna. That evening after my tent goes up, I tell Magwen to find
her. She enters after I’ve shucked my boots but before I’ve started
on my tabard, and she stands at the tent flap, watching me with
solemn eyes.

“It must be difficult,” she says, lifting
her chin toward my wings. Getting out of my clothing sometimes
inspires such questions.

I smile. “Not that difficult. And the
alternative doesn’t appeal.” I fold the tabard and set it on my
cot. “Od Ragna, I apologize if I gave offense this
afternoon.”

“It is as nothing, Mistress,” Ragna says
with a faint arch of her whiskers. Somehow I see this as a smile
that doesn’t reach her eyes.

I turn from her so her face can be her own
as I ask, “If it was nothing, why did you run away?”

As expected, Ragna doesn’t immediately
respond. I continue to undress, letting her find her words.
Presently, she says, “Things are not for us as they are for you,
Godkin woman.”

“So you’ve said before,” I reply. Magwen’s
left me a clean set of sleeping clothes, bless his patterned hide.
I don the light blouse. Ragna says nothing as I do this, so I add,
“But the mountain folk are now my folk, and I will need to know
them.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Ragna says, and
turns away.

“Pick a clan,” I say to her retreating back,
“before we leave the mountains, I want to meet them.”

Ragna stops at the tent flap. “I am not
certain that’s wise, Mistress.”

“And now you will give me a reason, no
doubt,” I say, sitting on my cot. “Something more useful than
‘they’re different from you,’ which I’d already surmised.”

She glances over her shoulder with an
expression I have a hard time reading. Not frustration, entirely,
nor a measuring look. Something of both. “The high mountain clans
are religious fanatics, Mistress. The Godkindred are considered
unclean, unworthy, permissive and libertine.”

“Quite a litany,” I say. “Are these the
people who want to become animals?”

Ragna’s tail curls just a little. Is that a
suppressed lash? “Some of them do, yes.”

“Do you want to become an animal,
Ragna?”

“What I want or do not is immaterial,
Mistress,” the pard says. “I am what I am, and wishes will not
transform me either way.”

“But you will make a choice for your child,”
I say.

“As we all must,” Ragna says. “Will you
choose a new bloodline for your infant, Mistress? Or is it enough
to be called Godkin? Have you mixed your family enough?”

I can’t tell if this is honest interest or a
jab, so I assume the former. “I will choose a new bloodline. Having
the Godkin title only means that you’ve reached enough of a mix to
be a sister or brother to gods. It does not grant divinity…which is
our aim. And you can fall from the title if you breed true too
often.”

“How can they tell?” Ragna asks, canting her
head.

“We keep records,” I say. “Public records of
marriages and species. One consults the books when choosing an
appropriate mate.”

“And you wed this mate,” she says.

“Of course,” I say.

“Of course,” she says and shakes her head.
Before I can pursue that, she says, “I will find you a mountain
clan to meet if I can, Mistress. They’re elusive.”

“I have every confidence in your abilities,”
I reply.

She glances at me and steps out. This time I
let her. Using the power of my position to force answers from her
unwilling mouth…one does not win loyalty that way.
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The walls of the cut fall away and we walk
over mounds of stone into a rumpled valley dense with flowers,
white and honey-pale gold. The air is sweet with the perfume of
spring. I stand on a grassy hill and watch my train of soldiers
advance toward the colorful buildings of the next town in our path.
But mostly I am intoxicated by the beauty of the place. Perhaps it
was the rain a few days past that washed the fields and turned them
this brilliant sap green…or perhaps Shraeven is always thus in
spring in the mountains. We camp a day out from the village and
there’s not a man in my regiment, yea verily, nor a mongrel or a
woman either who does not have high spirits.

I sit among flowers, letting the wind ruffle
my feathers and tickle my nostrils with pollen and the scent of
burgeoning things. I am soothed and yet I feel divorced from
it.

“Mistress,” Silfie says, “Magwen sent me
with supper.”

I open my eyes and find my burnished copper
vixen with a basket resting on one hip. I wonder suddenly if she
would look the same at a river, washing clothes brought in a
similar basket. I wonder if she could ever love such a life. I
wonder if I could.

“That man,” I say at last, righting myself.
I don’t remember lying down. At least it wasn’t long ago…the sky is
still lilac with sunset. “I swear he casts incantations to divine
my whereabouts.”

“It’s his job,” Silfie says, amused. “He’s
your steward.”

“And I am completely undeserving,” I say.
“Come, sit. It’s a beautiful evening. No storms, no mysterious
winds, no disgruntled subordinates, no knife-eyed natives.”

“A very pleasant change,” she agrees. “And
look, the moons are up. Who would have thought they’d look so
bright before nightfall?”

I unpack the basket with her help. Magwen
has sent small rolls of flattened meat or long-leaf cabbage stuffed
with cheese and herbs: lovers’ food, the kind you feed to one
another . And wine, to boot. I look at the selection and am
impressed by his ability to make dishes of this caliber with only
the supplies packed on our wagon and what he can forage, but I’m
not entirely comfortable with the not-so-subtle suggestion.

“I’m glad I’m not our supper,” Silfie says,
snitching one of the cabbage rolls. “The look you’re giving it
would wither lesser men. Do tell, Mistress, what has it done to
offend you so?”

I start laughing despite myself. “I think my
steward is meddling.”

“And so he must, for that’s one of his
sacred duties,” Silfie says. “Maybe he thinks you need some
relaxation.”

“I have been relaxing every night,” I
say.

“The kind of relaxation that happens after
intimate exertion,” Silfie says.

I sigh. I should have known better than to
think it wasn’t obvious to her as well. “He is
meddling.”

“Yes,” Silfie says. “He doesn’t know you as
well as he believes if he thinks a little food will inspire you to
tumble someone. You are not a casual lover.”

“No,” I say. And here we are in a
conversation I’m not comfortable with. Still, if I cannot talk with
Silfie who can I talk with? “I’m too unsettled to take a special
friend for the sake of distraction.”

“Eat,” Silfie says, handing me a roll. She
pours the wine for me as well. “What has you so unsettled?”

I run my hand through the grasses, and the
flowers shiver in my fingers’ wake. I smell them past the complex
bouquet of the wine. “If I don’t go back to the Cliffs,
Silfie…where will I find a baby to hold them for me?”

“One imagines in the usual way,” Silfie
says. She lies on the grass beside me on her stomach, looking out
at the darkening sky. “You’re still worried about this? Angharad,
if it must be done you’ll just have to do it. Choose a man and have
him get a child on you.”

“As if it’s that simple,” I say. The wind
rises then, stiffer than the murmuring breeze. As it pulls my hair
from my face I hear its hiss: Trial of Love, Godkin. Trial of
Love.

I shiver.

 


***

 


A few days later my foreboding is of a
distinctly fiscal sort. Not to say I’m not delighted by the
village’s greeting. In the fields surrounding the buildings, lamps
of colored glass are mounted on pedestals around booths and tents,
people playing fiddles and shaking tambourines, dancers arrayed in
flashing gem-deep colors…it dizzies the eyes, the amount of motion
and light. In the dark the purple, cobalt and golden lanterns
promise magic and delight, and that doesn’t even touch the savory
scent of roasting meat.

My men have the discipline to set up camp,
but once the captains finalize the duty rosters for the perimeter,
my soldiers and their money are over the tiny stream and into the
fair that had been erected for their pleasure.

Gavan joins me in the deserted camp. He has
his hands in his trouser pockets and he looks chagrined. “Trouble,
Mistress?”

“If they come back poor, it’s trouble,” I
say. “I really wasn’t expecting the mountain folk to be able to put
on events of this size.”

“It’s really something, isn’t it?” he says.
“It might as well be a country fair at home. I bet there’s even a
kissing booth.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” I say.

“Some of the men are excited,” Gavan says.
“They like the notion of having a place to settle down. I think
they’re hoping to get land grants from you, Mistress, or good work.
Certainly they’re hoping to find a nice maid or man to marry.”

Land grants! I hadn’t thought of it. I
suppose I should. “I’m glad to hear they’re thinking of this as an
opportunity rather than an unwelcome assignment.”

“No company is ever completely free of
complaints,” Gavan says. “But I think they’re getting used to it.
It helps that spring here is so beautiful. Rainstorm and all.”

I glance at him. “Do you truly think they’ll
make the transition?”

“I do,” he says. “Many of them, anyway.” He
opens his pouch and digs out a wand of smooth, dark wood. A more
beautifully carved shoe-horn I’d yet to see; the end was a swan’s
head, doubled back on itself, wings folded. The tail formed the
horn. “Still, I think they’d be more comfortable if they could
offer more than coin to the natives. Have you thought about the
proposal I put in, Mistress?”

Both he and Donal are in favor of allowing
the soldiers to sell what wares they could make. Colblain argues
against, saying that we don’t own the land we’re traveling through
and we don’t want to offend anyone by using resources that don’t
belong to us. The fact that they do actually belong to us had
occurred to me, but I am leaning toward agreeing with him.

But if my men want to become part of
Shraeven, and if selling oddments they can make will help them
claim this land in their hearts, it might be a good idea. I promise
to think on Gavan’s proposal; mollified, he leaves.

I stop in my tent long enough to pin a short
cloak in place before strolling across the streambed to the
festival. I am no less a soldier than the men I command. Why should
I not partake?

My people are mingled with the natives so
completely I never see more than three of them at once. They are at
booths examining fine wares, or listening to buskers sing or buying
an assortment of foods that smell delicious, from the fresh
cilantro-sting of some meat stew to a bubbling confectionary pie
that smells almost like cherries but not quite. Wares I can resist,
but I am as susceptible to fresh food as any campaigner. These
enterprising villagers accept my coin without pause and I sit on a
blanket spread on the grass to watch a troupe of dancers and
acrobats.

The stew is delectable and spicy with a
fresh herbal after-taste. Whatever the brew is, it’s foamy and
dark. And the pie…does not taste like cherries, but tart and hot
and sweetened with honey that smells like wildflowers. I eat until
my stomach distends and then watch the dancers swallow fire and
chase each other in circles. The dance has a subtext I can’t
understand: the chase seems important, and doesn’t seem to involve
flirtation the way it might have in the Kingdom. I wonder what the
joke is. Ragna would probably know, but I haven’t seen her among
the crowds. I wonder if she’s even here? It would seem a pity for
her to miss such a rousing event.

Sometime between the end of the pie and the
end of the dance I decide to look for her. With my thumbs hooked
casually into my belt I wander the fair in search, but I don’t see
her. I start asking my men when I find them.

“Have you seen our local guide?”

“No, Mistress. I fear not.”

“And you?”

“I’m sorry, Mistress, but I’ve not seen her
for a day or more.”

Eventually, I start asking the
villagers.

“Have you seen a woman, white-furred and
heavy of jaw, with spots like a mountain pard?”

“No, lady, nothing of the sort would you
find in our fair village.”

“Pardon, have you seen a snow-pard woman,
heavily furred, wearing a leather tunic?”

“Spirits protect us, miss, no!”

The answers become more and more bizarre,
until finally I say, “I’m looking for a snow pard woman. Every time
I ask, someone invokes a deity or an ancestor or needs to wash out
their ears at the sound. What’s wrong with a snow pard woman?”

The man in question eyes me as if I’d been
born yesterday. “Everyone knows the pards come out of the peaks.
They steal our animals, sometimes our women and children. And they
kill whatever man they can find, if he looks not enough like one of
them. They are barbarians, Mistress, and you’d do well to avoid
them.”

No wonder there’s no sign of Ragna. “Are all
pards out of the mountains barbarians?”

“Every single one of them, demons curse
their pelts.”

“I see. Thanks, then.”

“Glad to serve you, Mistress. Buy a sweet
for a friend?”

I buy a cone of candied nuts from him and
sample them while heading back to camp. At the perimeter, I ask
several of the watch-standers, “Have you seen Ragna?” And always
the reply, “No, Mistress. Not since yesterday or before,
Mistress.”

I’m frowning by the time I return to my tent
and Magwen helps me doff my cape.

“Is there trouble, Mistress?”

“I wish I knew,” I said. “Ragna’s not about,
but the villagers here think her kind are baby-killing barbarians,
so perhaps she’s avoiding them on purpose. That would be prudent of
her.”

“But there’s another possibility,” he
says.

“That she’s gone missing,” I say. I think of
the high mountains and my reckless request, and I feel a frisson of
dread.

 


***

 


“We can’t find her,” the scout says.

I’m not surprised they haven’t found her;
this is not terrain we’re familiar with. But we’re a day out from
the village, long past time for my native guide to have come back
and made herself useful again.

Still, what am I supposed to say? Look
harder? “Thank you,” I say, and dismiss the scout leader.

I sit on a canvas chair and stare at the
sky, blue as a pottery bowl. This is where Silfie finds me.

“We’re missing Ragna,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “She had reason to avoid
the village. I decided not to worry until she failed to join us
once we broke camp and left the natives behind. The scouts haven’t
been able to find her.”

“This is a grassland,” Silfie says.

“But it’s bordered by mountains,” I say. “I
have cause to believe Ragna is not unfamiliar with the mountains.”
When Silfie frowns, I continue. “The villagers seem convinced that
anyone shaped like a pure pard is a barbarian man-killer from the
peaks.”

Silfie looks away from me. The sun is so
bright on her copper curls that I squint and still spots dance in
front of my eyes. “Ah. That doesn’t bode well. She might be from
one of the less civilized clans I mentioned at Nadeir.”

“She seemed civilized enough to me,” I say.
“Enough so that I thought she would come back when she deemed it
safe.”

“But you still sent people out after her,”
Silfie says.

I sigh. “Yes, yes. I do want her to be
around to tell us which turn to take once we get out of the
valley.”

“Even if we’ll be in the valley for a few
more days,” Silfie says.

“Yes,” I say.

She smiles a little. “So what’s your
plan?”

I look up in the broad sky. “I’m going to
look for her. And you’re going to find me someone willing to talk
to us about these mountain pards.”

 


***

 


My shadow creases over the fields as I glide
past overhead. I am a small creature trapped between an enormous
sky and an undifferentiated plain of bright green grass, and my
effort feels as insignificant. I have been up here for three hours,
spiraling away from the village. I see villagers working in their
gardens. I see children playing. I see wild creatures in the grass.
But no pard, or (gods save us from it) no pard-killers.

This is Ragna’s third day missing.

When at last I return to my train of
soldiers, sweat plastering my shirt to my body, Silfie is waiting
with a clear-eyed young man. He holds a hooked staff and is dressed
in a simple but well-made leather vest and breeches that leave his
knees and feet bare.

“This is Murdinal,” she says. “He’s a
herder.”

I nod to him.

“Good mistress,” he says. “I am told you
seek information about the barbarians.”

“Yes,” I say.

His fingers shift on the staff, one by one,
as if he’s seeking a more comfortable grip. “I was taken by them
when I was a child. What do you wish to know?”

This…this is a stunning find. I glance at
Silfie, then say to the young man, “Come with me.”

I get him situated in my tent and have
Magwen bring him food and tea. While he’s doing so I join Silfie
outside the tent; there’s a scent there that makes me want to
sneeze. “How did you find this one? I would have thought that
anyone touched by the barbarians would have been outcast in the
village, or at very least not so well off as to look healthy and
fed, and have clean, mended clothing.”

Silfie says, “He was taken from a couple
when he was an infant. In the intervening years, his father lost
his wife and their newborn daughter. When the son returned, no one
was foolish enough to stand between a lonely man and what family
remained to him.”

“And you found this out how?” I ask.

“In any small community it’s always best to
find the women doing laundry and help them,” Silfie says.

“So that’s what you stink of,” I say.

“I hardly think soap is a stink,” Silfie
says and grins.

“It is when it makes your nose itch,” I
say.

Inside the tent I sit across from young
Murdinal. I study him and he returns the favor, unafraid but not
challenging. Without preamble, I say, “Are they the barbarians your
people say?”

“Yes,” he says. “They believe that the life
of animals is the life of Heaven promised to us. They tie their
women down and set their monstrous brethren on them to beget savage
beasts. They keep their children in pens, for they have not the
minds the gods gave us, not even enough to stay in the homes of
their parents. Each generation, they create more bestial progeny.
It is a sick place.”

I have never experienced nauseating dread
until now, and I have been through battles that chilled my soul and
loosened my feathers in their sockets. But a battle is a cleaner
end than what Murdinal describes. “Do they truly believe such
things? All of them? You say the women have to be tied down. Do
they not want what their men want?”

“Some of them do,” he said. “Others are so
frightened they dare not leave. Some try to escape. I made my
escape with three such women.” His fingers do their angry shift on
the staff, now lying across his lap. “Two of them were caught
again.”

“I imagine they weren’t treated well,” I
say, mostly to myself, but Murdinal answers.

“I witnessed the return of two such folk.
They were whipped but not harmed. A pard does not waste the body of
a healthy woman.”

I nod. “Do you remember well enough how to
get to one of these tribes?”

“Yes,” he says. “I can lead you most of the
way.”

“Most of the way?”

He looks me in the eye. “I will not come
within their grasp, not even with a hundred-hundred soldiers behind
me.”

I nod again and send him away. Silfie enters
as he exits and sits across from me.

“Well?” she asks.

Grim, I say, “We’re going into the
mountains.”

 


***

 


“Make absolutely no contact with anyone
outside your group,” I tell the scouts standing next to Murdinal.
“You’re not going into the hills to make contact. You’re going to
observe. We have cause to believe the people of the high mountains
disagree with our philosophies…violently. Treat this as hostile
territory and stay alert.”

A chorus of ‘Yes, Mistress’es.

“Go. And remember, Herdsman Murdinal is your
guide. If he tells you the way is bad, the way is bad.
Understood?”

Another chorus.

“Go, then,” I say. “Come back on both
feet.”

They disperse. Even though they’re not at
high alert yet, they walk so softly I can barely hear the grasses
parting around their thighs.

My eyes linger longest on the shepherd. He
can’t be older than nineteen or twenty, too young for the kind of
courage he has. Boys that young should have the bravery of
inexperience…not the mettle that comes from battle scars. Outside
the army, anyway.

I mount Honeydipped and keep my sigh to
myself. Those are my best scouts in the grasses, armed now with a
native guide. If they cannot find Ragna, then Ragna is lost to
us.

 


***

 


My somber mien must cast a long shadow for
no one dares my tent that evening. Even Magwen stays out of my way.
I’m confused—usually it’s anger that drives people from one
another. Melancholy is supposed to bring a well-wisher, a do-gooder
or friend. Not that I am melancholy. Somber is definitely the word
I want. Stern, maybe. Wary. Grim.

Yes, grim sounds right. Very
Mistress-Commanderish.

Standing outside I can feel the wind, the
west wind blowing out of Shraeven, but it brings me no tender words
of counsel. I look out through the purple twilight and think of the
pennants that would be flapping outside a permanent encampment. It
comes to me that I’m tired of being on the march, so much so that I
can hear the sharp snap of fabric in the breeze.

No, wait…that’s no fantasy, it’s a corvid,
one of the messengers used by the Kingdom’s army—this one dark
brown with coverts and secondaries of shining gold. Do not imagine
a raven of average size: our messengers are nearly the length of an
arm from beak to tail and their bright eyes reflect a nature both
shrewd and mischievous. Generally they save that mischief for after
their deliveries, but I remember grand entertainments, munching
rice candy while my commanding officers danced in circles, cursing
at the dipping and whirling bird just out of reach.

My messenger does me no such disservice. He
lands neatly enough on my arm and watches me with the bead of a
black eye as I untie the leather tube on his leg. He continues to
watch as I unroll it and read the crisp parchment inside.

 


Request for additional funds denied. You are
expected to make us money, Governor. Not use it.

 


The seal is very official. I can smell the
blood in it. So can the corvid, who steals the paper back from me.
I let him and scratch the feathers under his beak.

I think I am angry.

 


***

 


“The valley’s edge,” Silfie says.

I stare at it, my hands lightly crossed over
the pommel of Honeydipped’s saddle. My face is a mask. I trust and
care for my second, but she is my second and she needs me to be
strong just as my soldiers do.

Seeing the gray cliffs, scumbled with green
and black moss, makes it very clear. The scouts are gone. Murdinal
is gone. It’s been another four days and they have not
returned.

“What do we do?” Silfie says.

“We make camp,” I say.

“And then?”

“And we wait until they come back,” I say,
“Or until it’s clear that they can’t.”

“And then?” she asks again. She’s not
anxious. She just wants a plan, a complete plan.

“And then we go after them and bring them
back.”

She nods and pulls the head of her mount
around. The thumps of its hooves recede as she joins the rest of
the men. Tonight we will camp, and there we will remain until I
decide it’s time to fetch back the scouts…or their bodies. They
might be dead, felled by rockslide, by unexpected attack by
beasts…killed by natives. But I leave no one’s body to rot if it
can be safely retrieved.

In times like these I cannot be a person. I
must be a leader. I must be decisive and calm, and once my mind is
made I must follow through. There’s no time in battle to waffle,
and I strongly suspect we are at odds with someone in these
hills.

Do they even now spy on us and wonder if
they can take us? Or is our force too disciplined in seeming, too
dangerous for them to take full-on? Do they wonder where we came
from? Do they admire our mongrels and wish to free them?

Oh, Od Ragna. Such trouble you would
have saved me had you only been more forthcoming.

So we camp on the edge of the mountain
valley in the fullness of this beautiful spring, and as the days
nip one another’s heels my men become restless. It is beautiful and
yet they do not want to linger. Like me, they sense that something
is wrong.

Two days later, I call Silfie and my
captains to me. The process into my tent and sit around the low
table, silent, waiting.

“We go into the mountains,” I say.

They’re somber, my captains. But in their
eyes I see the banked fires. We came here to keep peace, but we
will brook no insult.

Camp breaks with alacrity. We are soon on
our way, led by trackers and those soldiers best acquainted with
mountainous terrain. The possibility exists that we won’t find any
of our people in these cliffs, but I don’t let myself long
entertain it. We will search until it seems hopeless, and then
we’ll leave. I’d hate to lose Ragna, who has remained intriguing to
me…but the loss of my own is insupportable. I don’t need a failure
this extreme in dealing with the natives so soon out of the
Kingdom.

Honeydipped bounces me at a light trot as we
head around the edge of the valley, seeking the easiest way into
the peaks. As we ride through the fragrant, sun-warmed grasses, I
see a dark shape whirling above us, flashing gold-striped
wings.

I signal a rider over and send for the
bird-keeper. When he arrives, I point up and say, “Who released the
messenger?”

“No one, Mistress,” he says, blushing from
chin to ears flaps. “He released himself.”

“Well, lure him back,” I say. “We can’t have
the Godson’s birds wandering all over the province.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he says, and takes hasty
leave of me.

I shade my eyes and peer into the sky at the
circling silhouette. I know it seems improbable that I might envy
him, flying a sky that is as near as the spread of my own
pinions…but he is not simply flying, that laughing corvid. He has
escaped his masters. That part, I envy.

Soon enough the trackers find us a path up
the mountain’s edge and we begin the arduous climb. Honeydipped
surprises me by clinging to the most tenuous of trails like a
sand-prickle to a hide. I remember belatedly his being chosen as
one of the scouts while we were at Nadeir and am pleased…but soon
enough, I leave him behind.

I am the winged Mistress of this company,
and when we are at war I fly.

As the company labors beneath me, I soar up
and lend my eyes to the work of the scouts. I seek the end of our
route to see if we are advancing toward dead ends. I look for
easier paths for the mounts. I hunt for water and shade and good
camping grounds. Above all, I seek our quarry, the pards or Ragna
or the scouts we lost, or poor young Murdinal. The winds here are
angry and variable and moved by caprice, and it takes effort for me
to remain aloft when a sudden cross-wind does its best to tear me
down. But I am stronger than it and so I fly, and looking up my men
see me and are reassured.

So we toil, for another two days.

 


***

 


A wing is about as sturdy as an arm…which is
to say, more vulnerable than I prefer. I’ve tried the tactic of
putting armor on them, but the weight becomes too much to bear. So
I take risks each time I rise above unfriendly territory. To date
I’ve never had a serious break.

I suppose I was about due.

But by the gods, a rock! Could they have
chosen any more ignominious way to down me? I am above the rocks
one moment, surveying, far forward of our scouts, and the next I
was falling. Falling—

—onto rocks, tumbling, with several
lightning-bright bursts in front of my eyes. Something is broken,
but I’m not sure what yet.

I hear growling. I drag myself to my feet
and draw my sword. This proves my legs are not broken. I am
grateful.

I’m also alone, with someone coming for
me.

Many someones.

Let them come! I am Angharad Godkin
of the Sunblood Cliffs, new governor of Shraeven and Mistress
Commander of the finest company in the Kingdom!

Let them come!

My first lucid moment is when I meet my
enemy. They crawl over the rocks, slide up the defile, worm their
way through cracks as if boneless. Mongrels, all of them; I mistake
some for animals, but they have thick hands on the ends of their
feet and so I know these are the pards the valley-men feared. There
are a lot of them. Ten. Eleven. Fifteen. More. I stop counting. All
of them are bigger than normal animals. Some of them are longer
than I’m tall.

So. I can’t fly—one of the wings won’t work.
I have myself and my sword and I’m surrounded.

Let them come.

Then the fugue state of battle. I don’t
remember how often I killed or maimed. It seemed to take forever.
It didn’t take long enough. They pull me down.

Let them come.

My next moment of lucidity is when I realize
they’re not trying to kill me.

Let them come.

I want to kill them all. I want to destroy
them. I want to kick them away but I’m outnumbered. How does a
horde this large survive on its own? Is this the pard nation? Did
this swarm spawn Od Ragna with her civilized mind and arched
whiskers? Did they spawn her even as they are spawning their next,
on me?

Let them come.

I will kill them all.

Let them come.

When they’re done.

Let them come.

Gods, will they ever be done?

Rage is a welcome fire.

“ENOUGH!” someone shouts, and it’s not me.
Someone is pulling the group away, and I can’t see whom until the
last one is yanked from my body. I don’t recognize him but he has a
shepherd’s crook and a knife and he could be Ragna’s brother.

Curse it all to the skies, but my vision is
fading in and out. I don’t have time to faint. I force myself to
focus on the shepherd boy.

No, the shepherd man. This is no slim stick
of an adolescent, but a bulky, muscled adult with a harder body
than many a boxer. His creamy coat is spattered with gray and black
rosettes, some so ragged they look like clouds. I make the mistake
of looking at them too long; they seem to grow, filling half my
eyes with black. I blink rapidly.

“Children, what have you done?” the shepherd
says angrily. “You’ve spent your seed on this?” He grits his teeth.
“Home! Go home!”

The pards left alive begin to slink
away.

“As for you,” he said, “you’ve killed many
of the village’s children, but you look near enough to death
yourself. I would call that even trade.”

And then he turned his back on me.

I have been in command of people for more
years than this man has lived. When I say, “STOP,” he stops. He
even turns to look at me and frown.

“Take me to Ragna,” I growl.

“You know Ragna?” he asks, eyes
widening.

“Take me to Ragna,” I say again. “NOW.”

He looks me over. “You can’t walk.”

“You will carry me,” I say.

He laughs. “No I won’t.”

“I am your new governor and Ragna is MINE.
Take me to her NOW.”

He looks uncertain now, tail twitching in
anxiety.

“If you leave me here, my men will find your
tribe and kill you to the last man, even if it means they all die
in the process,” I say. Fast. I have to talk fast, my body is
beginning to fail. Gods, I have more broken parts than I dare
acknowledge. “They’re on their way now. Do you want them to find my
twisted body and take their revenge? Or do you want to buy your
lives by patching me up and finding some way to pay for the
grievous harm you’ve done to my person?”

“You talk like a governor,” he mutters. “We
do not respect your rule here, foreigner.”

“I don’t care if you respect my rule,” I
say. “I have overwhelming force. Respect that, son of beasts.”

He shrugs. “I don’t want to die yet,” he
says and hauls me over his shoulder like a sack of meal. My wings,
gods, both of my wings flop at angles. Just the pain of that puts
stars in my eyes, and waves of hot nausea flood my head. I don’t
vomit, but I’m not sure how. It only takes a few long strides of
this man’s walk before the bump and shift proves too much for me.
Even hanging on to consciousness with all my might I can’t—I
can’t—I can’t let them have my body without me to defend it, gods,
Ragna be who I hoped you were when I met you gods—

 


***

 


I hear water. Smell eucalyptus. Something
hurts. It’s attached to my body—stop that—stop. Ah. I float. The
air feels stuffy. Where I am?

I’m drifting again. A field this time, a
field of ridiculous flowers, the sun-loving kind on stalks as tall
as my ribs. They don’t grow in fields like this, so close together.
There are people moving through the field. I move toward them. I
realize abruptly that they are bad people and back-pedal. I don’t
want to be in this dream.

It stops. I don’t drift anymore. I flash in
and out of time. The perfume of night-blooming flowers and cold
stone. Flash. Now a sullen, hot brown light. Flash.
Something hurts. Flash. Talking, mid-sentence, fading
away.

I struggle with weakness. Gods, how I hate
weakness.

Flash.

I surprise myself by opening my eyes and
making sense of my surroundings. I’m in a tent with thick canvas
walls, lying flat on my back on top of a pallet of dense blankets.
Someone is dipping something in a bowl of water near my head.

“Mistress.”

“Ragna!” I exclaim, or try. What comes out
is a croak. My throat feels lacerated.

“Open your mouth,” she says, and wrings a
towel out into it. Ah, cool, sweet water, tangy and bright with
minerals. It distracts me for a few blissful beats of my heart.

Then I snap back into focus. “Why are you
naked?”

“I’m not naked,” she says. “I am wearing a
braid.”

I have to hunt to find it around one of her
wrists, a leather band with a hanging pebble. It’s the only thing
she wears, and her heavy coat is a blessing; had I been so stripped
you could have traced my every bump and groove with your eyes.

“Which signifies what?” I ask.

“That I am an unmated female available for
child-bearing,” Ragna says. Her voice is so carefully void of
inflection that when it cracks on the next word it chills my heart.
“Please, Mistress. No more. Not yet.”

Not yet, Ragna, but soon. My rage is a
living thing. “How damaged am I? Where am I? What’s my status
here?”

“Both your wings are broken. One near the
elbow, the other near your back,” Ragna said. Again she dips the
towel into the water, again she wrings it into my waiting mouth.
“Also your arm and one of the bones in your lower left leg, the
thinnest one. All of these have been set. Your…parts…bled for some
time but appear to be healing now, and what cuts and scrapes you
collected are closing. You have been unconscious for most of a day.
This is my father’s village and we are in one of his tents. No one
knows exactly what to do with you, Mistress. We have tended people
in your situation before, but never one who has killed so many of
our own in defense.”

“So it’s perfectly normal for a roving horde
of beasts to savage a stranger?” I ask.

And the answer I wasn’t expecting:
“Yes.”

I stare at her. She sits back on her heels,
hands folded on her thighs. “Those beasts are our most prized
family, those closest to the freedom and innocence of animals. To
serve as their shepherd is a duty given only to the most honored
people in the village. If they want to hunt, we let them hunt. If
they want to mate, we let them mate. If they want to kill, we let
them kill.” She meets my eyes, and I suddenly understand. Her
demeanor is not an alien one created by the distance between our
cultures. It’s a mask, cultivated in desolation and long abuse to
protect herself from more harm.

“Are we prisoners here?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says. Then, “I, certainly. You,
most probably.” She lets slip a bitter laugh. “The raven circling
over us is no doubt waiting for our carrion bones.”

“I will not rot here, Ragna, and neither
will you,” I say. Then something in my mind shatters. “Raven? There
is a real raven outside?”

She nods. “I think. Black or brown with gold
wings.”

Rage and I smile, slow and sweet and
terrible.

“These are your people, then,” I say. “The
family you didn’t want to discuss with me.”

“Yes,” Ragna says. She lifts my head without
meeting my eyes, adding another pillow under it; my entire neck
feels like a giant bruise, which makes me testy.

“Ragna. All that you would not tell me
before. Now you will.”

I notice her hesitation only because I’m
staring at her arms as she arranges my pillow. Then, without
noticeable resignation, indeed without noticeable emotion she says,
“I ran away when I had my first menses. I did not want to become
broodmare to some animal. This is abnormal, you understand, for
most of the women here don’t mind it. They drop a baby and the
village beast-masters care for it and the women move on with their
lives. They consider this freedom. Perhaps it is.” She settles
beside me again, staring at the tent wall with a blank expression.
“But I was not willing to go through that gate to reach the freedom
to be my own woman here. To gestate an animal in my body…the notion
disgusts me. And I am not willing to bow my head to my father and
brothers and uncles so that they can maintain their theocracy.”

Now, finally, she looks at me, and since I’m
expecting pain and sorrow, the anger in her sea-green eyes
surprises me. “I am a heretic, Angharad Godkin, and so I fled. And
I am good at what I do, so they never caught me…until now.”

“This theocracy,” I say. “Is your village
the only village in it?”

“No,” she says. “There are dozens. Most of
the mountain peaks have a village with a herd of wild
children.”

“And these people never set these children
free?” I ask. “Isn’t the point to breed back to the wild? To
eventually be released to the mindless innocence of animals?”

“Except our children are never animals,”
Ragna says. “They are savages. They are fiercer, larger and crueler
than real animals, and no amount of true-breeding changes that. The
rock that brought you down? They threw it. They do it with other
birds and creatures. They don’t even eat what falls. One can only
conclude they do it out of cruelty, or boredom.” She bares her
teeth. “This path doesn’t serve our souls. It serves our
elders.”

“Dozens of villages,” I say. “How many
people are we talking about, Ragna? What am I fighting?”

Her eyes gleam at my mention of fighting. “A
few thousand, perhaps. No more than that. The peaks cannot support
more. It’s why they raid the valley villages.”

“This,” I say, “This will stop. I will not
support it.”

“You could turn your face from it as other
governors have. It is what we have come to expect from the
Godkindred’s oversight.”

I stare at her, shocked. It takes me a few
minutes to find words through my rage. “Ragna,” I say, biting the
words off, “your village’s innocent “children” have raped me to
broken bits. If your words are true, I’m not the first. You
honestly believe I will let this menace continue?”

“No,” she says, her eyes intent on me,
shining. Almost a prayer. “No.”

“Good,” I say. “Because I need your help.
Call down that raven. It’s time for my men to put paid to your way
of life.”

She holds my eyes for one, two heart-beats.
Then she steps outside. I pray the raven will come to her; I cannot
bear the notion of being at the mercy of these people. These people
patched me up but I have no idea why. They are clearly unimpressed
by any external authority or they wouldn’t be raiding the
valleyfolk. Did Ragna convince them that caring for me would be in
their best interests?

Did she have any idea how big a lie that
would be?

I am going to destroy these people. I just
haven’t decided how. Root and branch, until there’s nothing left of
them on the good brown earth? Or more cruelly, by stealing their
culture and ways from them, by remaking them into some other
shape?

I try to remember a time I’ve felt such
hatred. I can’t remember hating any of the people the Godson sent
me to pacify before. They were simply…assignments. Obstacles to be
removed. Valleys to be taken. Positions to be fortified. Some of my
commanders treated war as an intellectual game and others a holy
mission; I always fell somewhere in the middle. Never a game, no,
not while the lives of those under me were in my care…but not
something I burned for, something based on hatred.

I hated Silfie for a while, for vanishing.
But not like this.

Perhaps if I can intellectualize this
enough, it won’t hurt me. I’ve met soldiers who’ve been traumatized
by the enemy. So many of them broke and I wondered then if I would,
if I were put in that situation. And now here I am. But I have no
time to break. I have to destroy the pard villages first.

Am I going insane?

Oh gods. Anger can be a bandage…or it can be
a shroud. I can’t afford to be buried in this feeling, but I have
no idea how to make it go away. I need to be measured in my
response when all I want to do is kill everything in my sight. I
feel sick with rage. I want to vomit it from my mouth. It seems so
sensible to destroy a culture that creates such abominations, that
wreaks such havoc. Isn’t it? Sensible?

Ragna pushes open the tent-flap, distracting
me from my increasingly unpleasant thoughts. On her arm is the
messenger, large, glossy and smug…perhaps he knows he’s about to
bring the cavalry. She offers him the corner of the desk, and he
side-steps onto it, grasping it with sharp brown talons.

“To whom should I address the message?” she
asks, sitting at the desk and stretching a scrap of hide.

“To Silfia,” I said. As the pungent scent of
ink tickles my nose, I say, “I am assuming you can write in the
language of the Godkindred.”

“I can read and write almost every language
pertinent to Shraeven,” Ragna says. Her pen scratches on the rough
hide, and her voice is just as rough as she says, “Not being able
to read is another form of weakness. You can be enslaved by those
who can speak and send messages you cannot decode.”

“And you would never be a slave again,” I
say.

She dips the pen—the ink makes dense, liquid
gloops. Not very fine quality ink, then. “What shall I write,
Mistress?”

“Silfia,” I dictate. “I am with Ragna and
have found the pards.” I pause, then say, “I sent scouts. Are they
here, Ragna?”

“The lost ones?” Ragna says, and her voice
is too even. “Most of them, yes.”

“The ones that weren’t killed,” I guess.

“They fought,” Ragna says. “The villager,
particularly.”

Ah, gods. I hadn’t intended that young man
to die. Damn these pards. “I see. And what will happen if I ask the
men to show up? Will the people of your village attempt to fight us
or will they hold off?”

“You are a greater force,” Ragna says. She’s
ignoring the raven, who is combing her ear and cheek. I begin to
wonder if Ragna would remain unmoved in the face of a volley from a
doubled archery regiment. “They would wait to see what you
wanted.”

I try to nod, but my neck hurts too much. My
eyes close as I try to decide how to frame the remainder of the
message. I want Silfie here, now; I also want the solidarity of the
valley villages behind me. I cannot have them both. “Continue: Send
runners to the valley villages and ask for their elders. Tell them
we will stop the pard violence and request a voice from each of
their communities. Once you have them, bring the entire force here.
Camp nearby and on arrival send a messenger.” I take a breath.
“That’s it.”

Ragna nods and rolls up the hide. She ties
it to the corvid’s ankle with a strip of leather while the bird
tugs on her mane, teasing, testing. She offers him her bare wrist
and doesn’t flinch when he steps onto it. Does all that fur shield
her from the prick of those sharp talons, or has she simply grown
inured to pain? I wonder as she turns for the tent flap—

—which opens for a silhouette of a man.
Ragna stops instantly.

“Ragna,” I say, my voice brooking no
argument, “go.”

She goes. The other pard doesn’t stop her.
Instead he steps further inside, and my eyes are blinded by the
halo of light the open flap rings him with.

“I am the head of this village,” he
says.

I stare at him with eyes borrowed from the
serpents in my bloodline.

“We have prepared a tent for you on the
women’s side,” he says. “You will be comfortable there.”

“You speak my language,” I say. “Quite an
accomplishment for a savage.”

“I learned it from the soldiers we’ve killed
before,” he says.

“Are you as stupid as you are arrogant?” I
ask, conversationally.

“I am merely different from you,” he
replies.

This exchange begins to take on a surreal
quality. “Your difference is unacceptable.”

“So the high-minded Godkindred have always
said. But here you are the mongrel and we are the truth, and you
have no right to tell us how our lives are better lived.”

“I do when your lives intersect the lives of
others,” I say.

He shrugs. “We will let you repair yourself
in as much comfort as we can offer. If the tent is not to your
liking, we will do what we may to make it more palatable.”

I lift a brow. “You honestly believe I wish
to avail myself of your thus-far violent and despicable
hospitality?”

“No,” he says. “But we cannot let you leave
until we are sure you are not carrying one of our children. Your
blood is impure, but your child belongs to us.”

“If I have a child,” I say, surprising
myself with my outrage, “that child belongs to me and you
will have to kill me to raise it.”

“Then we will,” he says, and steps out of
the tent.

I stare after him and try to struggle
upright. I only make it to my elbows when Ragna enters, the tent
flap sliding off her back.

“Did you get the corvid off?” I ask. Pain
makes me sweat. Just getting this far has slicked my entire body
with it. Gods curse it, but I can’t afford to be this weak!

“The messenger is on his way,” she says. She
crouches next to me. “You must not rise yet, Mistress.”

“What’s this nonsense about a tent in the
“women’s side”?” I ask to distract her.

“Men and women live apart of course,” Ragna
says. “They come together only to produce children, as our
ancestors did. We do not marry the way the Godkindred or the
majority of Shraeven’s cultures do. It is considered a complication
of the natural order of things.”

“Your chief is under the mistaken impression
that I’m staying,” I say.

“He is concerned about possible offspring,”
Ragna says. “That is to be expected. If nothing else, the
beast-children are typically virile, though I have only noted their
effect on our people, not on mix-breeds of your complexity.”

“I’ll die before I give the flesh of my
flesh to these people,” I growl, and I realize that the outrage is
still there. The notion of having a child as a result of this
miserable, benighted situation would ordinarily have horrified me,
but the need to save a baby from these barbarians is far more
important than that baby’s provenance.

Ragna glances at me. Then, “I believe
you.”

An uncomfortable silence then, mostly my
fault as I sort through these new feelings. They cannot be herded
or categorized or ordered. They are like waves whipped to froth by
storm-winds, the topmost layer of a frenzied whirlpool. Finally, I
say, “It’s the reason they dare not kill me, though, isn’t it? They
were willing to kill me after they evaluated the strength of the
force I commanded…but a potential child makes it impossible until
they know, one way or the other.”

Ragna folds her hands in her lap. “You are
astute, Mistress.”

“Should I move to the women’s side?”

She cants her head. “The women will take
better care of you and you may heal faster for it. You may also
fall out of notice, which may give you more freedom. But women here
do not have the status men do.”

“I will stay here then,” I say.

“It is not wise to be obstreperous,
Mistress,” Ragna says. “This is not a society that rewards
defiance.”

“I’d gathered that,” I say, then grimace.
“In sooth, Ragna, I’m not sure I want to move. Every part of me
feels broken.”

The moment I say it, I feel it from my nares
to my toes, the aches, the bone-deep bruises, the white pain
waiting to flicker with every too-deep breath. The weakness I keep
denying rushes in like a tide and there’s no swimming to shore. Who
can dive free of their own bodies? I have been injured worse, but
never in a way that allowed me to be awake, to feel imprisoned by
my own flesh.

Ragna’s hands smooth over my shoulders.
“Mistress,” she says, “All will be well.”

“Now is not the time for jokes,” I say on
the tail of a gasp. “I need my wits about me—”

“—and you have them,” Ragna says. Her eyes
are steady, and in the dusk of the tent her pupils seem to swallow
all but a rim of her sea-storm eyes. “You think I don’t know our
danger? You think I am not wary for us both?”

“You could do nothing to protect yourself
before except flee,” I say. I could moderate my harsh words but now
is not the time. “I am in no condition to flee.”

“Silfia and Donal are on their way,” Ragna
says, and I wonder when those two captains acquired names while the
rest languish, unremembered. “We have only to wait for their
arrival.”

“Your relatives don’t need much time to
wreak their destruction,” I say. “The work of an hour and look at
me now.” The panic is cresting like a wave off the ocean. The
Sunblood Cliffs withstood the constant pounding, but I am no golden
rock-face to stand before the might of the sea. “Oh, gods
above…this was not in my plan!”

“No,” Ragna says, and her clipped words are
like a slap. “This was in theirs. Listen to me, Angharad Godkin.
You have lived a life of privilege and freedom with nary a true
tragedy to inspire a tear. All the while, people like me have been
raped into submission while people like those valleyfolk have
cowered in fear from the onslaught of the pards. Your presence here
will change all that. Of what moment is your brief pain when
contrasted against the lifetimes of injustice you will soon make
right?”

I stare at her eyes because I need to
remember that fires can burn on ocean waters. She lids that
fearsome mien with pale lashes and goes back to tidying my blanket,
more to give her hands some useful work than because anything needs
her care.

“My pain is not inconsequential,” I say
hoarsely.

“Your pain will pass,” Ragna says, giving me
no quarter. “You will return to your position of privilege and
power soon enough. Consider this your education on the lives of
those less fortunate than you.”

I am torn between shame and fury and a
maudlin self-pity. This is not at all like me, but it is not at all
like me to be taken down by a horde of beasts and broken to small
griffin-shaped bits. When Ragna lies down with her back against my
hips, I don’t stop her. Instead I think of how pleasant her warm
solidity is against my leg, and how soft and heavy is the tail that
drapes over my ankles.

She is warm. And her fur is silky…I find
that out by running a hand over her side. I expect the spots to
feel different in texture from the white areas, but they don’t, and
I am intrigued. She smells mysterious. The Godkindred interbreed so
whole-heartedly they become chimerical creations; predator, prey,
mammal and non-mammal. Ragna smells like a hunter. Like an
animal.

When she doesn’t object, I grow a little
bolder. It is one thing to touch another idly. Another to stroke
from shoulder to hip, surprising oneself with another’s curves and
dips and bumps, the weight of fur, the heat of skin. It is not a
touch that arouses; it is a touch that learns. Silfie and I spent
much time learning one another, just for the pleasure of being the
person who knows. She knows how the muscles of my neck tire, and
how peculiar they are for their length. I know that her tail is not
merely a fox’s brush, but more akin to a mare’s tail; something she
disguises by careful barbering.

Halfway through my fourth stroke, Ragna
abruptly asks, “Do you require service?”

I stop as if shot.

She is silent, waiting without tension. I
should have noticed that she didn’t press herself against me in
response to my liberties; that she fitted herself to me so tightly
was probably an act of comfort, not an advance. I am letting my
heart lead me here, there, willy-nilly, rather than thinking of my
responsibilities, of the consequences of my acts.

I stop petting her but I leave my hand on
her hip. “Do you believe me to be the kind of person who would
compel you?”

Ragna is silent. I outwait her.

“No,” Ragna says. “I don’t think so. But
these are not usual times, and you are not your usual self.”

“I haven’t taken complete leave of my
senses,” I say wryly. “One brief incident isn’t going to turn me
into a monster.”

“This is a brief incident?” Ragna asks.

“As you so acidly pointed out,” I say.
“Without considering, I might add, that I may not have lived the
life of perfect ease you accuse me of. I am a Mistress Commander,
Ragna…that puts me in charge of men, men who die because of my
decisions. I have not always made good ones.”

“That is pain on behalf of others,” Ragna
says. “Pain on behalf of yourself is of a different caliber. Have
you personally suffered so much that you can brush this away as a
brief incident?”

At least she’s asking now instead of
declaring. Still, I don’t feel up to confessing how much Silfie’s
vanishing hurt me, or how worried I am about the succession, or how
upset I am at having to leave the Sunblood Cliffs behind. “Can
anyone truly say whether one person’s personal suffering is greater
than another’s?”

“I suppose not,” Ragna says. After a moment,
low, “I am being unfair. I am sorry, Mistress. You do not deserve
my vitriol.”

“Not always,” I say. “But sometimes I need
someone to tell me what I don’t want to hear.”

“That is what you have Silfia for,” Ragna
says.

“As much as I love her, Silfie doesn’t own
the world’s wisdom,” I say. “The more sources I have to advise me,
the better off I am.”

Again, that considering silence. I love
Ragna’s silences, I realize—I love the weight of them. I love them
as evidence of her willingness to listen and deeply consider what
is said to her. Would that all silences were like hers.

“Silfia would not appreciate your taking
comfort with me,” Ragna says finally.

“ Silfie and I are not pledged to one
another now,” I say. “And whether we will be in the future is an
uncertainty. We have responsibilities to Godson and country.” I
sigh. “I’m not going to compel you. And since you continue to be
clear-eyed, I won’t even excuse my desires as seeking comfort. But
there are more ways to be given heart’s ease than through “giving
me service.” Would you be willing to consider one of those?”

No reply.

Gently, I say, “Ragna. I know in the past
you were forced to do things you didn’t want to do. If you truly
don’t want to, say so and I won’t bear a grudge.”

Then, “What would you have me do?”

“Come up here a little higher,” I say. “I’ll
turn on my side and curl around you. We’ll fall asleep. That will
be the extent of it.”

“Like sisters,” Ragna says. She is not quite
good enough with her voice to conceal her relief. If I wasn’t so
busy trying to make her feel better, I’d be hurt that she doesn’t
seem to find me attractive.

“Just like sisters,” I say, though never
having had one I wouldn’t know.

She wiggles up, I turn on my side—slowly,
very slowly—and we end up pressed to one another like spiral
shells.

“Doesn’t it hurt?” she asks after a while.
“Resting your wing on the ground like that.”

“No more than it hurts to rest on your arm,”
I say. “Normally. My present condition excepted.”

“I had wondered how you sleep,” Ragna says.
Her voice is soft and furry, that timbre that belongs to late
nights. “Then I saw you on your cot. It does not seem
comfortable.”

I shift carefully, searching for a position
I can rest in for a few hours; the splint gives me a choice between
‘fully extended’ and ‘mostly fully extended’, both tiring. “The man
who carved my bed used to complain that the gods were cruel for
giving us arms, because no matter how we settled ourselves for
sleep, inevitably an arm would find cause to complain. He advocated
the cutting off of all arms so that we would all achieve better
rest.”

Ragna’s stare gives me a chance to enjoy
that sea-green gaze. “You made that story whole-cloth.”

“I didn’t,” I say with a grin. “I assure you
I could never come up with something so outlandish. But truly, the
wings are no different from arms. When it comes to sleep,
anyway.”

“The feathers…do they…how do you?”

“They molt,” I say. “It’s an uncomfortable
process, but it replaces the broken and damaged feathers.”

She’s looking at that wing arm again. I see
her hand rise and then fall against her breast before she manages
the courage to say, “May I…?”

“Of course,” I say. “They’re not going to
break.”

Ragna flats her ears; no doubt she wants to
tip-toe around my injuries. But I refuse. My light bones mend
quickly and I have work to do; there’s no time for me to mope about
being an invalid. There’s only barely time for me to be an invalid,
at that.

Her fingers tickle the edge of my wing arm,
then brush against the tiny feathers there. My feathers capture
light, even in dim surroundings like these…sometimes they glimmer,
and they’re glimmering now, just for Ragna. Lovely Ragna with all
that heavy fur and solid body, who no doubt cannot imagine flying
anymore than I can imagine being rooted to the earth.

“You have practice sleeping with others,”
Ragna observes.

“With one person,” I say. “Yes.” The body
I’m leaning against is shorter, harder, heavier; the fur is
thicker, more like a cushion. The smell is different. It’s been
eighteen years and I can still remember how Silfie was supposed to
fit.

Ah, gods.

“It’s not unpleasant,” Ragna says,
surprising me. I’d thought from her long silence that we were done
talking. “The women here often cleave to one another for
companionship, which they say men are incapable of understanding or
giving properly.”

Surprised, I say, “Men are altogether
capable of giving pleasure to women. Being of the same sex as your
partner is not a prerequisite to learning how.”

“And yet you have never been with a man,”
Ragna says, still petting my wing feathers.

“I have not yet loved a man that much,” I
say. The words tumble out because I am too startled to stop them.
“And there are consequences to loving a man that must be
controlled.”

“Like heirs,” Ragna says. “Or must you wed
the man you lie with in your kingdom?”

“Yes,” I say. “No. But you should. It’s
wise.”

“Is everything you do wise, Mistress
Godkin?” Ragna asks.

“I’m not sure this conversation is wise,” I
say wryly. “But we are having it anyway.”

“You should be sleeping,” she agrees. “Not
dreaming of doing to me what you do to Silfia, or what other pard
women do with one another.”

“Od Ragna!”

“I have half a mind to let you teach me
these things,” she continues, not even noticing my distress. Dear
gods! “As I have never experienced them for myself and you seem a
promising teacher. But I don’t need to give Silfia another reason
to distrust me.” She wriggles against me—oh my—and then settles
down with an inevitability, like a rock sinking into soft earth.
“You should sleep, Mistress.”

Yes. I should sleep. So why is it that I am
emphatically not thinking of sleep at all? Why is it that when I’m
injured and not able to fully enjoy myself with wrenching or
breaking something splinted, my body still insists?

And why, oh why, does Ragna fall asleep so
quickly?

 


***

 


So I sleep. As with every time I’ve been
seriously injured, the sleep is more like falling unconscious. My
light bones heal quickly, but I pay dearly for that healing; too
dearly, some say, to be so utterly beyond waking.

I wake to sunlight on the western side of
the tent and a weight on the dip below my hip-bone: Ragna’s head.
Her arm is draped over my thighs. I can’t imagine that my
sharply-planed hips make a comfortable pillow, but then that’s
probably why she has a blanket mounded over the hard bits.

I smell clean—someone must have washed me.
There’s new incense on the table, still burning, sweet and
resinous. There’s also a tray with something I can’t see; I hope
it’s food because I’m hungrier than I can describe. And I feel
better…not well, of course, but on my way back to my old self. I’m
familiar with my pattern of recovery, enough to judge when I’ll be
on my feet again. Except, of course, the parts I’ve never had to
heal from. But how can I feel unsafe with Ragna lying on me with
her fierce teeth on my belly and one muscled arm blocking anyone’s
access?

I hear the cry of the messenger and my chest
tightens. Have they arrived already?

The corvid swoops in through the tent flap
first, lighting somewhere behind me—I hear feathers rustling as he
folds his wings. On his tail-feathers come horn and stripe and
worry, and before I can say a word Donal is on one knee at my side
with a grace that marks a gesture done a thousand times until ease
gives it form and meaning. He takes my hand before I can say a word
and kisses the palm. I spread my fingers over his nose and face,
not because I’m used to returning archaic shows of fealty, but
because I can do nothing else in response to his ardor.

“Mistress,” he says, and I notice flecks of
gold in his dark eyes, for he doesn’t blink. “We thought we’d lost
you, and I see we weren’t far from the truth.”

On my lap, I feel Ragna’s weight shift from
unconscious slump to tense stillness.

“I’m alive, Donal,” I say. “And we have work
to do.”

“Direct us, Mistress, and we will be the
arrows from your bow,” he says.

Gods, it’s like dialogue from some
poorly-scripted morality play, but he says it with such candor it
feels real. I am no goddess to accept such things and wry humor is
my shield against them. Even so, I feel my voice grow gentle as I
say, “Do all Neshanti demand such rigorous formality, Donal? Or are
all of you such gentlemen?”

His eyes lighten a little. His cheeks
crinkle. But it’s a shallow expression and even as I see it I know
how quickly it will pass. “You’re kind, ma’am. I give you only your
due. What shall we do?”

“We have an issue,” I say. “The pard clans
must be…re-structured into something more civilized.”

“I’m assuming they’re going to resist,”
Donal says.

“That’s a safe assumption,” I say. “Did you
bring the native forces as I asked?”

“They’re gathering as we speak, ma’am.”

“When they’re done, send a litter for me.
After that, we’ll have a talk with the pard clan chiefs…and if they
don’t agree with our plans, we’ll have to teach them manners.”

His eyes glint. “Aye, ma’am. Shall I send a
detail to guard your tent?”

“Please,” I say. I’m feeling better and
better by the moment. “Don’t kill anyone yet. If they get in your
way, take prisoners.”

“But the killing will come later,” he says,
almost mildly.

In kind I say, “Yes.”

He presses my knuckles to his forehead—he
hadn’t released my hand during our talk—and says, “I’ll send the
detail straightaway, Mistress.”

“Dismissed,” I say.

He leaves me well pleased. But I have not
forgotten the weight on my hips and so I’m not at all surprised
when Ragna asks, “What will you ask of the chiefs?”

“Will you like my answer?” I wonder aloud. I
don’t expect an answer, much less the answer she gives:

“No.” She pauses, as if to say something
else, but doesn’t.

“No?” I prompt. “At least that’s an honest
response, if not the one I expected.”

“I hate them. But I was born here. I can’t
imagine it not being around for me to hate.” She is looking away
from my face now, across my belly…and tracing a finger near one of
my hip-bones. Her whiskers tickle terribly, but nothing bothers me
as much as that very distracting fingertip. “You want to remove my
hate repository, Mistress. Where then shall I store my hate?”

“Perhaps you will no longer have hate to
store, with the pards settled,” I say.

“Ah, no,” Ragna says. “Nothing will take
away the hate of what they did to me. Not after I’ve seen how
others live. How others grow up.” She shakes her head slightly,
dragging her cheek against my belly. “No. Nothing.”

“That’s committing to quite a bit of hate,
od Ragna,” I say quietly. “A lifetime’s worth of it.”

“Do you mean to tell me that you will not
hate them forever?”

I stiffen.

“Even if they have abducted your womb and
used it to feed their bloodline instead of the one you intend?”

Rage is not red, not the color of blood.
Rage is white, the color of too much sunlight, of swarming spots
before you faint. I am gripped so strongly in it I feel bleached to
the bones by rage. And all the while, her voice continues.

“Perhaps you haven’t thought of it that way
yet. But I have known enough Godkindred to know something of the
importance of bloodline. You are not young, Mistress. Perhaps you
have only a single chance to create the heir you choose, with the
male you know is perfection. And here the pards have stolen your
body and put their seed in it, and now they will use your body for
the next seven months. They will take a tithe of every morsel you
eat. They will sup of your strength until you can no longer move as
much as you like, and you will sleep the rest of the time. They
will drink your blood and use it to make an infant in their image.
And you will be powerless to prevent it.”

“I—” I say, beginning to tremble, “am never
powerless.”

She shrugs, a motion that presses against my
side. “You could clean it out of your womb with herbs, I suppose.
But that may be your last chance.”

“Assuming I’m even pregnant,” I say.

She shrugs again, and I hate the feel of
it…but stating the obvious helps me focus, and the anger subsides.
It doesn’t leave—oh no—but it subsides. I can see again. I stop
shaking. Pregnancy is only a possibility, not assured.

“I’m sorry, Mistress,” Ragna says. “I was
born to see things clearly, but sometimes I speak out of turn.”

“I’m glad you do,” I say. “I’d rather let
words prepare me for reality than to face reality unguarded.”

She eyes me then, one green eye with giant
black pupil. “Truly? Against everything?”

I nod.

“Even love?” she asks.

“Some things words are powerless to
describe,” I say. “And sometimes I’m glad of it.”

“So this love you have for Silfia,” Ragna
begins.

“Did I say I loved Silfie?” I ask.

Ragna looks at me. “You don’t need to. Your
body says it for you each time she’s near.”

“Ah,” I say, and suppress a sigh. I hope
this is Ragna’s too-clear sight and not that I’m woefully bad at
keeping my feelings to myself. “Go on, then.”

“It was something you were not prepared
for,” Ragna finishes.

“Of course not,” I say. “Who’s ever prepared
for love?”

“And you still love her,” Ragna says.

“Didn’t you just say that I did?”

“Ah, but you didn’t admit it,” Ragna says,
and she arches her whiskers, which tickles abominably. I wriggle my
hips and regret it. Ouch. Ouch. Ouch.

“Ah, ah, I am sorry,” Ragna says, smoothing
my body down with her hands. Which does not make me feel more
comfortable. Rather the opposite. Can this be any more awkward? “Be
still, Mistress.”

“ ‘Be still,’ she says, though she asks
about terrible topics and has her hand on places more intimate than
friendship,” I say (did I say that aloud? Oh I did). “I am weak and
you are taking great advantage of me, Ragna.”

“Yes,” she says, without visible regret.
“Why is love terrible?”

“Because the love is seventeen years old,
and we have other responsibilities now. I do, anyway. I need a
child.”

“Perhaps you have one,” Ragna says. “And so
the pards have done you a great service by freeing you to continue
loving Silfia.”

My entire body trembles. “Don’t say such
things!” And then calmer, “I need an heir, as all families do. And
I will keep the man I choose to be the father of that child, as is
proper.”

“Why?” Ragna asks. “Is bloodline so
important?”

“Bloodline,” I say, “is everything.”

“How barbaric,” she says.

“And your people are so much more
civilized,” I say, bristling.

This is perhaps not the best moment for the
chief to step back into my tent, flanked by three burly pard men.
I’m too angry with Ragna, which is probably why I don’t even pause
for a breath before I say, “OUT OF MY TENT.”

“We have come to move you to the women’s
side,” the pard chief says.

“I am moving nowhere, particularly not at
your behest,” I growl. “Get out of my tent before I run you
through.”

“With what, mixbreed? Your sword? Do you
even have the strength to draw it?”

“I don’t need to draw a sword,” I say. “I’ve
got one lying across my lap, and on my word she’ll rip through you
with gladness at the command.”

Ragna stiffens against my legs as the pards
turn their gimlet stares on her. Oh gods, please tell me I didn’t
read her wrong. She’s with me, isn’t she? She’d do it…wouldn’t
she?

The pard chief looks disdainfully at Ragna,
then motions to his three fellows.

“Don’t,” I say. “This is your only warning.
I’ll kill you if you try it.”

For a moment, I think they believe…then the
chief laughs. The men advance.

“Go, Ragna,” I say, and Ragna leaps. Two of
the men scatter around her and head for me. They make both mistakes
I was hoping for.

Mistake one. One of them gets there before
the second.

Mistake two. They assume that just because
I’m injured from the neck down, I’m helpless. But I don’t have
their stubby, short necks. I don’t have their flat heads, short
muzzles and ineffectual teeth. I have a spear on the end of my
face, and when the first one reaches for my body I stab him through
the eye with it.

He doesn’t even gurgle. I flip him to the
side, turn my gore-streaked beak to Pard Number Two and get him
through his open mouth. His face slides toward mine—he was about to
scream or gasp. Getting him off my face takes more effort, and once
I’m done I realize I’ve twisted all the muscles in my neck and my
eyes are watering from the bright pain of it.

Ragna is staring at me. Her pard is
unconscious but still alive. I can’t say the same for my two.

The pard chief glances at the bodies in
disbelief and then lunges for me. His thick hand grips me by the
throat and bears me to the ground. I surprise him with the strength
of my neck, but he pins me and positions himself. Positions
himself. I feel the heat of his body on mine.

“Don’t even dare,” I say, tasting blood and
flesh. Rage can also be black and cold, colder than caves forgotten
by sunlight. All the earth’s dark chill is in my voice and body,
repelling his heat. “I may grow teeth in places you least
expect.”

He hesitates, but only long enough for his
eyes to flick to my gory beak. I know in that moment I’m lost and
anger lurches up to choke me.

Ragna’s body rips through the air and takes
the chief’s with it. The world is moving fast. I know this
battle-quickness that steals the moments between actions so they
seem to collide, each one building on the next without room to
breathe. I try to move with this old friend, but pain screams
through all my limbs, slowing me down. I can only watch as Ragna’s
claws and teeth search for a vulnerable spot through the thick fur
of the chief.

I can only watch him curse her and push her
face down into the dirt.

I can only watch them tumble and come to a
halt with the pard chief holding her down.

“You dare,” he breathes to her.

“You will not touch her, father,” Ragna
hisses.

“Apparently I was wrong to leave you with
her,” he says, hauling her up with her arms twisted behind her
back.

“Let her go,” I say, finding my voice now
that we are all moving through the same time.

The pard chief laughs. “I think not,
mixbreed. You have done enough damage for the day. Indeed, you’ve
done enough damage entirely. I will be glad to be quit of you, once
the babe is born.”

“You have no idea,” I say. “You honestly
believe you can hold the governor of Shraeven hostage in a tent.
You honestly believe I’m going to have your child.”

A flare of a grin, all grimy fang. “Yes. And
if you do not yet have a babe within you…the creation of one can
still be arranged.” He drags Ragna out, leaving me staring, fists
clenched, at the tent flap.

I cannot leave this hole fast enough. I
can’t raze this village fast enough. Where are Donal’s soldiers?
And by the gods, they’ve taken Ragna, my Ragna!

I did not miss the look on her face as she
left, the brief slip as defiance and panic danced a roundabout in
glazed green eyes. Father. Did she say ‘father’? Did she tell me he
was her father while I was sick, and did I forget it? My gods. What
will the beast do to her?

 


***

 


By the time my guard contingent arrives, I
am ready to shred my blanket…but arrive they do, permitted by a
complacent enemy, and Donal (bless his head!) sent not just two but
eight lean, hard fellows, a mix of his own sturdy farmer-stock and
my own battle-tested soldiers. I don’t give their leader time to
linger over my condition; he says, “Reporting for duty, Mistress!”
and I immediately say, “I need the two best stalkers in your party
to find out where they’ve taken Ragna.”

“Mistress?” he asks, but not confusion
that—a request for more information.

“The pard chief has taken Ragna,” I say. “I
need to know where she is and what condition she’s in, and how
difficult it’s going to be to break her out. And I need that
information quickly—before dawn, because I plan to be gone by
then.”

“Aye, Mistress,” he says and ducks back out
of the tent.

A few minutes later a different man enters.
“The scouts have been dispatched,” he says.

“Good,” I say. “You can help me search for
my gear, if it’s in this tent. I want to be ready to move out the
moment the scouts return unless they bring me good cause to
stay.”

“Aye, Mistress.”

It is so good to be obeyed.

He and a fellow spend themselves on a
fruitless search of my tent; my weapons, my armor, everything I
fell with is missing. Even my clothing—besides these bandages, I’m
nude and the pards were not good enough to leave me anything to
wear. One of the soldiers passes me a cloak clip and I improvise a
tunic from the blanket. It hurts to sit up, but not so much that
I’ll be difficult to handle. I’m a light burden when carried and I
am very ready to be carried out of his cesspit.

My scouts return, grim-faced. I narrow my
eyes at their expressions and say, “Well? Can she be freed?”

“Not easily, ma’am,” the first says. “She’s
held good and tight in the compound of the chief, surrounded by a
fence of angry mongrels.”

“Not with them,” I say, my voice harder than
I intend. The mere thought of Ragna abused by the mongrels—by her
family!—is enough to make me want to strangle something.

“No,” the scout says. “Around her.”

“We couldn’t watch long,” the second says.
“But they seem to have decided to do something with her. Something
involving messengers.”

“Messengers,” I murmur. “What did they
say?”

They flush. “We can’t understand their
tongue, Mistress.”

Damn the language barrier! “Get me back to
camp.”

“Aye, Mistress,” the first scout says. And
to their credit, not a single one of them stares inappropriately
when they pick me up and tramp out of the tent. The rest of the
contingent falls in around me.

I’m so busy deciding how to help Ragna that
I’ve forgotten that only Donal knows my state. When the soldiers
carry me into camp, I find all my captains awaiting me, and
Magwen’s horns are in evidence behind their ranks. The looks in
their eyes…Ah, by the path to Heaven, I don’t have time for this
now.

“To my tent,” I tell the shoulders under me.
They turn and march that way, past my people. It takes my captains
a moment to stop staring, but by the time I’m deposited in my own
cot they’re crowding in behind me and Magwen’s making tea.

“Find me the locals,” I say before they can
ask all the questions they want to ask.

What can they do? They scatter.

“Clothes,” I say to Magwen, and he helps me
carefully into pants—is it just me or did he hesitate over my
damaged hips? Fortunately most of my blouses are cloth panels
clipped together at shoulders or laced at the sides, so getting
them over my broken extremities takes little time. When our native
allies arrive I am propped up on cushions outside my tent, holding
a steeping cup of tea and looking as composed as I possibly can
with my wings forced open behind me like decorations. Our allies
are led by a man and a woman, both robust and of an age with me,
and one hunched grandfather leaning on a knobbed staff.

And now a soldier must remember to be a
diplomat. “Thank you for joining us,” I say. “I’m sorry I wasn’t
here earlier to greet you, but I was indisposed.”

“No need to apologize,” says the woman. “We
know just how indisposed the pards can make a body. We’re given to
understand you’ll be doing something about their mischief?”

“I plan to destroy them,” I say. “When we’re
done here, there will either be no pard villages as they know
them…or there will be no pards.”

Their eyes glow. The young man says, “We are
proud to be a part of your effort, Governor.”

Ah. Ah. The sound of that single word,
freely offered…perhaps there’s hope for this crazed mission after
all.

“I need your help,” I say. “One of our own
is captive in the chief’s compound; they’re planning something with
her, something that requires them to send messengers. We can’t
understand their tongue. Do you know why they might be keeping her
guarded by their wild beasts?”

The eldest says, “I was only a boy when the
pards took me. But I saw them send more than one messenger out only
once: when the pard chief wished to offer a gift to the beasts of
all the villages. They are preparing to unite against us.”

Curse it all! “How does that work?”

“The leader of the battle will be chosen
based on which of the pard beast packs stakes the strongest claim
to the gift. The strongest children indicate the strongest leader,”
the eldest says.

“And all the villages will come together for
this,” I say.

“All the fighters, the able-bodied men and
the beasts,” says the eldest.

I think of the numbers. Not more than two
thousand, Ragna said, a total that included women, children, beasts
and men. How many of those are fighters? Having them gather in one
place is a great convenience tactically, presuming we can take
them. There’s a symbolic value to destroying them all during one of
their high rituals even if picking them off village by village
might be safer. At least I can assume Ragna will be left relatively
unharmed until they use her for the intended purpose.

Once the natives leave, the second wave
arrives: my captains, grim of face and stiff in gait. My gaze
glides from one pair of eyes to the next and despite their varied
colors and heights they have the same stern cold.

“Take me inside,” I say to Magwen, and he
helps me back into the tent, my captains following. I wait until my
steward leaves before I say, “We have an opportunity to destroy the
entire strength of the pard villages at once.”

“Numbers?” Colblain asks.

“Ragna estimates the total pard population
at two thousand,” I say. “Women don’t fight, but at the very worst
case, that many against us. Somewhat worst case is one thousand.
More probable is about eight hundred.”

Now they are grim indeed. We have faced
worse odds, but not often and not with frequent success.

“I’m a little behind,” Gavan says. “I didn’t
know we were set on destroying the pards, Mistress.” He glances at
Donal. “Donal told us you were wounded and the scouts report you
falling, but not much more than that.”

I remember now how cryptic my corvid-flown
message was, a precaution against enemy interception. Ordinarily
I’d have no issues simply stating my reasons…but I have never been
such a direct victim of what I am aiming to destroy. It embarrasses
me. I flex my fingers and say, “They’re responsible for the
constant raids on the valley-folk, and they think it meet and
honorable for their half-wild children to rape, hunt, maim and kill
whomever they set eyes on. They oppress their women and enslave the
less fortunate. This will not continue under my rule.”

“So we’re just going to…stop them. Without
asking them to change first,” Gavan says. When the other captains
glare at him, he says, “The Mistress has said we’re not to treat
Shraeven as an enemy to be destroyed, but an ally to be tamed. I’m
trying to make the transition. This act doesn’t seem to fit.”

He’s right. Not only that, but I’d said that
I would give the pards a chance to reform and attacking them
unexpectedly at one of their high rituals wasn’t going to allow
them the opportunity. I am still thinking like a Mistress
Commander, not like the Provincial Governor of Shraeven.

Too bad for the pards, that.

“You’re right, Gavan,” I say. “I appreciate
you raising your concerns. Under normal circumstances, I’d agree
with you completely; our place would be to negotiate and pacify,
not destroy. But we can only negotiate with civilized people.
Anyone who thinks it a fine day’s work for their mongrel children
to hunt and kill village children is no civilized person.
Negotiation is pointless with such people; the only thing they
respect is strength.”

Gavan nods. He looks puzzled but not upset,
so I turn to the others. “We need more information and
unfortunately Ragna is in the hands of the pards. I need scouts to
find out where the ritual’s held accompanied by locals who can
understand the pard tongue. If we can follow the messengers to the
other villages and listen in on the resulting conversations, we
should. Get the intelligence and bring it back so we can decide
whether this all-out assault will work.”

“Aye, ma’am!”

“Go,” I say.

They go…mostly. Donal and Silfie stubbornly
remain. The surprised and wary look they exchange is funny behind
price. Neither one moves; neither one speaks. Finally, I start to
laugh. “For the sake of the gods,” I say. “Are your separate topics
so manifestly private that you can’t speak them in front of one
another? Or am I going to have to send one of you to wait
outside?”

“I wanted to know how you were feeling,
ma’am,” Donal says, giving me a curt bow from the waist. “I wasn’t
sure you’d want to talk about it.”

“I want to know what they did to you,”
Silfie says, eyeing Donal. “And I wasn’t sure you’d want to tell
him.”

“Somehow I doubt the particulars of my
injuries are going to remain private long,” I say. “They knocked me
from the sky. I killed most but not all of them. You see the
results.” I shrug. “I will heal, as I always do.”

“The natives tell stories,” Silfie says.

I have known Silfie many a year, but the
anger that shapes those words, blunt as a hammer, is new to me. She
looks uncomfortable in her own skin…in fact, I catch her shifting
her weight from foot to foot, as if she’s standing on hot
coals.

“And what stories are those?” I ask, more
concerned about her than my privacy.

When Silfie doesn’t immediately respond,
Donal says, “Respectfully, Mistress, but the stories are about how
the pards get new pards.”

“One would presume they get new pards on
other pards,” I say. “Otherwise, they would not have inbred to
their current, bestial state. Wouldn’t you suppose?”

“I guess one would,” Donal says in that
so-charming country accent. It doesn’t suit his next words. “Except
the natives say that beasts can lack discrimination in choosing
their mates.”

“Did they?” Silfie asks abruptly. “Did they
defile you?” Her hands are clenched. “I’ll skin every one of them
and serve their organs on a platter to you if they even thought of
it.”

I glance at Donal, who looks tense and grim
but controlled. Silfie’s passion worries me. I need my second to be
a calming voice, not a mindless crusader for vengeance. We have too
many pards to kill to go about this without careful planning.

“They hardly think at all, Silfie,” I say.
“But they’ll be dead soon enough.”

I think she takes this for confirmation,
because she leaves as suddenly as a summer storm over the
ocean.

“That doesn’t bode well,” I murmur.

“If it pleases you, ma’am, I’ll do my best
to quell the rumors,” Donal says.

“That pleases me much,” I say. “We have work
to do, and we need clear heads to do it.”

His glance is furtive but I catch the golden
glimmer in his dark eyes anyway. He is a handsome sort, when he’s
not in motion—movement tends to reveal his lack of grace.

“Mistress,” he says. “It would help me
greatly to know if I am lying when I tell them the rumors are
untrue.”

I am taken aback by this request, and I
wonder if he is maneuvering to be placed in my confidence, above
and beyond my second. But no, there’s no slyness to his face. He
can recite the most trite lines and make them sound real. Now it
appears that he cares whether he’s lying or not. Are all the
Neshanti country-boys this painfully earnest? Gods above, I thought
such old-fashioned notions had died long ago. I have the cynicism
of a city-woman…I feel, just for a moment, ashamed.

“And what will you say,” I ask, “if I tell
you either way?”

I must look too much the political creature
because the flash of sadness in his eyes is otherwise inexplicable.
I flush at my ears.

“Controlling our men’s outrage may be like
penning a bull with the frothing, ma’am. You know how serious a
crime this is,” Donal says. “Particularly in the Godkindred
Kingdom’s heartland.”

Oh, do I. We punish very severely for those
who seek pleasures in other people’s bodies without their
permission…but that is only a fraction of the punishment we extract
for those who appropriate another person’s womb without her
consent. Bloodline is not just important. Bloodline is everything,
and to further your own through violence…let us simply say that
bastardy for us is not simply a shameful matter, but a criminal
one.

“Let them be outraged, then,” I say. “As
long as you and your fellow captains can keep them in hand, their
anger will serve them.”

“Then the rumors are true,” Donal says. He’s
handling this with a delicacy I honestly hadn’t expected of
him.

“The rumors…” I pause, then sigh. “Yes.”

His hand touches the handle of his knife.
Not his sword, a weapon of honor and military duty, but his knife,
the tool you gut carcasses with.

“Not just true,” I say, “but in the most
heinous of ways. I was overwhelmed not by a single person but by an
unchecked horde of half-mad beasts, and their shepherd did not stop
them from their multiple crimes.” Gods, this is hard to say out
loud. My limbs are trembling with what I believe is anger. “And
their chief would have forced himself on me when I was bound and
too injured to resist.”

“Would have,” Donal says. I’ve passed my
tremor on to him. “What stopped him?”

“Ragna,” I say. “She attacked him at great
risk to herself. Realized risk, for now she is bound for sacrifice
because of what she did to protect the integrity of my family
chain.”

“This is monstrous,” Donal says. “The
impossible task you give us is not to destroy two thousand pards,
Mistress, but to keep us from doing so.”

“Then I hope the intelligence our spies
retrieve will make that opportunity for us,” I say. “Go do my work,
Donal. Only when we have rent this culture limb from limb will I be
able to rest again.”

“Aye, Mistress,” he says, hard as folded
metal, and takes himself outside.

 



 


 CHAPTER 10

 


 


“Mistress! Come outside, please!”

I appreciate the scout’s urgency, but I am
not going to be moving quickly any time soon. Still, I feel much
better this morning than I did yesterday. With Magwen’s help I
hobble outside my tent to see what the fuss is about.

On one of the rocky slopes I see a blanket
of people. They’re flying a succession of colors from a pole: not
flags, but strips of colored ribbon. As I stare, squinting,
Colblain arrives, flanked by two people, and I feel like
laughing.

“Headman Pedeel, Shaman Negrat,” I say. “You
are a long way from home.”

Negrat says, “The wind told us some time ago
that we would be wise to march here. We brought fellows from the
cliffs. It seems as if every time we stopped to make camp, more
people joined us…strange how that happened.”

“And how many stragglers have you brought
me, wise shaman and gentle headman?” I ask.

Pedeel says, “Seven hundred, crazed Godkin
woman.” He glances with great nonchalance at Negrat. “Oddly enough,
each one seems to be an able-bodied man. We deem this convenient,
since our valley kin have told us we are needed to fight the
pards.”

I shake my head, torn between laughing, a
deep affection and a little fear. Weeks past, I left Negrat and his
headman and his village behind after my unsettling evening vigil on
the topmost bluffs in the mountains between Shraeven and the
Kingdom. I honestly hadn’t thought of that night since…and yet,
here they are, adding the numbers to my force I’ll need to dominate
the pards. I had no idea I had earned their allegiance.

“Thank you,” I say at last. “You will help
me to tame the mountains for those who live here and those who
travel them. I greatly appreciate your…strangely…timely
arrival.”

Negrat studies me. His gaze snags on my
belly and I know that among all my more obvious injuries he has
noted the invisible one. “I came because I was needed. The others
came because they trusted me. You will fight for us, and we are
glad to help you.”

And so I have my sufficiency of allies.

 


***

 


“According to what we’ve discovered,”
Colblain says later in our briefing, “the rite will take place in
four days. The able-bodied of each clan will travel from village to
village, amassing ever greater numbers until they arrive in a
single mass at a nearby crevice encircled by sheer walls. The
ritual begins at sundown and is completed at dawn with the release
of the pard-beasts on the sacrifice.”

I frown. “Surely not. A ritual, at night, in
a crevice surrounded by high ground? Did they design this situation
specifically so that they could be approached without warning and
killed en masse by warriors ringing the crevice?”

“They’ll have guards, but it’s a hard
climb,” Gavan says. “They have never had reason to plan for
enemies.”

“I can’t believe they’re that arrogant,” I
say. “We must be careful not to indulge in a similar arrogance
planning this just because it looks easy. How did we uncover this
information?”

“We talked to some of the valley natives
who’d been captives, and had some of them listen in on discussions
taking place around the village,” Colblain says. “And we had
help.”

“Help?” I ask.

He unfolds several crumpled bits of leather
and sets them on our camp table. Ragna’s handwriting covers it,
neatly lettered but with a splotchy, quick-drying ink. Dark brown
ink. Oh, Ragna.

“How did she get these to us?” I ask.

“The corvid messenger found her on its own
initiative and brought these back,” Gavan offers.

“We are never sending that bird back to the
Godson,” I say. “Let’s talk about this cliff. I assume someone
spied out the location?”

Sketches are produced. We bend together to
plan. In four days, we will hammer on the pards like the fists of
the gods.

 


***

 


Four days to the ritual.

Three.

Two—they fly.

I lie awkwardly on my cot, trying to sleep
and failing. Shraeven is changing me already. I don’t feel ready
for it. I am of the Kingdom—but the Kingdom has cut me loose.

Who am I? Where do my allegiances belong? I
would have said the Sunblood Cliffs and the Godkindred Kingdom, but
the Godson does not seem to care whether we live or die…whether any
of us do in the process of extending his empire. But I cannot say
Shraeven, for all that the people seem to find me worthy.
Sometimes.

I am used to dealing with violence as a
soldier, not as a diplomat. I don’t think I’m doing a very good job
with the pards. But I simply can’t allow them to exist as they do
today.

What would the winds counsel me if I stepped
outside? Would they whisper out of the clear dark to tangle my long
hair and cool the crannies between my feathers? Or would they be
silent, watchful, judging?

What if I’m going to be a mother?

A mother without a husband?

Oh gods.

All I can do is kill these people, kill them
and kill them until they never rise up against another person, or
in my memories or nightmares ever again. I have to turn soldier.
Doesn’t every governor have to resort to force sometimes?

Why am I weeping?

Ragna, are you safe tonight?

 


***

 


“I’d forgotten how quickly you heal.”

I look over my shoulder—not hard, given the
length of my neck—and find Silfie at the tent’s opening, framed by
the flap and Magwen’s antlers. The steward is lacing me into my
leather armor; he’s being very careful, but masking it with his
deliberation, as if he doesn’t want me to realize he’s trying to
judge how fragile I am. But I kid no one when I say I heal
quickly…and while I don’t want to move very quickly, and I still
have bandages on my arms and legs, if my bones don’t knit within a
week they don’t knit at all. Some have whispered that it’s the
coatl in my blood that brings such supernatural ability. I just
think it’s luck. Luck and good breeding.

“It’s useful,” I say, realizing that Silfie
is just standing there, looking gloriously martial but extremely
tense. “Are the men in position?”

“They’re ready,” she says. “Runners report
seeing the first of the pards accumulating in the crevice.”

“Good,” I say. “What’s the weather
like?”

“Some ugly clouds, but I think they’ll pass
before we make our attack.”

“Even better,” I say. “I hate fighting on
wet rock.” I turn, run my hands down the stiff white leather over
my ribs. My wings are folded and carefully bound since (unlike my
limbs) they need more time and less give to heal properly. I won’t
be flying for another two weeks, maybe three. Magwen buckles my
sword and knife at my waist as I hold my arms above his head. He’s
lucky I’m this tall—his antlers would be an inconvenience for
anyone shorter.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Silfie
asks.

“Of course I’m sure,” I say.

Her ears dip downward and back forward so
quickly I almost miss it. “Angharad, you’re moving too slowly,” she
says. “You’re a target.”

“That’s why I’ll be on Honeydipped directing
the action, instead of in the fray disemboweling pards,” I say.

Her copper eyes fasten on mine. “But that’s
where you want to be. Which means that’s where you’re going to end
up. And then what will I do?”

“Protect me,” I say. “Happily it’s one of
your duties.”

“Angharad—,” she begins.

“Save your strength for the fight,” I say.
“We’re not stopping until there’s enough blood to feed our
messenger bird and all of its kin.”

She watches me as Magwen brings me my cloak.
No, not me. Her gaze traces my injuries, snags at my navel. “Did
they—”

“It doesn’t matter,” I interrupt. “What you
see would be cause enough for what we’re about to do.”

Her eyes are fiercer than lightning. “But if
they did—”

“Later,” I say. “We have work to do.”

“Angharad!”

“Silfia,” I say, then sigh. This is not at
all decorous. Poor Magwen, to have to ignore this conversation.
“Silfia, I am only one of their victims. Let’s keep these things in
perspective.”

“You might be only one of their many
victims,” Silfie says, “but you’re the one I care about.”

My ears almost flush peach, but we’re beyond
that, aren’t we two? Instead I say to Magwen, “Thank you.” And to
Silfie, “It’s time.”

I exit my tent to find Honeydipped waiting
for me without a handler, saddled and bridled. Also waiting is the
final contingent of soldiers and natives I’m leading to cut off the
passage to the crevice after the pards have filled it. When I stop
in front of them, dressed for battle and standing unaided on my own
feet, they cheer. They don’t stop, either. The wind is high, the
sky is ruddy and my ears feel heavy with their accolade. My skin is
tight beneath the barrage of their ferocity, their blood-anger. The
breeze tries to chase the heat off my cheeks and brow, but still I
feel that I’m radiating with power and fury and a feral joy.

I let them cheer. And then I thrust my fist
into the sky, little caring at the complaint of my abused and
healing muscles. “DEATH TO THE PARDS!”

“DEATH TO THE PARDS!”

 


***

 


Around this time in a battle, I’m usually
airborne, scouting, evaluating, planning.

This is no usual battle.

Standing at Honeydipped’s side with one arm
draped over his saddled back, I watch the stream of pards flow past
narrow walls splashed with the last red rays of the failing sun.
Some of them are bringing torches, splotches of light that smolder
as twilight creeps into the shadowed blue nooks of the crevice.
It’s strange how fire seems more intense in the in-between times at
dusk and dawn.

I think about Ragna and her blood-written
notes, and as if summoned the corvid messenger lands on the pommel
of my saddle with a theatrical flap of his pointed wings.

“You will eat well tonight,” I say to him.
He gapes his beak as if grinning. Who knows? Maybe he is.

We watch, my silent contingent and I, as the
pards fill and fill and fill their sacred space. There’s no altar
in the center, as civilized people would have, but a pen. A pen you
would trap an animal in. And as I watch this is where Ragna is
thrown.

Of course I can see her. Do you think I have
so many sharp-sighted birds in my lineage for nothing?

I also see the pard children, the beasts
that these villagers hold so proudly as examples of what we are
meant to become through the wonders of true-breeding. They are held
back by leashes, these snarling, snapping beasts, twice the size of
real animals but without a thought in their combined heads to
restrain them. This, then, is the pinnacle that the pards would
bring us to, this rabid, frothing mindlessness. Fierce devotion
toward the Godkindred goal of interbreeding swells in me, and my
feathers ache to spread against their bandages.

But I am not an animal, and I control
myself.

Beside me, a man holding a pennant waits for
my signal. Not patiently. But with discipline despite the tension
that holds him so rigidly at my side. This is sacred. This is what
we seek, we Godkin. This discipline. This nobility.

This is worth fighting for.

This is worth crushing Shraeven for, if
Shraeven gets in my way…and gods save anyone who does what these
pards have done to me, ever again.

The pards begin their celebration, and with
each moment that they sing and dance and laugh, I coil more and
more tightly. With each moment that Ragna slumps a little more, I
tremble a little more. With each moment that passes, each moment
that they’re free, I strain to hold back. But I do hold back, until
I judge that we have waited long enough.

“Go,” I say to the flagger, who waves his
pennant. And then the hail of arrows begins…and I watch as the
pards die.

Scores die in those first volleys. They have
thick fur, but my archers aren’t using sport bows. They’re using
war bows that require a year’s training to draw, aim and shoot.
Arrows shot from these bows can pierce plate armor. Mere hair is
nothing.

I observe the splash of blood, glowing as if
lit from within. I feel a fierce pleasure when the pards mill in
panic, stepping over one another, tripping on dead bodies. I can’t
hear them screaming, but I can imagine it and it sounds like music.
The killing goes on and on. I begin to think we won’t even have to
draw our swords—we can just finish this off from above.

And then my sharp eyes catch on the pard
chief as he shoves his way to the center of the crevice and into
the pen. He grabs Ragna, holds her up against his body, and presses
a knife against her neck, up under the jaw. There is something
horrible about that line right beneath the jaw, where the blood is
so close you can watch the skin flutter.

The pard chief is scanning the cliff tops.
I’m not there, but I know he’s looking for me. I know this is now a
private conversation between the two of us.

Call off the killing, he says in the
silence, through the rain of blood and arrows, his mouth unmoving.
Call them off, or I will kill her.

“How do I know that you will keep your
promise?” I imagine the conversation going. “How do I know that if
I stop the killing, you won’t open her and let her heart pulse out
all the life in her body?”

You don’t know. But you know that I
certainly will kill her if you don’t stop.

I stare at his rigid form, at Ragna’s hands
on his arm. I can see the blood trickling from the claw-hold she
has on him, but he doesn’t release her. The screams are real now
and it’s because I’m on Honeydipped and charging for the opening,
the wind streaming in my face, through my fur. The messenger bird’s
shadow is flowing cold on my shoulder. My contingent of the
combined army is following me because they think this is the signal
for us to cut off the pard retreat. I guess it is, because I’m not
about to let Ragna die.

Oh gods, I wish I could fly. I would pluck
her from his arms. We would laugh because she’s scared of flying. I
would promise her, honestly promise her, that the very next time I
take her for a ride it won’t be in a killing thunderstorm or to
deliver her from a maddened battle. It will be through a glorious
summer-blue sky with flower-scented winds.

I’m coming, Ragna. Stay alive, just a little
longer, stay alive.

My charge is the signal for the rest of the
force to attack—they can see me from the high ground, though I
won’t be visible to the pards until far too late. I can see the
chief but he is still searching for me on the bluffs, amid the men
now sliding down ropes with spears aimed at those waiting for them
on the ground. The battle is complete chaos, and as with all
battles, it starts slowing.

Will I make it before he sees me coming and
slits her throat?

Will my headlong charge make him push her
away to defend himself?

Will she die?

Will I?

Honeydipped crashes into the fray and time
starts again, as if I am passing through an ocean wave as it
shatters against the coast. I am killing someone who’s in my
way—someone else—my body hurts. If I’d been a god, I would have
healed myself completely before doing something this
ill-advised.

I wonder where Silfie is.

Blood smells like food, sometimes. I wonder
if that’s the coatl. Maybe just all the hungry beasts in my lineage
combined. Angharad the predator—ha!—

In Glendallia, there’s a fountain carved in
my likeness. The Glendallians don’t remember anything else about
me, except that my sword never stopped dripping, so they put the
water channel down the blade. I think they were being melodramatic.
My sword stops dripping within minutes. There’s too much gore on
it. It gets sticky.

More death. More screaming. I’ve done this
before. It’s old. I want to retire.

Ragna.

RAGNA!

The chief spots me. Her own father. His
muscles tense. Honeydipped leaps—I had no idea he could jump like
this. I feel like I’m flying. I know what that feels like.

My sword disconnects his knife arm from his
body. Someone else’s appears in his belly. I stare at Silfie across
the pard chief’s sagging body as Ragna staggers free.

“I told you you wouldn’t stay out of the
battle,” Silfie growls.

“I told you you would protect me,” I say. I
grab Ragna and pull her onto the saddle—well, no, I guide her onto
the saddle. She gets on herself, which is very good because she’s
too heavy for my suddenly-very-tired arm. “Let’s finish this
off.”

“How many do you want left?” Silfie asks.
She’s gorgeous when she’s streaked with blood and sweat. Her curls
scream copper, over-burnished, like metal fire.

“No more than a score,” I say. “But kill all
the beasts.” Then I turn Honeydipped and we slam back into the
passage of time and this dance that is our vengeance, and
death.

I have work to do and I do it, and with only
one free arm—the other is wrapped around Ragna, keeping her steady
in the saddle in front of me. I assume that I’m working so hard at
this because she’s not accustomed to riding. It’s only when I look
around and find no more pards to kill that I realize it’s because
she’s trying to get my attention.

“What is it?” I ask.

She gesticulates, looking frustrated. I only
notice the tears in her eyes because the torchlight glitters on
them.

“Angharad!” Silfie jogs up to me. “There are
about thirty pards left; some of the natives are tying them down.
Everyone else is dead.”

“Good,” I say. “Finish the clean-up and take
care of our wounded. Get me a tally as soon as you can.”

“Right,” she says, and as she walks away
Ragna is tugging at my arm.

“What, what?” I ask. And then I feel a
sudden terror. “Did they hurt you? Why can’t you talk?”

She licks her lips, and I notice—I smell—the
blood in her saliva.

“Open your mouth,” I say…no, I command. And
when she does, I see her tongue’s still in her mouth, but it’s been
sliced four times, in a pattern that looks like ritual. It’ll
heal…it had better heal. “If he wasn’t dead, I’d kill him
again!”

She throws up her hands in exasperation,
grabs my face and turns it toward the bluffs. I look up,
confused.

“Angharad?”

“Not now, Silfie,” I say, confused.

“No, this is important. We can’t find their
mongrels.”

“Oh my gods,” I whisper as a bristling,
howling mass breasts the cliffs…and then hundreds on hundreds of
beasts pour over the rocks.

“FORM UP!” I cry.

The pards keep pouring over the walls.

“TO YOUR CAPTAINS!”

We’re not moving fast enough.

“RE-GROUP!”

We have got to get out of here. We’re not
going to make it. They’re going to trap us.

“RE-GROUP!”

I have had, in passing, thoughts of death on
the battlefield. We have faced devastating odds before. This is the
first time I think we might all be slaughtered. Not slain, like men
and women of honor. Slaughtered, like beasts, like dumb
animals.

In front of me, Ragna whimpers, frustration,
horror, anger.

I untie myself from the saddle. I can’t
flare my wings, but I am good at riding. My tail works twice as
hard to balance me as I stand on Honeydipped’s back and thrust my
grisly sword into the air.

“DEATH TO THE PARDS!”

My flagging force stares at me, at the
blood-red pennant of my hair, at my spattered body and indomitable
spirit, the spirit that holds me upright, that makes me not care if
I fall because pride is stronger than weakness and fiercer than
fear.

“DEATH TO THE PARDS!” I yell again, and the
yell bruises my throat on the way out, and I am not big enough to
contain it. On the third cry, I get an echoed roar, and once again
my army is with me.

“DEATH TO THE PARDS!”

 


***

 


“Remember they’re just animals.”

But they’re animals that throw rocks.

“Remember that they’re smarter than
beasts.”

But when they wound you, they leave fang
gouges and claw rips.

Honeydipped saves my life twice before a rip
over his hindquarters puts him down. Everywhere I look, flesh is
writhing. Battles are supposed to be fought on your feet, not on
the ground, wrestling with a four-footed cat the length of your
body.

The corvid’s shadow passes over me. My sword
separates arm from shoulder. Head from body. Life from flesh.

They leap for me, but they die. I may
stagger, I may bleed, but they…they die.

They die. They keep dying. Where are they
coming from?

In a lull, Ragna catches my eyes. She’s not
just panting, but heaving, and the gore on her body makes her a
blood pard, white body with rosettes that stink of iron.

And then the next wave engulfs us.

There is no question now. We will take no
prisoners. All who attack us will die, or we will fall beneath
them. And they call this civilization? Gods, take me home. Take me
back to the Sunblood Cliffs. Take me back to balmy nights,
wind-touched with the scent of rock salt. Make it all the way it
was. Except for Ragna. I’ll bring her home with me. She’ll be a
learned scholar. We’ll plumb the mysteries of the origins of
thinking life. We’ll forget this culture ever spawned her. We’ll
leave no evidence.

Pride is useful when you’re exhausted. Pride
is invaluable when you’re wounded.

I hear the wind. Oh, gods. The Winds of
Shraeven.

This is what you really wanted all
along, the sweet and vicious wind whispers. It tries to sough
past my ears and through my hair, but the blood’s caked my locks to
my body. To see us all dead. To raise the standard of your
Godkindred beliefs over the mass graves.

“No!” I say, even as some part of me snarls,
Yes! I make a convincing proponent here, with a sword through
some-beast’s neck. I yank it out. It’s not your beliefs that
bother me. It’s when your beliefs result in a complete lack of
civilization.

How convenient, the wind purrs.
Our people attack your dignity, you destroy them and call it
“the triumph of civilization.”

I begin to argue that the wind is wrong, the
wind is misinterpreting me, the wind is crazy. But then I realize
the wind is right. And furthermore, I don’t think what I’m doing is
a bad thing. Else why would I be doing it?

You’re right, I say. These people
rape and kill for pleasure and out of arrogance, because no one
will stop them. I think that’s wrong. They don’t agree. Therefore,
I kill them. And I don’t care what you think of it, or any of the
Shraevenese. As long as the pards or anyone like them believe it
doesn’t matter how much pain, suffering and death they cause
others, I will oppose them…to the opening of their throats, if
necessary. That’s why I’m the Godson’s Mistress Commander and
Governor over Shraeven!

The wind begins to die.

I lift my head, and anger transfigures my
exhaustion. Well? Stop me if you disagree!

And then the air stops moving altogether. No
motion, no breeze, nothing. In this sudden stillness, I feel as if
time has truly absented itself.

And then the battle crashes back into
motion, and I find myself at the neck of the gorge and behind me
the mounds of the dead. We have won. Somehow, we have won. And now
the only wind that tickles my body, my sweat-matted, gore-streaked
body, is mute. Approval? Or is it just biding its time? I don’t
care.

“Silfie!” I cry, but my voice cracks halfway
through the word. I clear my throat, and this time I have thunder.
“SILFIE!”

From the other side of the crevice, I hear,
“Coming!”

I hunt for Ragna and find her not far from
me. Studying me. Still more red than gray, my pard guide, and some
of that her own. Sometime during the battle the leather bracelet
came off. I glance at her bare wrist; she notes it and when she
meets my eyes she flashes me a grim but merry grin, and I have no
idea how it manages to be both but it is.

I grin back. We will count the cost before
this night is done, but we’re still standing.


 


 CHAPTER 11

 


 


The aftermath of battle is a bitter thing,
and chaotic to boot. It took me several years to decide how to
handle it. I believed at first that mingling with the
foot-soldiers, helping with the wounded and giving orders to my
captains would make for a swifter resolution and a happier company;
what I discovered is that there’s a reason I’m at a remove from
basic activities, and the time and place for the Mistress Commander
to mingle with her people is after they’re done clearing the field,
counting the honored dead and dealing with our wounded and any
prisoners. Otherwise they feel self-conscious and
far-too-overseen.

So I act as has been my custom for many,
many years and retire to my tent, carefully unbowed. This takes
some effort—I’m limping. I’m sure Magwen will be pleased with
that.

Fortunately for me on arriving with my bad
leg, the only evidence of Magwen in my tent is a bath. The tub’s
already been dragged into place when I get to the tent. Seeing it
there in front of the brazier I suddenly feel all the hours we’ve
been fighting. It might be close to dawn now and I don’t remember
any of the hours between sunset and now. This is typical, but it
still irritates me.

I don’t wait for him because I want out of
this sticky armor right now. That’s probably why he finds me
tangled in my laces with one panel of my armor trapped between my
body, one of my bound wings and the floor. The other panel is caked
on. I’m pretty sure the laces are stuck to my back, too. I’m too
frustrated to be embarrassed—usually a sign that the battle was too
near a defeat for my taste—so when he comes around behind me I say,
“Just cut the thing off. We can get new laces.”

“You might need them,” he says. “Though
these look beyond simple repair.” His fingers tug at them and my
entire body jerks back toward him. I start to doubt they’ll ever
come off.

“Gods!” I exclaim. “Cut them off, cut them
off. I can’t stand it anymore.”

“Patience, Mistress,” Magwen says in that
rumble of a bass.

I don’t feel like being patient but I stand
there, leaning against the tub, while the water gets colder and my
muscles get stiffer. My arm feels like someone’s trying to slide a
poker up it. Did I break it again? It’s entirely possible. I rarely
notice those things while fighting. And as long as I’m cataloguing
my complaints, my hip and leg aren’t so happy either, and my wings
would like it just fine if I could get someone to gently stretch
them. I suppose I should have someone bandage some of these bites
and claw-scrapes, too. Later, after I’ve washed them.

Finally—finally!—the leather comes off.
While I strip out of my dirty underthings, Magwen refreshes the
water. It’s not until I’m sliding into the basin that I notice that
he’s avoiding my eyes. On purpose. Not the casual “invisible
servant” routine he’s so good at, but with discomfort.

“What is it?” I ask, smiling a little. “Do I
smell that much more offensive than other people you’ve
served?”

“Of course not, Mistress,” he says.

That’s it. No gentle teasing in return. No
solemn dignity. No grace. Nothing. My Magwen’s gone, cached away
behind shuttered eyes. And I have no idea why.

Straight out of one battle and into another.
I suppress a sigh. “Magwen, speak freely. Tell me what’s
wrong.”

He’s putting my armor aside for cleaning,
his broad back to me. “They say horrible things about you,
Mistress, things that surely can’t be true.”

“People are always saying horrible things
about their officers,” I say dryly. “What’s the rumor this
time?”

He turns to face me. He’s really quite tall,
my steward. “They say you were defiled by the beasts, Mistress.
That your sacred blood and their mongrel taint were mingled.”

“They’re correct,” I say. “Insofar as the
defilement. I’m not entirely sure about the mingling. It’s a little
soon to tell, if the gods even allowed it to happen.”

It takes me a few moments to figure out how
I know Magwen is seriously disturbed: he’s not moving. He’s usually
doing something…cleaning, cooking, tidying, mending. To have him
standing so still in front of me is alarming.

“The rumors are true?” he says at last. “The
story circulating is heinous.”

I find a bristle brush and start on my own
body, since he’s obviously too busy with his own problems to assist
me. I can’t help my irritation—I’m taking my own “defilement”
better than he is. “Yes, well, it was heinous to live through.”

“My apologies, Mistress,” Magwen says. “I
know you must be mourning enough without additional burdens.”

I stop with the brush. “Mourning?”

He steps behind me and begins lifting my
hair away from my wings, presumably to wash my back. “That you are
no longer acceptable marriage material, Mistress. I am…I am so
sorry.”

“WHAT?”

He jumps away from me, but I manage to
splash him anyway as I leap to my feet in the tub. I point my brush
at him. “I am not suddenly un-weddable just because I couldn’t fend
off thirty pards who wanted to rape me!”

“Mistress,” Magwen says, “I know you are
tired—”

“—TIRED!” I shout.

“—but you know as do I that custom dictates
that no woman defiled is a good match for one of the Godkin!” he
finishes.

“CURSE YOU!” I yell. “GET OUT!”

He gets out. Quickly. A direct order from
your Mistress Commander before the gods will do that. I slump back
into the basin of soap and cover my eyes in my hands…not in misery,
but in an anger so intense I’m shocked I don’t boil the water. How
dare he! How dare any of them! I’m not pregnant. I was felled by an
enemy that would have put down any man—and now they want to tell me
I’m too tainted to carry on my lineage? I’ll punch anyone in the
stomach who suggests it!

They’d better not be right.

A lance of pale orange light crosses my
basin. I look up and find Ragna at the tent flap.

I am dripping bubbles. Ragna is still naked.
We’re surely an entertaining sight. I sit down and rub my eyes. “I
may not be in the best of moods, Od Ragna.”

“I noted. Even if your bellow did not split
your tent walls, Magwen’s hasty departure would be warning
enough.”

I grimace. “Was it that loud?”

“Loud enough. Shall I wash your back?”

“Would you?” I say with a sigh. In answer
she comes up behind me and fishes around in the basin near my leg
until she finds the discarded brush. I can’t decide whether I like
her being so close or I find it disconcerting. I opt for diversion.
“You’re clean. And damp, too.”

“I dunked myself in a stream before coming
here. I couldn’t stand the grime.”

I wince. “You bathed in a mountain
stream?”

She arches her whiskers forward and fans
them in high amusement. “You cannot tell me that the illustrious
Mistress Commander of so many campaigns has always had hot water
and a steward to scrub her limp?”

“Well, no,” I say. “But it’s because I’ve
spent so much time in mountain streams that I want nothing to do
with them anymore. Bathing in icy water is for the young.”

Ragna applies the brush to my spine. I do my
part by not melting. After a while, she brushes the side of her
muzzle against the back of my shoulder. “I want to thank you for
saving us.” A breath. “There will be women and children left—real
children, not beasts—and though they are lost and angry now, you
have saved them from a terrible life. They will not be grateful to
you, so I thank you on their behalf and mine.”

To that, I can only say, “You are
welcome.”

She resumes scrubbing and I resume doing my
best not to purr.

“So what was your altercation with Magwen
about?”

“You are forward, aren’t you?” I ask.

“I am bathing you.” Her whiskers arch.
“Negrat may be guarding our virtue outside, but if someone walked
in on us right now I hardly think my words would seem more forward
than my actions.”

I am silent. Then, “He is only a product of
the Godkindred Kingdom. It isn’t his fault.”

“What isn’t?” She gropes in the basin for
the soap.

“That bloodline is more important than the
individual,” I say.

She stops hunting to look at me.

“I know,” I say. “You think this is
barbarism. But our quest is godhead, Ragna, and the only path is
interbreeding. We have a goal. We cannot allow personal
inconveniences to waylay us.”

“I was not actually thinking that.”

I fold my dripping arms. “What were you
thinking, then?”

Ragna grins, all teeth. “That you’re very
handsome and that petting you is fun, brush and all.”

Is it her eyes? Like jade in this light, a
cloudy blue-green rimmed with black. I wouldn’t call her beautiful,
but she’s arresting….

I know, I’m not doing a good enough job of
intellectualizing. If I don’t start doing better, I will fall into
those eyes and have to swim for shore.

This can’t be right. We had opportunities in
the tent that we didn’t take. I didn’t want to force her then…I
certainly don’t want to force her now, even if she sounds
willing.

“Are you trying to make me feel better?” I
ask. “Because it’s working.”

She grins broadly, her whiskers a fan so
extreme some of them are pointing straight up. I’ve never seen her
laughing so hard. She returns to scrubbing me. “You’re worried that
later I may regret what we might do together in the tub, yes?”

“If you want another bath, you’re welcome to
squeeze in here with me,” I say, affecting innocence. “But if you
think I have the energy for anything more than cleaning up so soon
after spending an entire night hacking up bodies, you’d be
wrong.”

“You tempt and then frustrate me.” Her hands
are gentle; I can tell she’s amused. “I should slide into this tub
and take advantage of your limp exhaustion just to punish you.”

My ears are turning red, but I laugh because
it’s ridiculous and yet I find the idea…well, blush-worthy. “I
hardly think I deserve punishment after freeing you from your dire
estate,” I say. “As a point of fact, in the Godkindred Kingdom’s
knight-time tales, I would be well within my rights to claim you as
a prize!”

“But you won’t.”

“I already have,” I say.

“Words, words.” Ragna reaches into the tub
to tickle my sides.

I squawk—yes, I’m afraid I really do—and
grab her, and so it is that Silfie catches us tangled together,
half in the tub and half out of it, covered in bubbles and bandages
and nothing else, fighting with sliding brushes and a bar of
soap.

“So many questions and I’m not sure which to
lead with,” Silfie says with casual exhaustion. She unclips her
cloak, dropping it behind her, and says, “Make room for me. I think
the dried blood is the only thing keeping me standing.”

Ragna’s whiskers twist in a snicker. I’m not
sure how we’re going to fit three of us in one tub…I’m thin, but
not that thin. Nevertheless, Silfie’s soon wearing nothing but her
gods-given ruddy pelt and has an arm in the water.

“How’s the field looking?” I ask, noting the
spiral crusts of blood and sweat framing the knob of one of her
hips.

“Dirty. Bloody. Stinks,” she says. “It’s
going a while to finish counting the dead and tending the wounded.
Our allies fared badly…far worse than we did.”

To be expected, that. We’re a regiment,
trained to work together in battle, and they were only villagers.
I’m not looking forward to my next meeting with my allies.

“They’ll think it’s worth it,” is Ragna’s
comment.

“Let’s let them finish counting before we
get too grim.” I hand a brush to Silfie who wedges herself into the
tub next to me. I don’t know how…probably only because Ragna’s out
of it again. The pard goes back to washing my back. I have no idea
how she can stare past that tuft of foam on her nose without going
cross-eyed.

“It’ll be good to get off this gods-accursed
mountain,” Silfie continues. “What is it with mountain people?”

“I suppose the territory encourages
isolation,” I say, all too aware that the woman behind me is one of
those “mountain people.” “When the land itself bars your way, it’s
easy to become insular.”

Silfie looks good in soap. Silfie just looks
good, in fact. The years have been very kind to her body: enough
lines and softness to nod to passing age, but with all the hard
strength of constant exercise. I know I’ve said this before, but
she was wearing clothes the first time I said it.

Oh my, oh my.

Ragna is laughing at me, I know it.
Stubbornly, I press on. “What questions?”

“Well, what happened to Magwen, for one?”
Silfie asks. “And for two: why is a foreign shaman guarding your
tent flap?” She glances at Ragna. “Why isn’t she clothed would be a
third, I guess.”

“Magwen,” I start, then sigh. “Magwen will
need talking-to. I just don’t have the energy to discipline him
now. Ragna’s not clothed because she just came from bathing in a
mountain stream and as far as I know the pard clans weren’t exactly
in a position to return her clothing when we left them last. And
there’s a foreign shaman guarding my tent flap?”

“I told you so when I entered.” Such an air
of innocence Ragna has. The brush digs into my mid-back.

“I thought you were making light!” I
exclaimed.

“Why would I make light of something like
that?” Silfie asks.

I glance at her, frowning. “I meant that for
Ragna.”

Silfie chuckles and soaps up her chest. “In
response to what…her look?”

“No,” I say, distracted by Silfie, entirely
too distracted. “In response to her answer.”

“But she hasn’t said anything since I walked
in,” Silfie says, glancing at the pard with lifted brows.

Suddenly I remember Ragna’s tongue. I turn
slowly to look at the pard. I can’t stand the intensity of her
answering gaze, so knowing, a challenge delivered with the mildly
fanned whiskers of a smile. I turn back around. “Her body language
is so obvious. I just hear the dialogue in my head.”

“Even when your back is turned to her?”
Silfie asks.

Suddenly I’m done with this conversation,
this entire situation. I pull myself out of the tub, dripping soap
and bubbles, and start toweling myself off. My body complains but I
ignore it.

“Angharad?” they both ask, seem to ask,
whatever.

“I have things to do,” I say, jerking on a
clean blouse and a pair of pants. With difficulty, given my wet
pelt, but I do it anyway. Hopefully they haven’t developed mystical
powers of intuition—that way they won’t catch how much it hurts to
do this without seeming to need help.

They don’t stop me as I leave.

The camp is still empty. It will be for
hours yet. It takes a while to clean up from battles, and not all
my impatience to be done with the mountains, the pards and
everything associated with them will make that process any
faster.

“You have cause to be unsettled, Godkin,” a
voice at my back says.

“I thought you were guarding my tent flap,”
I say, turning to face Negrat.

He grins but his eyes are not laughing. “I
was, Godkin. You left your tent with such determination you did not
notice me following.”

“Are you sure I didn’t notice you, or is
this another magic trick?” I ask. I’m getting grumpier. My hair is
dripping down my back—I hate that.

“In magic there are no tricks,” the shaman
says, unperturbed. “Only the real made malleable.”

I stare at him.

“You will learn these things the deeper into
Shraeven you go,” he says. “That is why I am going with you. To
teach you.”

“What about your village?” I ask. “Won’t
they miss your guidance?”

“The village will find a new shaman…though
your concern does you credit,” Negrat says. “However your
development is far more important to my country than any village’s
spiritual counsel.”

“Your country is a province now,” I say,
pulling my hair over my shoulder and twisting it. Water spurts
around my fingers, splotching the ground black.

“So you say now,” Negrat says. “We shall see
what happens by the time you finish your trek in-country.”

My trek in-country will not change the
Godson’s choke-hold on any of his properties…but it’s no use
arguing that with someone who thinks magic is real. Speaking of
which. “So you are going to oversee my magical education, is that
it?”

“You will thank me for the teaching before
we’re done,” he says.

I laugh. “Is that prophecy or a threat?”

He grins, dark eyes twinkling from between
the folds of skin and fur. “You shall see.”

“How will I learn anything if you’re always
so cryptic?” I ask, continuing to squeeze the water from my
mane.

“How will you learn anything if I tell you
all the answers?”

I sigh. “Spoken like a priest.”

“And so I am one, of a sort. All is well,”
Negrat says.

I glance back toward the cliffs and think of
the tally of the dead and wounded. We’ll be busy tonight. What will
we do with the remaining pards? And will my allies still be as firm
in their support after they count their lost? “Is it well,
really?”

“Yes, Godkin woman. It truly is.”

And for some reason, hearing him say it, I
believe it.

“The leaders should be free to speak with
you, Godkin woman,” he says as he digs into a pouch at his
waist.

“Then I should speak with them,” I say. “Are
you coming?”

“Of course. I’m one of them.” He leans down
and places a pebble next to the splotches on the ground as I watch,
perplexed. When he straightens, he grins at my expression and says,
“You will want to know this spot when you see it next.”

I shrug. “As you say.”
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“They say you are mighty.”

I stare at the handful of Shraevenese
leaders who fought the pard battle with us. The one who spoke has a
bandage over his cheek up to his forehead, but his eyes are
steady.

“Now we know it’s true,” he says. “You will
be Shraeven’s new head of state.”

I get the feeling there’s more to being
Shraeven’s “head of state” than the Godson would like. But it’s not
my place to tell these people so. They like me—fine. I like them
too. I especially like them for choosing to ally with me against
one of their own in the name of righteousness. That takes courage
and steel bones.

“I’ve had easier victories,” I say and they
grin or chuff or laugh, and I’m glad I read their mood right. We’re
sitting in the tent erected for conferences, out of the wind with
its carrion breath. “But I’m glad of this one. We shed blood
together and no bond is stronger.”

“Truth, truth,” they murmur. The valley
leader says, “What will you do now with the pards that remain?”

“I thought I’d give them to you,” I say. “To
all of you. There aren’t very many left.”

“To execute?” one of them muses.

“No,” I say. “While I am governor here there
will be no executions without trials.” Except on the battlefield.
“You may try the pards if you can bring a crime against them. But I
suggest you integrate what remains of them into your villages and
towns. Surely you have some mercy for women and children.”

“For women and children, yes,” the man says.
“For men and beasts—none at all.”

“If there are men and beasts left, then we
can discuss what to do with them,” I say. “But I doubt, highly,
that there are any men and beasts left.”

An approving growl this time.

“You will continue on, then, Godkin Woman?”
the valley leader says. “Out of the mountains? We will be glad to
finish the remaining tasks here. You are needed at the seat.”

“Not just needed, but overdue if I don’t
keep moving,” I say. “Yes, I’ll move on. But if you will see my
second, she’ll have a document for you to sign. When we meet a
common foe on a battlefield we like to have a record of the
alliance for ourselves and for our allies. As a sign of victory and
friendship. I’d be honored if you would put your marks to it.”

“It is we who are honored,” the valley
leader says.

 


***

 


Outside the tent, I reflect on how quickly I
went from foreign interloper to honored war leader. I don’t notice
my shadow until he says, “Of course it was swift. Few people are
unmoved by someone who will take a beating on their behalf.”

“Did you just read my thoughts?” I ask,
eyeing Negrat.

“Were you sending them to be read?”

I fold my arms—with a hiss, since they still
hurt—and scowl. “This is related to what Ragna was doing, isn’t
it.”

“Was Od Ragna doing it, or were you?” Negrat
asks.

“I don’t know!” I exclaim.

“Are you sure?” he asks.

“Yes!” Now I’m exasperated, and Negrat
lifting his hands and laughing only makes my frustration more
acute. “What?”

“At last, you have admitted you may not have
all the answers,” he says. “Finally, we can begin.”

“Shamans!” I mutter.

 


***

 


At last, there is organization…among my men,
at least. I put myself to work checking on them, visiting the
wounded and conferring with my captains. Here I learn the grim news
about Oweir and Donal—their units were charged with the area broken
through by the beasts. Oweir has no unit left…and Donal’s is down a
third of his people. I need to have a full conference but not here
where the natives can listen. I trust them but only as long as they
believe in my strength. I don’t need them listening to a report of
my army’s weaknesses.

So I pass the word: “Pack up. We’re leaving
as soon as we can.” And my people are relieved.

Magwen stays out of my way—good tactics,
since I’m still in the mood to eviscerate him. Silfie and Ragna
seem no worse for having shared my tub…in fact, they seem
friendlier now, making me wonder what transpired in my absence.
Negrat is my new bodyguard, or at least so it seems—he follows me
anywhere I go and camps outside any tent I enter to await my
return. I’m used to people following me, so I let him. At least
he’s not in the way.

I want to get off this mountain.

A few days later, we finally band together
to start back down the mountainside, toward the valleys and the
road further inland. I’m relieved to find Honeydipped mending
though not hale enough yet to ride…so I have my old beast saddled
for me, and on the pommel I find one extremely sated corvid
messenger.

“Glutted yourself, did you?” I ask.

The raven beams. Sleepily. Despite knowing
how it got such a smug expression, I can’t help a chuckle as I pull
myself gracelessly astride.

“I’m glad someone had a good time,” I say,
and turn the beast toward the path for the slow clamber down to
civilization.

A train of soldiers takes a while to file
out of a valley. The last of my people is just exiting beneath my
watchful eye when Negrat rides up. I feel like I should be
surprised that he’s on a squat, sturdy mount with ram’s horns, but
I’m not. Can you imagine a shaman on a normal beast? Me
neither.

“There’s a thing for you to see before you
follow them,” he says. “Come with me.”

I shrug—gingerly—and turn my mount after
his.

He leads me to a nondescript place—without
our camp as marker, it recedes back into the countryside, just
another jumble of rocks and flat places.

“What should I be looking at?” I ask.

He points down.

There’s a pebble there. Also a flower. A
flower? A pebbl—oh.

“I told you we would want the spot
marked.”

“Why is there a flower growing from solid
rock here?” I ask.

“Because you shed water there, and it grew,”
the shaman says cheerfully. His legs stick out over the plump
barrel of his riding sheep. The whole conversation feels as
ridiculous.

I dismount, which makes the messenger ruffle
his feathers on my saddle, and carefully crouch next to this
flower. When I brush the dirt layer away from the ground near it, I
feel a thick crack. “This flower didn’t just split the rock
overnight. Did it?”

“Sometimes they do that,” he says, eyes
twinkling.

I eye the flower. “You’re about to tell me
this has great meaning.”

“Of course,” he says. “That is a baby’s-bed
blossom. Named because it mimics the color of the afterbirth. Such
flowers are good luck and are said to presage a rebirth when
spotted in the highlands…where they are rare.”

I cover my eyes. “The water I squeezed from
my hair dropped on solid rock and sprouted a portentous
flower.”

“Why, yes, I suppose you could say it that
way,” Negrat says, beaming.

I get back onto my mount. “Let me guess. I’m
getting better with the mystic symbols part of magic.”

“It’s not hard to be better at something you
were terrible at before,” Negrat offers.

“Augh!” says the corvid messenger, echoing
my feelings. Negrat laughs. I admit it—so do I.
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“Mistress, I beg your indulgence.”

Yes, he’d better. I don’t even look at him
until his voice comes again, muffled, “Please, Mistress.”

He’s lying flat on the ground with his limbs
stretched and his face in the dirt.

“Oh, for the sake of the gods, Magwen,” I
say. “Get up before my mount decides to step sideways onto your
head.”

He draws himself up to his knees but no
further. The train is squeezing through a narrow passage between a
long drop and a cranky cliffside that hurls rocks at intervals.
It’s a slow process and I’m at the back, watching. Which means
Magwen has plenty of time to make his abject apologies to me before
I get my turn down the trail.

“Mistress, please. I was out of line.”

“Yes, you were,” I say. “Tell me, Magwen.
Did it occur to you that as a nineblood you weren’t worthy of
someone of my position even before I got mobbed by animals?”

“I have always known that, Mistress,” he
says, eyes downcast.

“So it was just your tongue running ahead of
your mouth,” I say.

“Yes, Mistress,” he says.

I like it when they’re succinct…unless I
don’t understand why they made the mistake. “I’d come to expect
better of you, Magwen. You seemed so discreet. Now I’m not so
certain.”

“I am sorry, Mistress,” he says. “I was
simply overcome by thoughts of your future welfare.”

“Your job is to see to my current welfare,
Magwen. I’ll worry about my own future.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he says, still looking at
the ground.

My mount shifts under me, sensing my
irritation. I sigh and say, “I’ll forgive you.”

“Thank you, Mistress—”

“—later,” I say. “Until then, you will put
your extraordinary cooking skills to use feeding the company. When
I decide I’m ready to look at your face again I’ll have someone get
you for me. And until then, you are free to tell anyone who asks
that you ended up cooking in the mess tent because you failed me.
Because you do realize that you failed me, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he says.

“Get out of here,” I say, and he lifts
himself to his feet and quickly takes himself away.

I sigh.

 


***

 


The green of the valley is below us, some
distance still, but at last we can see it. It seems like ages since
I sat astride Honeydipped in that verdant field, wondering where
Ragna had gone…or been taken.

Sometimes it is good to come full
circle.

In keeping with the day, Ragna is missing
again. This time I offer my thin wrist to the messenger, who hops
onto it after a moment’s teasing disobedience.

“My pard,” I tell the messenger gravely, “is
missing again. Can you find her for me?”

A disdainful stare. Of course he can.

“Would you find her for me?” I ask.
“Please.”

That’s what he was waiting to hear. With a
hissing shuffle of feathers, the messenger is in the air. I am
content and go back to supervising the train’s passage as it
continues down trails that are growing broader and easier. The men
are of greater cheer now that the valley’s in sight. A few more
days and we’ll have passed through the valley and resumed the
journey broken by our little detour into the high peaks.

The messenger returns shortly thereafter and
turns his beak to one side. I follow the line from eye up the black
bill and spot a pale figure on a promontory. At the beginning of
our full-circle journey, I could have glided up to speak with her.
Now I have to do it the hard way…or as hard as a climb up a slope
in a beautiful, sunlit spring day can be. The wind tickles my body,
as if it too is delighted by the light and the wildflower perfumes.
The raven circles overhead, gold points a-glow. I’m also fairly
certain I’m being followed…but I get to the top of the rise
first.

Ragna is standing, looking back toward the
mountains. I stop beside and a little behind her.

“I hope you’re not too sorry to leave it,” I
say after a moment.

She shakes her head, but I read regret in
her carriage anyway.

“It is not a thing you can understand,
Godkin woman,” Negrat says from behind me.

“What’s not?” I ask, looking down at Ragna’s
face, at the backward-slicked whiskers, at the hanging ears.

“That you can hate the life you lived and
still mourn the destruction of your childhood, the context in which
you grew,” Negrat says, leaning on a staff.

Put that way, I am stunned.

“Yes,” Negrat says. “You did a good and
necessary thing. But there is always wreckage, Godkin.”

“I’m sorry,” I say to Ragna.

She shakes her head and lifts a hand,
turning a little from me. I move to wipe her eyes, only to find
them dry…and finally, there’s a slim amusement in her face as she
reads my confusion.

“Tears were a gift your gods gave to the
Godkin,” Negrat says. “Animals cannot cry.”

I’m beginning to feel like Negrat is our
interpreter. I wonder whether Ragna stopped sending or I stopped
understanding…but maybe it doesn’t matter. “Do you still think it
was worthwhile?”

Ragna grins, all teeth. I laugh.

So now what? she seems to ask. From
here we can see past the mountain valley’s fastness, into the
growing verdure and the gold squares of the plains that surround
the capital like a broad skirt. My wings are still bound…but it
doesn’t matter. My soul flies over the mountain, and I look to the
west.

 



PART 3: THE GET OF SHRAEVEN
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“Where’s Oweir?” I ask.

“He’s in the chirugeon’s tent,” Gavan
offers. “That wound in his stomach’s given him fever.”

My ears flick back. I’d had a chance to walk
among the wounded; Oweir had been unconscious at the time, but he’d
seemed cool to the touch. “Fine,” I say. “I’ll talk to him after
this. Donal? What happened out there?”

Donal is sitting in the corner, elbows
resting on his knees and shoulders hunched. This is the first time
I notice that his horns look heavy because this is the first time
he’s ever carried his head as if he doesn’t have the energy to lift
it.

Not inappropriate for a man who lost
three-fourths of his unit.

“I wish I could tell you, ma’am,” he says in
a low voice. “My look-outs went down without even shouting. After
that they had plenty of cover to sneak up on us.”

“Just like that,” I say.

“Yes, ma’am,” he says.

At least he doesn’t try to evade his
responsibility for it. “You can’t even begin to imagine how you’d
prevent a force from savaging us in the future?”

“More look-outs, maybe,” he says. “I don’t
know, ma’am. It was so sudden.”

“If I may?” Silfie says.

I nod to her, and she continues. “They’re
mongrels, Mistress Commander. Planning for them is very different
from planning for a normal army’s tactics. When you’re fighting all
animalistic forces, they react on instinct, with viciousness and
bloodthirst. When you’re fighting against people, they have all
your cunning and cleverness. But worst of the two is when you’re
fighting a regiment of mongrels under the direction of a person.”
This lecture to Donal is a fairly subtle way of reminding me that
she warned me about this very issue ages ago, at Nadeir. I didn’t
listen, and the company’s been crippled because of it.

“Good point,” I say. To my captains, I say,
“They took us off guard this time…but not again. We need to figure
out how to win against these people without taking similar losses.
Ideas?”

Colblain offers a suggestion, then Gavan.
Within a few minutes we’re having a useful discussion and even
Donal is straightening a little. We proceed from that talk into an
after-action report and by the time we’re done I’m satisfied we’ve
learned something from the ambush. It doesn’t make the fatalities
any less painful, but I’m confident we won’t make these mistakes
again. New ones, maybe, but at least not these.

I’m not surprised that Donal hangs back when
I dismiss them, and wait to see what this honest country boy will
do now.

“Mistress,” he begins, falters.

I pour myself a cup of tea. Ragna is serving
as my steward with Magwen out of action but I didn’t want her
present for a meeting between myself and my captains.

“Ma’am, I want you to relieve me,” he says
finally.

“No,” I say. I sip the tea.

He stands at the tent flap, hands fisted.
“Please, ma’am. I nearly got us all killed.”

“You nearly got us all killed?” I say,
sipping my tea. “What about Oweir? Why should I spare him and send
you away?”

“I can’t speak for Captain Oweir,” Donal
say. “I can only speak for myself, ma’am, and I failed you.”

I sigh. “No, Donal. I failed you by not
giving you the information and training you needed to deal with the
situation.”

His shoulders stiffen. “You couldn’t have
known what they’d be like, ma’am—”

“It’s my job to plan for the unthinkable,
Donal,” I say. I set my cup aside. “The flat fact is that I can’t
spare you. You’re better trained than anyone I could replace you
with. Your soldiers are fellow countrymen who trust your shared
heritage. You have a lot to learn but you’re not going to learn it
if I demote you.”

“Mistress,” Donal begins. He looks
shattered.

“Enough,” I say. “Shraeven’s not done with
me yet, so I’m not done with you. Go take care of your people.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says and goes.

I sigh and plant my thumb between my eyes,
pressing. My head feels like it’s going to explode and my wings
ache from being bound. I want to fly from this place.

I suppose I’ll stay instead.

I’m in a bad way, you understand. Oweir has
no one left to command—literally, no one. Donal’s unit’s lost
three-quarters of its strength now that the wounded have either
recovered or passed on. Nor were his the only casualties…Silfie,
Colblain and Gavan all lost people, and there are also cavalry
without mounts. I’m not sure what I’m going to do with Oweir. I
could split up the existing units so that everyone’s got equal
strength, or I could just leave them the way they are.

Silfie’s nose appears in my tent flap. “Hail
the Mistress Commander.”

“Hail the firespice woman,” I say, tired.
“Come in.”

“We have a clear path down to the Gate,”
Silfie says. “I had some of the natives update our maps before they
scattered. Looks like we’ll only need a couple of weeks.”

“The Gate of Shraeven,” I say. “Have you
been there?”

She shakes her head. “I never rode that far
in. They say it’s civilized.”

I imagine it would be. Every province
conquered by the Godkindred has a Gate city, a native town near the
border seeded by the Godkindred with the culture and information
that will later be spread as the armies move inward. By the time a
province is pacified, the Gate is a commerce center on a broad,
meticulously maintained road connecting it to the hub of the
Kingdom. The older Gate cities I’ve visited have blended
sophistication with exotic locales. Depositories, libraries, post
stations…we’ll be able to catch up on business and re-supply, and
I’ll get my first taste of city life in Shraeven.

“Two weeks,” I say. “By the time we march in
there we need to look like we just rode out of a parade, you
know.”

Silfie’s ears flip back. “That would be a
good trick. Our back end got chewed off in that ambush.”

“Two weeks should be long enough,” I say. “I
wonder if they’ve already filled the barracks in Shraeven’s
Gate.”

Silfie cants her head. “You think we can
pick up a unit to replace Oweir’s?”

“I’m supposed to have anything I need,” I
say.

“Will we really need five units?” Silfie
asks. “This is the civilized part of Shraeven. It’s already
conquered.”

I think of all the dead and wounded, of my
own body’s complaints, of my taped wings, of the strange glint in
the eyes of the valley villagers, the people of the plains. “You
don’t say?”

Silfie’s ears flip backward, but not fast
enough to hide the red flush. “I didn’t mean to—”

“I know,” I say.

“I’ll take care of getting us in shape,” she
says and ducks out.

 


***

 


Ragna slips into the tent some time later,
finding me flat on my stomach on my cot. With my eyes closed I
listen to her heating more water, adding coals to the brazier and
fetching a fresh roll of bandages. I smell the musk of her fur
before the frame of my cot squeaks and the fabric dips toward her
weight.

The wings aren’t oozing or bleeding but the
bandages get dirty. Changing them keeps me from offending my own
nose. Ragna’s not as deft at this as Magwen would have been, but
she’ll do.

“Okay?” she asks. Aloud. Her tongue is
healing enough for her to speak, though the words come out oddly.
O’ay is perfectly understandable as “okay,” to me at least.

“Irritated,” I say. “Shraeven’s a
province…Shraeven’s a country. I can’t figure out whether I need to
march in with swords unsheathed and a full company of armed and
angry men or if I should expect a warm and civilized welcome. The
Gate city’s supposed to be a little piece of home away from home.
Somehow I suspect it’s not.”

Ragna shrugs as she unwinds the bandages,
one hand holding up the wing. “Sen’ scou’.”

I twist my head to eye her. “Send a scout?
To a city? As if it’s enemy territory?”

“If worrie’.”

“I’m not worried,” I mutter. “I’m
irritated.”

She snorts. She’s done rebinding me soon
enough, and after setting the tea to steep she lets herself out. I
wiggle until I find a more comfortable position and sigh. Sending a
scout indeed. This is my province now, courtesy of the Godson. If I
can’t trust our cities here, I’m going to need more than a company
of soldiers to fix the problem.

What a mess.

 



 



Interlude

 


 


Don’t think, because I’m moving on, that I
don’t remember their names. That I don’t care. That separating the
detail to escort the bodies back to the Kingdom was something I did
without thinking, without remembering faces.

I always know the faces of my soldiers.

I remember them when I write the letters. I
know their names even if I don’t blur the ink on those letters with
tears. I add my personal contribution to the money sent by the
Kingdom to their families, and I never count that cost…and riding,
I mourn them even as I continue down the bright road to the Gate
into the province.

I whip myself for letting them die and I’m
the only one who sees those scars…as it should be. That kind of
pain is selfish compared to that of those who truly knew them, and
I share it with no one.

But I remember, oh yes.

This time, though, I wonder if Mistress
General Casandre Godkin knows their faces.

This time, I wonder if the Godson cares.

 


***

 


“Captain Oweir Threeblood from the Salt
Caves, reporting for duty, ma’am.”

I glance up from my papers and squint at
Oweir. He’s standing at the tent flap, straight as a sunflower
stalk, but (also like a sunflower stalk) leaning just a little to
one side.

“Have you been released by the doctors?” I
ask. “You had quite a fever.”

“I’m fine, ma’am. I just need some fresh
air.”

The insides of his ears are pale. “Sit down
before you fall over, soldier.”

Without the formality to keep him upright he
doesn’t sit so much as collapse. His shoulders slump. His tail
droops. Even his ears dip. I don’t think he notices how
effortlessly his body has become a history of his defeat at the
Pard cleft. I can’t have him wandering around like this, marinating
in his own guilt and communicating it to everyone around him. “So,
Captain. Feel well enough to sit a mount?”

“Ma’am?”

“You didn’t come here expecting me to pat
you on the shoulder and send you back to bed, I hope,” I say. “You
took a heavy loss and I have no new men to give you. But I still
need you.”

His ears tilt upward, just a little.

“Pick a handful of men—the ones that put
people at ease, who have a way with words, who look friendly—and
ride down to the Gate in advance of us,” I continue. “You’ll only
have a couple of days to have a look around but that should be long
enough. By the time I arrive I’m going to need you to tell me the
mood of the city and how the citizens are likely to react to us if
we start wandering around.”

“Yes, Mistress!” Oweir says, surprised.

“Make sure you take one of the mongrels with
you,” I say. “Other than that…you have your orders. Go to it.”

He jumps to his feet and salutes. “Aye,
Mistress! I’ll do my best!”

I wonder whether to say something about not
“doing your best,” but “doing your job,” but at this point it would
just demoralize him. He’s so brittle a careless word might shatter
him. “Dismissed,” I say.

And he’s off: Ragna’s scout, turned more
into an emissary. I suppose that’s the tenor of this gods-cursed
campaign: war devolving into politics. Bah.

 



 


 CHAPTER 15

 


 


I didn’t expect the Gate of Shraeven to be
beautiful, so I’m not disappointed. But I am surprised. Maybe
thinking there would be no shining city girded in verdant fields
made me expect the opposite…some haphazard arrangement of hovels
barely worth stopping at to water our mounts. Instead, the Gate of
Shraeven is an aerie, a curving claw of stone houses crouching on
the mountain’s rocky slope as it overlooks the checkered tawny and
brown squares of the farming fields. A bright silver river darts
through the Gate and down to the green.

Definitely surprised.

Oweir meets us on the outskirts as the
company marches beneath the branches of slim and flexible flowering
trees.

“Ma’am,” he says.

“How do you find the Gate?” I ask him as he
pulls his mount alongside.

“Good,” he says. He still has dark hollows
beneath his eyes but he no longer looks quite so fey. “The barracks
has space for us and they’re well-supplied and eager to talk.”

“Excellent,” I say. “And the townsfolk?”

His ears flush red. “They…well.” He clears
his throat. “A place has been prepared for you in particular,
Mistress. There are governmental apartments.”

“Surely not,” I say. “This far from the
capital?”

“They used to be royal apartments.” I cock a
brow at him and he continues, “When Shraeven was a country, its
royalty traveled from town to town once a year. The Gate still
maintains that housing for the governor.”

“And has the governor ever made one of these
royal tours?” I ask.

He reddens. “No, ma’am.” Straightening, he
adds, “But news of our battle preceded me, Mistress. I think you’ll
find the people of Shraevensgate already like you more than they
liked Governor Chordwain.”

“That’s good to hear,” I say, and by then
we’re passing the first few sheds. My mount’s clawed feet gain a
pebbly road and then: ah! Familiar music, the precise rhythm of
boots on a paved road, joined by the clatter or scrabble of the
cavalry’s beasts. I’m feeling better already. In fact, by the time
we pass stern stone houses I’m in a wonderful mood…

…the houses have streamers.

Those people aren’t just going about their
business, either. They’re staring. At me.

And is that—

“Sorry, ma’am,” Oweir says sheepishly, and
he doesn’t sound sorry enough. “I couldn’t stop them.”

The main thoroughfare is lined—crowded—with
people.

“Silfie—”

But even as I call, she’s answering: “On it,
Mistress.” I hear her galloping back down the line shouting,
“Parade drill! Banners up! Bearer to the fore!” By the time she
draws into formation beside and slightly behind me, the unit
banners are up and the flag of the Godson and our company is being
hoisted in front of me. We march into Shraevensgate, knees-high and
counting our steps. Bandaged and fettered, I don’t exactly cut a
fine figure but the men make me proud.

Thousands and thousands of yellow and white
petals shower us from overhead balconies as we turn onto the main
thoroughfare, perfuming the air with a clean, floral scent. There’s
no cheering from the people lining the streets but their faces are
curious, expectant and often glad. Children laugh at the sight of
our flashing armor, the snapping pennants. I make the best of it,
wave and smile. And maybe the wind is teasing my hair, but it’s the
only thing impressive about me right now so I can’t complain. At
least I washed it this morning.

The thoroughfare leads up a hill, where I
expected it to end…perhaps in a market square or a governmental
building or church. Instead, it crests and continues down into
Shraeven. The expected building is in fact over the road, held
aloft by black stone pylons and buttressed with sturdy arches.

“That is…?” I murmur to Oweir as I wave and
try not to inadvertently inhale any of the petals.

“The Overlook,” he says. “The location of
the royal apartments and the rooms of governance. The road leads
all the way to the capital.”

I had no idea Shraeven had the manpower and
money to pave a street from the mountain highlands all the way to
the sea. Roads are expensive. I am impressed.

Several people are awaiting me in front of
the royal apartments. They are arrayed not just on the ground,
blocking the road, but also up on the broad and shallow steps
off-set from the road.

“Lord Miltun, his prime Arushka and their
household,” Oweir murmured. “In charge of the Gate.”

“Good people?” I ask sotto voce.

“Polite enough,” Oweir says, just as our
processions halts before them. I look down from atop my mount at
Lord Miltun, whose wiry body is wholly uninteresting compared to
the worlds in his eyes. This is not hyperbole. The bottom of his
irises are green rimmed in brown—the top (I swear!) are blue rimmed
in gray. The entirety is flecked with gold, but one eye more than
the other. I wonder if that’s the side with the sun.

“Lord Miltun,” I say.

“My Lady Governor,” he says. “Welcome to
Shraevensgate.” He holds out a hand to help me dismount and I take
it, though I don’t need it. When our fingers graze, I feel
something sharp and hot, like the patter of sparks off a fire. I
glance at him but he’s already indicating the woman at his side.
“My prime, Arushka.”

Arushka is taller than Miltun but shorter
than me, with a formidable gravitas. I feel as though I’m
confronting a stone pillar. “Governor,” she says, her voice a
surprising soprano.

I nod to them and introduce Silfie and
Ragna. They don’t even blink at the latter; it makes me wonder if
there’s any contact at all between the Gate and the people of the
mountains.

“Your man Oweir has arranged for the bunking
of your company,” Miltun continues, “but we would be pleased if you
would stay in the governmental apartments. Perhaps tomorrow you may
be disposed towards a tour of our city.”

“I would enjoy that,” I say as he leads us
up the stairs. As we walk the hallways I have impressions: cold
marble tiles but astounding windows, so that you barely notice the
stone at all: just the vista, and what a vista it is, verdant and
full of promise. For a moment, I actually think of adventure.

A little more small talk and I am settled in
my apartments. Miltun promises to share supper with us later. I
dispatch Oweir and Silfie to take care of the men.

“Shall I draw you a bath?” Ragna asks as I
walk the edges of the room, staring out the windows and trailing a
hand along the mantle of the broad fireplace.

“A bath,” I say.

“To prepare for dinner, which I’m sure will
be a state affair,” Ragna says. “We have a great deal to talk
about, Mistress.”

“We do?”

She nods. “There are customs here you will
be unfamiliar with.”

What a surprise.

Ragna sets out clothing for me once my
baggage arrives. Not long after, I’m sinking into a tub in front of
the fireplace. It’s slightly too small for me, but I’m quite all
right with that.

“So,” I say as the pard starts lathering my
hair, “what new thing promises to disturb me about Miltun and the
city of Shraevensgate?”

“You know Arushka is his prime,” she says.
“You understand what that means?”

I don’t and am about to say so when some
memory sparks: Silfie’s face, something about circle marriages. “He
has more than one wife?”

Ragna nods. “It is customary for the
nobility. They have the need.”

I snort. “There are plenty of nobles where
I’m from and we don’t need more than one spouse.”

“Ah, but your nobility is based on
blood-right. The nobility here is…otherwise. It is the reason no
one accepted your king’s provisional governor…and the reason they
won’t accept you, unless you are different.” She wrings my hair,
and her voice becomes contemplative. “Which you may be.”

“Different how?” I ask, as she expects me
to.

“Nobles do not choose who becomes noble, by
marrying and breeding. The land chooses the nobles, the land, the
wind and the sea.”

“And now the mystical wagglebat,” I say.
“How exactly does this work?”

“It’s not nonsense,” Ragna says. “Didn’t you
see Miltun’s eyes? He is powerfully loved by Shraeven if both the
sea and the land chose him.”

I feel the first faint stirrings of unease.
“Don’t tell me this has something to do with the Wind.”

“Of course it does,” Ragna says. “I can ask
Negrat to explain further after your bath, if you like.”

“Perhaps that would be best,” I say,
realizing I’m reluctant to lose the pleasure of Ragna’s company.
Alone. So reluctant, in fact, that I don’t want to share with her
how much I’m enjoying it. So she bathes me and I catalog the series
of accidental brushes, gentle touches and lovely views, adding each
to my memories of an event without perilous emotional strings
attached…or physical dangers. I have had few enough of those
lately. This is a treasure.

After the bath Negrat holds forth while I
have my hair dressed and my boots buffed. His lecture makes very
little sense to me: something about the magic of the three elements
choosing and binding its rulers. Once these elements have chosen,
the person in question must use his abilities to solve the problems
of the land beneath his jurisdiction…though personally, I wonder
what anyone can do about the weather, drought, crop blight and
plague. Through these actions, the man earns the right to rule the
land. This apparently requires so much time and energy he needs
more than one wife.

It all sounds utterly ridiculous to me, but
over dinner with Miltun, his prime and two of his lesser wives I am
again struck by his world-colored eyes and I wonder.

Later, over fortified wine and thin
honey-spice wafers in a drawing room, I ask, “So what do you need,
Lord Miltun?”

“Pardon?” he asks: polite, as always. He has
been cordial but aloof since we set eyes on one another, uncanny to
normal.

I tilt my beak toward the window.
“Shraevensgate. Is there anything you need to make the city more
prosperous? The people more productive? Any city works you need
help building? Any provincial law you find especially
difficult?”

He stares at me; the golden eye seems to
shimmer. “Are you asking how you can help?”

“I am your governor,” I say. “It’s my duty
to help, if I can.” I shrug. “I have no idea what the state of the
province is and probably won’t until I reach the capital and speak
with my predecessor. But at very least I can learn something on the
way in.”

“Careful, madam,” he says, sipping his wine.
“Too much of that behavior and you won’t be long for the Godkindred
Kingdom.”

I cant a brow at him. “Is that because the
magic will come and claim me or because doing well for Shraeven
will be so divisive that the Godson will decide I’ve gone
rogue?”

“Stars!” Miltun exclaims. “You speak
plainly, don’t you?”

I shrug. “I’m not a diplomat.”

He laughs. “Very well, then. A little of
both. Or perhaps a great deal of both.”

“Shraevensgate’s needs?” I prod. “So I can
keep them in mind once I know what resources I have to spare?”

“You’ll have them tomorrow afternoon,” he
promises, and for the first time his smile is warm.

While preparing for bed I reflect that the
day has gone inordinately well. We had a parade—very nice, that—I
had a bath that involved no untoward or awkward emotional
incidents…now this very satisfying dinner with Miltun. I need more
days like this one.

I head into my bedchamber…and find Ragna
curled up at its foot, like some sort of pet dog. Fairly certain
she’s sleeping, I crouch across from her. Her blouse is open far
enough that the long guard hairs below her collar bones are
visible, spreading and flattening together as she breathes.

I wonder if this is some sort of test. Am I
supposed to leave her here, like some sort of animal? Is it custom
in Shraeven to treat people who look more like animals like
animals…or is this something about her being my servant? Or perhaps
it has to do with her being from the mountains—are country folk
less respected than city folk?

Rifling through the possibilities I begin to
understand the depth of my ignorance about the mingled cultures of
Shraeven. I also realize I’ve been crouching long enough that my
knees hurt, and it irritates me that my knees hurt so quickly when
I bend these days. This is the thought that Ragna catches on my
face when one of her sea-green eyes opens…but that expression
flees, since I’m struck dumb by how her needle-thin pupil floods
her eye as it adjusts to the low light.

“I thought you were asleep,” I whisper after
a moment.

“I am,” she says muzzily and yawns,
stretching lips around ivory fangs.

“Are you supposed to be here?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says.

“I don’t like it,” I say.

“It’s custom in the city,” she says, lids
lowering again. “Bodyservants are expected to act so.”

“Like animals?” I say. “I don’t like it.
Come onto the bed.”

“And if someone finds out?” she wonders.

“Then I tell them a bodyguard who can sleep
on the floor and not be too stiff to come to my defense is too
young to be of any use,” I say tartly. “Come on.”

I walk around to the side of the bed,
expecting her to follow. Instead she pours over the end of the
bed-frame as if she has no bones to get in the way. I stare at her
and she’s grinning, all wide whiskers and merry, pupil-swollen
eyes.

“Some bodyguard,” she offers. “I suppose I’m
too young to know anything.”

“Oh, stop it,” I say and wedge myself with
considerably less grace beneath the covers. “I don’t need more
reminders that I’m seizing up like a rusty wagon wheel.”

She curls up at the end of the bed in a
tight ball. When I open my mouth to say something, she lifts a
hand. “Mistress, I will sleep on your bed…but not in a way that
will let them think you completely soft in the head.”

“You’re assuming they’re going to walk into
my bed-chamber before I’m ready,” I say.

“You’re assuming I’m dissembling for the
sake of our hosts.”

I don’t know what to say to that—there are
too many questions. I settle for, “You are dissembling, aren’t
you?”

“Am I?” she asks. She lunges across my legs
and her huff blows out the candle. In the dark, I feel the blankets
pull away as she resettles her weight at the end of the bed. I
still don’t like it.

Then one of her hands reaches out and rests
on my ankle…gently, very gently. I decide I can live with it.

 


***

 


Long ago I learned to handle nightmares much
the same way I handle campaigning: by trudging through them,
trusting them to end. Treating them thus transforms them into
something mundane and work-a-day, and it seems bad dreams take
great offense from such treatment. I haven’t had a nightmare for
over thirty years.

This perhaps excuses me from reacting to the
first one I’ve had in decades by leaping out of bed. Ragna’s
surprised yowl grounds me in this reality, but even imagining how
ridiculous I must look in battle stance dressed in a nightclothes
doesn’t slow my pounding heart.

“Angharad?” Ragna asks, wide eyes just
visible in the dark.

“It’s nothing,” I say. But it’s not. It’s
everything. It’s never seeing home again. It’s the Godson opening
my throat on an altar and my golden-blue-green eyes losing their
light. It’s Silfie in chains, bleeding as she walks. It’s
everything in ruins and me not even realizing how much it all
matters to me.

I crawl back into bed, stinking of my own
sweat.

My mood deteriorates when sleep doesn’t
provide its usual benefits, and my morning bath (while welcome)
doesn’t help clear my head. I present myself for breakfast with
Lord Miltun and his wives, hiding my black mood. Fortunately
Miltun’s youngest wife is garrulous, and for the tiniest expense of
my energy I am rewarded with a flood of talk without a break for
breath much less conversation. That most of it is about cooking,
clothing or gardening is no bonus, but at least no one expects me
to have any opinions on such topics.

The relief that wells up in me when I see
Silfie in the entrance hall, impeccably groomed and accoutered in
her dress uniform…well, even I can be unsettled by proof that she
still means so much to me. As I rest my eyes on her, Miltun passes
me and says, “Our mounts are waiting outside.”

I follow him and Silfie locks into place,
behind and to one side of me. I love her, I think. How can I ever
deny it? As easily as that, my mood shifts and everything is
beautiful. The day is a glorious one, with a brilliant, high sky
full of puffy pale clouds and a breeze that seems to whisper happy
secrets. I tilt my ears to catch them and discover the Winds are
laughing. Why should they not on such a wonderful morning? That my
poor sleep gives everything a surreal quality may not be a bad
thing. Perhaps such sudden happiness is only available to the
sleep-deprived.

“The tour should take us most of the day,”
Miltun is saying as we approach the mounts. “We’ll wend through the
governmental sector to the merchant alleys, where we will stop for
lunch. Afterward, we’ll visit the residential areas and our
outlying warehouses and fields before returning here for dinner. If
that pleases you?”

“It pleases me very well,” I say and squint
down the lane. There’s a rider galloping toward us, followed by
several others. “Are those late additions to our entourage?”

Miltun’s frowning. “No, Governor.”

The rider pulls his beast up before us. He’s
dusty, streaked with sweat, but even so what a fine figure he cuts!
He has an antelope’s horns but the elegant face of a great cat,
scattered with spots that broaden over his throat in patches. His
ears are tall and elegant; his tail a charming combination of
lion’s switch and stallion’s fall. Though he obviously rode far and
hard and his traveling clothes are worse for the wearing, they are
of exquisite quality.

His riders halt behind him. Something about
his demeanor perplexes me, and I unriddle it when I realize that
he’s not staring at me…nor at Miltun…but rather at some point
behind my left shoulder.

“You killed my brother!” he cries.

“I beg your pardon,” I say. “I don’t
recognize you.”

He glances at me, dismisses me. I’m not used
to being dismissed. Before he can continue, I say sharply, “I’m the
governor of Shraeven Province and the mistress-commander in the
area. Who are you? What do you want?”

“I’m not here to talk to you,” he says. “I’m
here to kill that murderess, kill her and erase the blot of honor
she put upon my family by mingling our bloodlines!”

I turn slowly, suddenly. Both. Neither. My
dreams and my nightmares and my life are now tangled. The knots
tighten when I see that his finger points at Silfie…and that
Silfie, my Silfie, looks neither surprised nor alarmed, merely
resigned.

I wish I felt more rested. Clearer-headed. I
turn away from Silfie and say to the man, “Well, that’s one of two.
Now answer the first question.”

He looks taken-aback—no, that’s too gentle a
term for his goggle eyes and utter confusion. He looks poleaxed.
“Excuse me?”

“I asked you two questions,” I say. “You
answered the second, about what you want. You have yet to answer
the first.” When he continues to stare at me, I say, “You are in my
province, young man, and your frenzy does not impress me. For the
last time, tell me your name. And while you’re at it, restate your
intentions in a way that doesn’t shame a subject of the
Godson.”

That stings him. He’s shaking in his saddle
but now his fierce gaze is on me, as it should be. “My name is
Teodor Eightblood of the Bramblewood Valley. I have come to
challenge my sister-in-law to a duel over the death of my brother,
Renald.” At which point he can’t restrain himself further. “She
murdered him. They might not have found her guilty of it, but I
know she did it.”

“And you have proof,” I say dryly.

“I need no proof,” Teodor proclaims. “Blood
will tell.”

“Is this typical of your people?” Miltun
asks casually. “Do they slaughter one another over imagined
improprieties even if your highest authorities proclaim their
innocence?”

Teodor snarls, but I ignore him. I hear the
subtext of Miltun’s question as if he’d shouted it into my ear and
I have no idea how to respond without giving him ideas. Do I tell
him we allow duels and so let him assume that the people of the
Kingdom ignore the Godson’s officials at whim? Or do I lie?

I hate politics.

“It is an ancient custom,” I say. “Older
than the Godson. Older even than the Kingdom, if our histories are
accurate. A bit of barbarism we have yet to shake loose from our
heels.”

“So you will let this man do it?”

Miltun’s eyes rest on mine, glinting. Oh, he
asks dangerous questions. If I say, “Yes,” then he will think me a
tool of a monarch who is either a savage or not as powerful as he
puts himself forth. If I say “No,” he will rightly interpret that
as an assertion of my own rules…over those of my king. My options
are to paint myself weak…or so paint my country.

“You,” I say to the impatient man. “Go find
lodging. I’ll call for you later.”

“I demand—”

“You are in my jurisdiction now,” I say,
letting a hard edge sharpen the words. “If I say you have to walk
home without water, that’s what you’ll do. Be glad I’m sparing you
that. Now go.”

He glares at me but I have had decades of
practice facing down enraged men on the verge of rash action. With
a jerk, his mount’s head is around and they’re galloping off. They
meet the two riders in the distance and clatter down the
street.

“What will you do?” Miltun asks
conversationally.

“I will ask the Wind,” I say.

He glances at me, incredulous. “You know the
Wind?”

“Oh, do I,” I say with an exasperated
sigh.

He starts laughing, Miltun. Laughing. I
glower at him but it has no effect at all. When he catches his
breath, he says, “You are not like Governor Chordwain, madam. He
wouldn’t hear of our ridiculous beliefs.”

“When the Wind tries to pluck you off a
plateau and then argues with you in your ears, you can either
believe you’ve gone insane or decide you’ve been chosen by great
powers,” I say, catching his humor. “I’m not ready to be put down
for insanity and great powers sounded useful.”

Miltun chortles. “Yes, yes. You will need
them. I only wonder if the Wind will be the last?”

“By the blood!” I exclaim. “I hope so! One
is bad enough.”

“Yes,” he agrees. “After that, they start
quarreling.”

I am discussing divine powers I’m not sure I
believe in with a man I barely trust. What has gotten into me? Ah
yes. I turn to Silfie. She’s been a soldier too long to do anything
as stupid as ask me directly what I’m thinking in front of Miltun,
but her eyes on mine are wary. I say to her, “Fetch Negrat. We must
come up with a way to summon the Wind.”

Her brows go up. Perhaps she thought I would
only pretend to consult the Shraevenese powers? She doesn’t
comment, only turns and marches to the stairs.

 



 


 CHAPTER 16

 


 


So instead of a pleasant ride with the local
powers through a town that had the good sense to cheer my company’s
arrival, I spend the morning in my rooms. Arguing. With a
priest.

“You must do this where others can see you,”
Negrat says.

“But you just said that if I call for the
Wind, it might not show up,” I point out. “Why would I want to do
something publicly that might fail?”

“Because you would like to build the
people’s confidence in you,” he says.

“And they’ll be so impressed if the Wind
doesn’t deign to arrive.”

He laughs. “The gods love confidence as much
as the people, Godkin woman. Except when they abhor it.”

I dip my head and splay my fingers over my
closed eyes. My bound wing muscles ache. “Religion,” I say, “is
infuriating.”

“Of course it is,” he says. “We aim to
interpret the uninterpretable. How can we not fail from time to
time? What builds faith is not that we always succeed, but that we
succeed at all.”

I remember why I am a soldier, not a shaman.
Except now I’m supposed to be both. “Fine,” I say. “We’ll do this
in public. Now tell me something about this ritual I’ll like.”

“It will entail some risk,” he says. “The
Wind loves the high places and you cannot fly.”

I open an eye and stare past my fingers at
him. “I said to tell me something I’d like.”

He beams. “You like sarcasm.”

I close my eye. Despite myself, the corners
of my mouth twitch.

 


***

 


Ritual design is not so different from
campaign planning, I find. You choose your ground, you discuss
allies, supplies and logistics and then you delegate people to
prepare according to your tactical plan.

As long as I think of it that way, I can
ignore that I’m going to be clinging to a steeple burning incense
to a capricious and invisible power.

Gods help me. They’d better.

With Negrat and Ragna off to make
arrangements, I fall back to the core of the matter and call for my
second. She arrives quickly, as if she was waiting for the
summons…which she probably was. As she enters the chamber, I seek
some hint of emotion in her gaze, something to allow me to guess
her mind. Instead, her copper eyes are hard as coins.

“Sit,” I say, nodding to the chair across
from mine. As she does so, I pour tea and pass her a cup. We drink
as if this is another normal day…afternoon, by now.

“You must have made quite an impression,” I
say.

“On who…Teodor?” She shrugs. “Teodor is an
idiot, just as his brother was.”

“And yet you married him,” I say and find
the words very strange to speak aloud.

“Renald, yes,” Silfie says. “Mother and
Father wanted an heir for the Dale. I gave them one. May they have
joy of him.”

I fold my fingers around the warm walls of
the cup and frown. “Forgive me for saying this—”

She looks up at me.

“—but though I never thought of you as a
gentle mother, I’m a little startled by the depth of your
antipathy.”

She looks down again. “Some aren’t born to
nurture, Angharad.”

But I hear the pain that makes her words
husky, and I remember the tenderness with which she massaged away
my aches when my neck muscles grew strained. I remember her care
when she learned the unusual planes of my body. I remember a gentle
touch with a niece we both liked.

I set the cup down. I should have trusted my
instincts from the beginning. “Why?”

She meets my eyes. I wait. I know she knows
what I’m asking. Finally, without blinking or looking away, she
says, “He hit me. Like the most brutish of peasants. I’m not easy
to hit, but he found ways. Even when I was pregnant, he found ways.
I caught him over the cradle with a lifted hand.”

“And you killed him,” I said. “Right
then.”

She barks a tired laugh. “Oh no. He was too
strong and he didn’t let me keep weapons. I had to plan his death
very carefully. I murdered him without giving him a chance to
defend himself. And I sleep quite peacefully at night.”

I nod. “What happened at the trial?”

“Everyone knew what he was doing. They knew
what I’d done. But no one was going to find me guilty as long as
there was danger to a six-blood son. They found me innocent and
remanded my son to my parents.” Her eyes spark at last. “Which is
just as well. They chose the match. They wanted the child. Now they
have him.”

I reach across the table and capture her
clenched hands. With gentle fingers I rub circles against the flesh
until her fists loosen and I can clasp them, palm to palm.

“I didn’t want you to know,” she says,
looking at our joined hands, fire-brown, river-gold.

“Surely you didn’t think I’d blame you for
killing a man who endangered you and a baby?” I ask.

She shakes her head, and a few curls fall
over her cheeks. “No. Of course not. I just didn’t want you to know
how sordid the whole thing was. I’d kill him again if he dug
himself free of his grave but everything else…“ She stops and takes
a shaky breath, then continues in a harder voice, “Killing him was
the cleanest part of the whole mess.”

The guilt I feel is irrational, but
acknowledging it doesn’t make it go away. I squeeze her hands.

“It’s not your fault,” she says, as if
reading my mind. “You didn’t drive me away. If you’d remained my
beloved, I would still have had to marry and get the Dale an
heir.”

“But perhaps it would have been someone
else,” I say.

She laughs, a halting soft chuff now. “Oh,
Angharad. I’ve missed you more than I could tell.”

Kissing is a hard thing for me. I’ve
explained before, I think. We had ways, but it remains an awkward
thing.

But this: this I can do. I bring her hands
to the edge of my bill and then lick the thin skin between her
knuckles…where it’s stretched tight and the fur is short as felt.
Where it smells like fox and tastes like fire and hints at copper
and rose and woman. Where I can feel her shiver through the back of
her hand and over her hardened wrists.

Her fingers twine around to clasp the
underside of my beak. This is familiar…seventeen-years-old and not
a hint of rust. This is how she brings her face to mine so we can
rub cheeks, so I can feel her soft, wet nose against the base of my
ear, where she can tickle me by blowing into it until my ear flicks
over and over and laughing becomes something deeper and warmer, and
of course, now it’s done, it’s all over. I can’t go back from this.
I can’t turn my back on it.

Love is so rare.

 


***

 


“We should get up,” Silfie says against my
collarbone many, many eternities later.

“Not yet,” I say. “The blankets feel too
good.”

A sound then, a chagrined laugh muffled
against my skin, tickling it through the fur. “We left our clothing
all over the antechamber.”

“That’s why I have servants,” I say with
just a hint of smug humor.

We laze for a while longer in the brown and
blue shadows of the bedroom.

“Why does the bed smell like Ragna?” Silfie
asks.

I lift my head enough for an exaggerated
sniff of the air. “I smell plenty of things, but Ragna’s not one of
them.”

She snickers. “Before we made it smell like
us.”

“She wanted to sleep at the foot of my bed
like some sort of trained animal,” I say. “I wouldn’t have it. So
she slept on the end of the bed…like an especially prized trained
animal.”

“It bothers you.”

“Of course,” I say. “She’s more than that.”
I glance at her. “And now you will say something like, ‘You find
her interesting,’ and I’ll say that of course I do, because she is.
She’s articulate in a culture that doesn’t value eloquence. She’s
riddled with secrets like a particularly ancient book. And she’s
pretty and young, and looking at her reminds me that I used to be
pretty and young. And flexible.”

Silfie snorts. “You’re flexible enough.”

I laugh. “You know what I mean.”

She nods against my chest. Then,
“You…we…”

I silence her with a finger against her
mouth. “Always ‘we.’ We both should have realized that.”

Her breath flutters over my finger, short
and tense…then she blows a long sigh and I feel the line of her
body against mine grow lax. Then teeth nip the fleshy pad of the
finger.

“Hey!” I laugh, she laughs. We might have
had another tumble then had we been younger…but I am not at all
discontent with this comfortable snuggle.

From the antechamber, Ragna’s voice calls.
“Mistress?”

Silfie stifles a snigger against my ribs. I
try to be embarrassed but fail. “Yes, Ragna?”

The pard doesn’t enter; her voice sounds
from where it did the first time, as if she’d stopped moving
shortly after entering the front room. “You should prepare for the
ritual. It’ll be time soon.”

“Ah, of course,” I answer. “I may need a
bath.” Silfie snickers.

 


***

 


There is a temple dedicated to the elements
in Shraevensgate and to reach its Air altar you climb twenty banks
of steps around a thin tower to a ledge encircling a hollow needle:
there you lace a rope of incense into the filigree and then wait
for it to burn down before leaving. You undertake this ritual
during the day when you can see the drop, the steps and the
needle’s stone fretwork, the better to keep from falling.

So naturally I am climbing the steps at
night. Without a lantern and with a crowd of curious onlookers at
the base of the temple, wondering if the woman with wings is going
to fall to her death. That would be a truly clever way for
Shraeven’s gods to do away with this new menace from the Godkindred
Kingdom.

Had I been fully healed I would have strode
these steps—no, I would have ignored them and flown to the steeple,
perched on it and waved the incense in the air like a pennant.
Instead, I’m wishing for a guard rail and glad of the darkness that
keeps me from seeing the distance to the ground. It takes me longer
than I like to reach the ledge, but once there I look out over the
town and into the dark valley leading to the distant sea. The stars
barely illumine the landscape. Perhaps it is colder here than it
was on the ground, or perhaps it’s merely the sense of being so
utterly alone. No, that doesn’t sound right. I’ve been alone in the
air before without my hair rising along my spine: it’s the
vulnerability that frightens me. I am a creature of the Air in my
element, but tonight my own world is barred to me.

I weave the incense rope through the
filigree hooks, then light the end and blow until it glows fierce
crimson. I can still smell Silfie…I didn’t wash behind my ears.
Silfie likes ears. “So round and little,” she teases me and chews
on them until I squirm.

“I’m here because of her,” I say to the
Wind, if the Wind is listening. “It has nothing to do with wanting
to present a good face to Shraeven or even to decide policy in a
fair way. I’m here because I love her and I hate the idea of some
clumsy idiot having a lucky day with a sword in a dueling square. I
love her and I don’t want her to be judged. You like honesty…there
it is.”

No response. I add, “Tell me what I should
do.”

Silence always feels larger than the space
it’s occupying. It’s so oppressive I lose my fear of falling,
because who could fall through a quiet this thick?

“This is an opportunity,” I tell the air.
“You can change something in Shraeven through me. You just have to
tell me what you want me to do.”

Still nothing. Almost a stubborn nothing.
And time is just as capricious. I’m betting my incense is going to
take longer to burn than anyone else’s exact same rope. I suppose I
should use the time to decide how to explain the Wind’s silence to
those on the ground, since it’s obvious the Wind will not be
cajoled.

After the smoldering fades and the last
plume of smoke dissipates, I start back down the stairs.

I don’t know what I feel. Weeks ago I would
have scoffed at the idea of gods and magic powers. Weeks ago I
might have done the ritual without expecting an answer.

I’ve changed.

I might not like mystic winds and meddling
gods, but now I expect them. I hate when things don’t go according
to plan. Halfway down the tower, I turn just enough to face the
landscape and shake a fist at the air. “You made a choice tonight!
Don’t come moaning to me later if you don’t like what I’m about to
do!”

Finally, a twist of wind, just enough to
tickle my face. I look toward it and see a bright star. It appears
to grow as I watch. Odd, that. Come to think of it, I don’t
remember seeing that star in the sky before. I cant my head for a
different angle.

Is that a tail of fire?

My body freezes with the instant panic of an
animal just before the world vanishes in an explosion of fire-white
sparks and pain so intense I lose my grip on everything: on the
stairs, on the tower, on vision, on sense. And then a voice speaks,
a voice so deep I hear it with my body, not my ears. My flesh
vibrates. The bones in my chest are surely too flimsy to hold my
heart in place.

MINE.

I think, “How strange that a voice so cold
can sound so possessive.” And then I think no more.
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 CHAPTER 17

 


 


The wind is whistling over the mouths of
ceramic pots. Deep notes for the empty ones. High notes for those
brimming over. At least one of the pots sounds like it has a hole
in it…I can hear it wheezing. Poor thing.

“But what does it mean?”

“I don’t care what it means. I just want her
to be sound.”

“The lord is waiting outside. Should we let
him in?”

“No.”

What a symphony. But here’s a vessel so deep
it massages my head. I like listening to it.

“She’s waking.”

“How can you tell?”

“Look.”

I open my eyes. Why is everything so flat?
Oh, yes. The other eye didn’t open with its twin. I try that. No
luck. Ragna is hovering over me, though. She smells nice. Where
am I?

“You’re in your bed in the governor’s
apartments,” Ragna says. “Magwen brought you here.”

I try flattening my ears, but like my eyes I
have only partial luck.

“You fell,” Ragna explains. Behind her I
resolve the fuzzy outlines of my captains and shaman. “A star
struck your head. Fortunately it was trying to pin you to the tower
or you would have fallen forwards instead of backwards, and then we
would be seeking a new governor.”

A star hit me? She must be kidding.

“Magwen carried you down,” Donal says from
behind Ragna, and then a little miffed: “He got up the stairs
first.”

I focus on Ragna again. A star hit
me?

“The strangest thing,” Ragna agrees. “We
have been discussing its significance.”

“Why are you talking to her as if she’s
talking back?” Colblain asks.

“Because she is,” Negrat says.

Silfie brings something into view: a bloody
piece of…metal? It looks almost shaped, with a point at one end.
Had someone presented it to me elsewhere I would have assumed it
forged. That fell out of the sky and hit me?

“Yes,” Ragna says.

“I don’t know what it means,” Negrat says.
“There is only the Wind, the Sea and the Land. There are no gods of
the stars.”

I think of that voice and know he’s wrong.
That Voice…I hear the deep notes of empty pots. That god is the
Emptiest pot of all.

“You’re right,” Ragna says to me. “There is
a god of stars. But he is not worshipped here, nor in the
Godkindred Kingdom. There are islands out to sea that believe that
the stars will unite us all…that they will gather all the believers
of every religion and consume them.”

I believe that. You could give a great deal
to that voice and not fill its emptiness. But why me?

Ragna leans forward and whispers into my
good ear, and I know now that she is the voice of the deep pot I’d
heard earlier. “Because you will gather us together and consume us
all.”

The people, I think. We have to
tell them something.

“That’s true,” Negrat says. “What shall we
say?”

“They think you’re dead,” Ragna says.

Dead! “Help me up,” I try to say. “Whatever
I announce I have to do it in person.”

No one moves toward me. Through the haze
that blurs my vision my captains look dejected. I hear a mournful
wind over the tops of the clay vessels in my mind.

“You need to stay in bed, Mistress,” Ragna
says. “Your right side isn’t moving.”

“You shouldn’t have told her that!” Gavan
says, appalled.

“Why not? It is the truth,” Ragna says.

My…right side…? I know the eye isn’t
blinking and the ear’s not moving, but the rest of me—I try lifting
my right hand. My right shoulder. Wiggling my toes. Nothing. True
panic cramps my chest until I wheeze. Is this permanent?

“We don’t know,” Ragna says. “We think not.
You were completely limp when we brought you in…now, sometimes,
your toe twitches.”

“Tell her about her face,” Silfie says
quietly.

“There’s a bandage over the right side of
your face,” Ragna says. “The metal struck your temple, between your
ear and your eye. There was much mess.”

But I have an eye left, I hope. Tell me I
have an eye left.

“Yes,” Ragna says. “We are hoping you will
still be able to see.”

This is too much. I must be showing it,
because Gavan says, “This is cruel. She just woke up and you’re
telling her she might be paralyzed, blind and deaf when we just
don’t know.”

“She’s our Mistress Commander,” Silfie says.
“She needs to know.”

I ignore it all. I can’t handle the
possibility of being a permanent cripple. Instead, I concentrate on
what I can control, the business with the people. They need to be
told I’m alive and chosen by a new god and that I need time to
consult with him and the old ones about…an arrangement.

“Warring powers rarely agree to such
things,” Negrat says.

Well damned if I’m going to let the Stars
have my right side and the Wind my left!

“We’ll think of a flowery speech,” Ragna
promises. “I’m sure your captains will find a more mundane way of
saying it for your men, and Captain Oweir can figure out something
politic for Lord Miltun.”

I try to nod, relieved, but my neck is not
cooperating. Most of them leave…now I am alone with the pots, the
deep voiced and the wind-blown contralto hum. I would hold out my
arms to them but one of them isn’t working, so instead I let my
frustrations and fear form the invitation.

It takes them a few minutes to shed boots or
cloaks and shift around, but then the firespice vixen is warming
one side and the incense musk of the pard is pressing on the other.
Is it a good thing that I can sense the pressure on that side?

“Everything will be well,” Silfie says into
my working ear. “We love you.”

 


***

 


Maybe I sleep. Maybe I drift. I don’t know.
There are candles lit when I open my eyes—eye—but Silfie and Ragna
are exactly where I left them. It takes me time to realize that I
can feel Ragna against my side, not as a numb pressure but in all
the details, and then there are tears streaking my cheek that I
don’t remember crying. They must add too bright a scent to the air
because Silfie leans over to lick them off, rough tongue pushing my
fur against the grain.

“We’re still here,” she says, her voice
twined with the wind over the half-filled pot.

“I know.” My tongue feels strange, but I can
talk…gods, I can talk! I take a long, shivery breath and something
in me loosens. “This was not my plan, though.”

“The stars?” Silfie asks.

“More gods!” I say, irritated. “One set was
enough! Now I get more than one?”

Silfie is silent. The candle shadows twitch
against the wall, but I can’t sense the draft that moves them. “The
Godson won’t like it, Angharad. People are already talking.”

I remember what dread feels like. I’m just
not used to feeling it about the Godson’s opinion of me. “And what
are they saying?”

“That you have divine favor,” Silfie says.
“That the gods of all nations love you best.”

I close my eye. “The gods of all nations
want to tear me apart, like a bone between warring dogs. Maybe
they’ve just found a convenient way to kill me.”

“No,” Ragna says. I hadn’t realized she was
awake. “You are simply the right vessel.”

“For what?” I ask.

Ragna shrugs.

“Maybe you’ll become divine after all,”
Silfie says with a chuckle. “Maybe you’ll be the one to become true
Godkindred, just like we’ve been trying for so long.”

“We’re supposed to give birth to gods, not
transform into them,” I say.

“Then maybe that will be your path,” Ragna
says. “It matters little, whatever the case. It is more important
that people say you are land-chosen at least once over, perhaps
twice if enough of Shraeven’s coastal folk make the case for the
stars as a legitimate guardian.”

Land-chosen. I remember the lecture I got
before my first dinner with Miltun. “This makes me fit to rule
Shraeven,” I say.

“Yes,” Ragna says. “To rule Shraeven. Not to
administrate it.”

A taut silence then, filled with our shallow
breaths, the heavy perfume of candle wax and the realization, a
realization so big it fills the room. It crowds us out. It chokes
our lungs.

Silfie says, “Oh, no.”

Ragna says, “It must be faced.”

Angharad the Land-chosen. Angharad,
acclaimed by the people.

Angharad the Queen.

“The Godson,” I say, “is going to have me
killed.”

“We won’t let him kill you,” Silfie says
after a moment.

Ragna snorts. “We are merely mortal. The
gods will keep Angharad alive.”

My head is starting to throb. “They should
do a better job.”

One of Ragna’s arms crosses my ribs, settles
over me comfortably. Possessively. “You’re still alive, aren’t
you?”

“If I acquire any more injuries, I’ll be too
slow to stay that way,” I say.

 



 


 CHAPTER 18

 


 


I spend a nauseating morning struggling with
my stomach and my weak right side, but together Ragna and Silfie
get me washed and dressed before the vixen heads out to reassure
the captains. The pard is changing the bandage on my head when the
door opens for Miltun. Before he can speak I hear wind over an
empty pot. And another sound…a whistle, maybe. Or a low roar. And a
grassy hiss. All three.

“Feeling better?” he asks.

“No,” I say.

He pauses, having expected some pleasantry
perhaps, but I have no sympathy for him. I’m tired, bashed up and
drooping, and if he hasn’t figured out by now that I don’t mince
words he’s stupider than I thought.

“When do you suppose you will be feeling
better?”

“Whenever my body stops cramping and my arms
and legs start working the way I remember them working,” I say
testily. “Lord Miltun, I appreciate your concern but I don’t recall
informing my staff that I was available for visitors.”

“Your man Oweir did his best to explain the
situation,” Miltun says. “He failed to understand that I don’t need
an explanation of the situation. I understand what happened to you
far better than he does.”

I cock my visible brow.

“I’d like you to leave,” he says. “As soon
as you’re able.”

“Are you giving me marching orders?” I ask,
allowing anger to harden the words.

He starts to reply, then flattens his ears.
“You like naked words. Very well, I’ll be blunt. Yes, I want you to
leave. I want no Star-chosen avatar here.”

Okay, so sometimes diplomacy is nice. “I
thought you understood. No, I thought you approved. When we talked
about the Wind—”

“That was the Wind,” he says. “This is
different. The Stars are not our gods. The Stars are the gods of
conquerors and prophets proclaiming the end of the world. A
Star-chosen prophet is an invitation for unrest, violence and
revolution. I want no revolutionaries here.”

“I’m not a prophet!” I exclaim.

“Messiah, then,” he says.

“I’m not one of those either!” I say.

He studies me through those world-colored
eyes. “Maybe not,” he says. “But it doesn’t matter what you think,
or even if it’s true. It only matters that everyone saw a Star hit
you and when they know for a fact that you survived they’ll draw
their own conclusions. And Governor Godkin Griffin, normal people
don’t survive being pelted with flaming sky-metal.”

Knowing he’s worried about keeping order in
the Gate is enough to excuse him for his rudeness—in my mind,
anyway. We both have jobs to do. “I don’t take orders from you,” I
say. “But I wasn’t here to dally anyway. I’ll take care of the
issue with the duel and then continue my tour.”

He nods and turns to go.

“Miltun,” I say. He pauses at the threshold.
“I still want that list of needs for the town.”

That surprises him, and maybe his face
softens before he leaves. I hope so. I don’t need obstructionist
administrators. Besides, maybe if I act like a mundane governor
people will stop being afraid that I’ll turn into some sort of
star-forged messiah.

Me, a rickety old griffin. A messiah. What a
joke.

“You need a message,” Ragna says into the
ensuing silence.

“A what?” I say.

“Messiahs need a message,” the pard says,
winding a fresh bandage around my head.

“And do you have a suggestion about this
message?” I ask.

She smiles, eyes still focused on her task.
“You are the God-chosen one, not me, Mistress.”

I’ve been so busy with emergencies that I’ve
put aside a very awkward topic. Now that we’re alone it’s the time
to do it, if I’m to do it at all. “Ragna…you know that Silfie and I
are together again.”

She nods, fastening the bandage and stepping
back.

“That means that you and I can’t be
together,” I say. “Not that way.”

I wait for jealousy, for pain, for anger.
Instead, Ragna cocks her head, and her detached curiosity is the
last thing I’m prepared for. “I thought sex was immaterial among
the Godkindred compared to childbearing.”

“Well everything’s immaterial compared to
childbearing,” I say, my ear coloring. I’m fairly certain the taped
one is flushed too. “But sex isn’t immaterial. It’s just not the
ultimate expression of love.” Then I realize how that sounds, so I
keep going. “But I’m never going to have a child with Silfie! This
is the only thing I can give her that I can give only her.
If that makes sense.”

“I suppose it does,” Ragna said, winding the
remaining cloth and replacing it in a basket.

Her continuing nonchalance is simply
unbelievable. “You’re not upset?”

Ragna lifts a brow. “That you don’t want to
have sex with me?”

Put so baldly it sounds horrible, but I
forge ahead. “Yes.”

Ragna laughs. “You Godkindred. You value the
strangest things. What is sex? An animal’s pleasure, a meaningless
and momentary writhing of the body. It’s nice, but it passes. The
body grows cold. The drive falters. Sickness destroys it and
concentration diffuses it. And you consider this the penultimate
expression of love?” Her eyes harden, the sea under a cold sky. “Do
you wish to hurt me, Mistress? Tell me I may no longer guard your
back, sleep at your side, share your secrets and seek solace from
your embrace. Your merely asexual embrace. Then I will know how
much—or how little—you care.”

I stare at her face, shocked not at her but
at the things that explode in my head when she’s done talking. She
goes back to putting away the bandages and clips and I…I just gape
at her back.

“You’re right,” I say at last. “All this
time I’ve been making assumptions. But it takes a society where men
and women are more or less equal in status and power and hold
similar values to think of sex as love, doesn’t it? And you never
grew up in a society that free.”

She stops what she’s doing and looks at me.
I keep going, more to myself than to her. “I’m still in enemy
territory. But the armies aren’t people, they’re attitudes. And
they’re moved not by generals, but by culture. I’ve stopped trying
to anticipate the moves of the people around me and that’s going to
hurt my cause if I’m not careful.” No, honesty here. She deserves
it. “Not just my cause, but me and the people around me also.” I
hold out my hands. “I’m sorry, Ragna.”

She stares at my hands. When she doesn’t
move, I chuckle a little. “I think you’re more Godkindred than me
today. Surely the gods have finer ways to love than the ones we
must resort to in these mortal bodies.”

Ragna takes one of my hands and touches it
between her eyes, closing them. Her smile flutters, strengthens.
“And some wonder why I follow you. Shraeven needs only time to know
you, Mistress.”

I pull her into my arms for one of those
merely asexual embraces. Knowing how much it means to her makes it
mean much more to me too.

Funny how that works.

 


***

 


Ragna insists that I take a nap after
dressing my bandage. I argue with her all the way to the couch,
where I fall like a stone dropped in a river. I don’t even remember
lying down. I certainly don’t remember sleeping.

I do remember waking. Groggily. Being
injured makes it hard for me to snap awake and I hate it.
Particularly when the first things I focus on are a pair of boots
and Ragna’s knees.

“Mistress,” Gavan says. “There’s been
trouble.”

Just the words I like to wake to. Especially
when the first thing I want to do is throw up. “What kind of
trouble?”

“That man,” Gavan says. “He showed up at the
barracks to find Silfia, then started harassing the troops. The
troops…errr…harassed him back.”

I’m liking this story less and less.

“Before any of them could break
discipline”—meaning “rip him to pieces”—”Silfia arrived and he
challenged her.”

“Please tell me she didn’t fight him,” I
say.

“She started to,” Gavan says. “And then he
cheated.”

The nausea sharpens. “She survived the
cheating, I assume.”

“Yes,” Gavan says. “The men attacked him.
But he escaped and now he’s gone. We think he’s heading back to the
Kingdom. We’ve dispatched someone to chase him down.”

Silfie arrives not long after Gavan
leaves—maybe I’m developing magical summoning powers thanks to my
abusive patron gods?—and I ensure that she’s in one piece. (No, not
that way.) I manage to get an arm around her by having her sit on
the floor with her back against the couch edge. She rests her cheek
against my arm.

Ragna, I note, doesn’t seem at all jealous.
She looks pleased. How does that work? I can’t grasp it.

Still, back to the matter at hand, which
involves venting my indignation.

“He cheated,” I say.

“And we’re all so surprised,” Silfie says
dryly.

“But you’re unscathed!”

Silfie laughs and taps a light tattoo on my
beak. “Such faith in my skills.”

“Such faith in your honor,” I say.
“Scoundrels have unfair advantages. Tell me what he did.”

“He made the mistake of trying to capitalize
on the unease he sensed in the men,” Silfie says. “He assumed they
were uneasy because I’m a lying murderess when in fact they’re
uneasy because I’m running the mongrel unit. If he’d accused me of
bedding a mongrel—or even Ragna—he would have had more luck than
planting himself in the middle of the mess tent and trying to tell
everyone how I was subverting the company through my carnal
relationship with you.”

“What!” I exclaim. “How did he—”

“He didn’t know,” Silfie said, exasperated.
“He was making up rumors he thought would goad them. But it turns
out the soldiers actually like the idea of us together.”

“They do?” I say, ears askew. Well, one
ear.

Silfie grins. “It was a pleasant thing to
find out.”

“What happened then?” Ragna asks.

“There was a brawl,” Silfie says. “I was
outside so I didn’t see who started it myself, but they say a
nameless trooper grabbed Teodor by the shirt and tapped him under
the chin with his fist.”

I snort.

“He dragged himself out of the tent,” Silfie
says. “That’s when he challenged me. We picked seconds—Colblain
stepped in for me—and we drew the square. He played fair for the
first few exchanges, but when it became clear that he wasn’t going
to win he pretended to yield and then used the closing hand-clasp
to trip me.”

Imagining it, I get chills.

“Colblain separated us,” Silfie says. “He
ran away while everyone was making sure he hadn’t stuck a knife in
me.”

“I’m going to kill him,” I say.

“You are?” Ragna asks.

I think of Teodor accusing Silfie. I think
of him brawling with my people, then challenging Silfie again when
the governor of the local province expressly told him to wait
before seeking further justice. I think of him cheating and
then fleeing to escape retribution.

“Yes,” I say. “I am.”

I don’t know what I’m expecting Ragna to say
to that; her reactions to my attitudes have ranged from an
intellectual’s curiosity to cold quiet to a fierce approval. I
think the quick fan and then flattening of whiskers this time is
suppressed pleasure, but I could be wrong. I wonder what the
university attendees would think of her lack of laughter. And then
I wonder what she would think of the university. She’d probably
like it. Maybe when I go back I can take her—if I go back. Maybe I
should just build a university here. If they don’t already have
one.

If, if, if.

I curl up. “Get me up when they catch
him.”

Silfie laughs and tucks the blanket around
me. “Of course.”

 


***

 


I wake the next morning, so I suppose the
company spent the evening hunting for Teodor and failing to find
him. I think about that later, after Ragna helps me hurry to a
place to throw up. While she’s opening the windows on a sky too
clouded to show the dawn, I say, “What is wrong with me?”

“You were hit in the head with a star,”
Ragna says.

I press a hand to my eye, itching with
frustration. “I want to see.”

“You will,” Ragna says. “Not yet,
though.”

The sound of wind over the mouths of pots
has become annoying. “I want to see now.”

She huffs a sigh. “If I took off the
bandage, still you would see nothing. That eye is stitched
shut.”

“It’s what!” I say. “It can’t be! I can feel
my eyelashes. I’m blinking.”

“You think you feel those things,” Ragna
says. “Your eye wants to believe you’re feeling those things. But
you’re not.”

I try not to droop, but I am despondent, and
the way I usually deal with despondency involves more physical
activity than I can indulge right now. I can feel the weakness in
my slack limbs and in how good the couch feels. I struggle with
anger and fear until I wrestle them into submission…and then I am
rewarded with a glimmer of humor at the absurdity of all this.
Thirty-four years of military service, in and out of sickbeds, and
only now do I begrudge the injuries that come with the job?

“Why did it have to be my eye?” I ask.

Ragna laughs. “You know that’s a silly
question.”

“Because I need it to see with,” I say. “And
then you and Negrat will say something portentous about needing the
otherworldly sight of a goddess.”

“You see? You hardly need us at all,” Ragna
says with fanned whiskers. This time they stay fanned.

“I can’t wait to leave this place,” I
mutter.

“Trust me, Mistress…neither can the rest of
us.” She fluffs a blanket and sets it over me. “Magwen has been
preparing your meals.”

“Wonderful,” I say.

“He should be here soon with breakfast.”

My stomach lurches. “Unh.”

Ragna lights a stick of incense to help
clear the room. “Perhaps you should speak to him.”

“Fine,” I say, easing back onto the pillows.
“Let him stay when he comes with breakfast.”

If she nods I don’t catch it as I drift back
into a doze. The world I understand drops away, and instead I hear
and see a different tapestry: An indistinct plain of ceramics,
glazed, unfinished, tall, stout or tiny. The wind that passes them
is white, and where it strikes clay foam spouts in bright ice blue,
pink, yellow, lavender.

I don’t hear all of the pots, only one. No,
two: both deep.

The scene vanishes as I am torn from sleep
by the smell of toasted bread. My stomach clenches from torso to
mouth. Not again!

But yes, again. This time when Ragna takes
the chamberpot away I find Magwen holding me steady. He has a wet
cloth to wipe my bill. I don’t want him wiping my bill. I don’t
want anyone doing that. I don’t want anyone doing
anything to me anymore. I am tired of being coddled.
Apparently I am not telepathic, however, because my keepers clean
me up and set me back on the couch with fresh sheets, facing the
new air coming in through the open windows.

“Better?” Magwen asks.

“No,” I say. “And I’m tired of not being
better. I am ready to be better now.”

Wisely, he answers that by saying, “Have
some of this tisane. It will calm your stomach.”

Since at this point I’ll drink or eat
anything that will make me stop vomiting, I reach for it. He
refills the cup when I’m done. Ragna, I discover, has left us
alone…which is a pointed comment from her. I sigh.

“I hear you kept me from tumbling off the
steps,” I say.

“Only because I reached you before Donal
did,” Magwen replies.

“That was good of you,” I say. No, that’s
too miserly. I don’t remember the rest of that night, but my most
trusted tell me Magwen kept me from rolling off the steps or
bleeding to death. “I’m grateful, truly. I know I don’t sound
it.”

“You’re ill,” he says. “I don’t expect you
to sound grateful.”

I eye him. With the one good eye. “But you
expected me to be grateful?”

He shakes his head, neck muscles bulging
beneath the weight of his rack. “No. I expected you to live. That’s
all I asked of God.”

Suddenly everything about his behavior makes
sense. “You don’t believe in breeding toward divinity, do you.”

His look is sober. “No, Mistress. My parents
do, but I do not, which is how they came to suggest I take myself
into the army, to make myself useful. I follow the path of the god
of the sky, which has always seemed a wiser course than attempting
godhead ourselves.”

“That’s not the course I’m on,” I say.

“I know,” Magwen says. “I was wrong,
Mistress.”

I’m not sure which mistake he’s admitting
to, but I’m too tired to deal with this now. I’m too tired even to
think of how to solve this problem. I like having Ragna take care
of me…but Magwen was a very deft steward. I sigh. “Thank you for
the breakfast,” I say.

He nods again and leaves.

 


***

 


By evening I’m feeling more myself, which is
fortunate since Colblain informs me they’ve caught Teodor.

“Attempting to hide,” Colblain says.
“Failing, though. Failing is the one thing he seems to be good at.
What would you have us do with him?”

“Put him in the stocks for the night,” I
say. “Tomorrow, he’ll die.”

The man’s mouth crimps into a cold smile.
“Shall we let that slip to him, Mistress?”

“Slip?” I say. “No. Tell him full. Tell him
that for breaking the Code of the Square he will reap the
appropriate penalty. Let him sleep with it, if he can.”

Colblain nods. “Aye, Mistress.”

 


***

 


That evening, with Ragna sleeping at my feet
and Silfie sleeping at my side, the matter of Magwen returns. I
stare at the shadowed ceiling and try not to fidget. What do I do
with him? He’s obviously conflicted between his belief that the
ways of our kingdom are imprudent and the desire to do as his
family requires to protect his land and title. That means when I
need him at his steadiest he’s likely to be the most erratic,
because I need to do something about this heir matter soon. While
in Shraeven, most probably.

Marriage. Gods around me. As if I need more
complications. I don’t need to bet that’s going to be my Trial of
Love. I’m having nausea just thinking about it. I’m sure if I ask
Ragna she’ll say that here in Shraeven I could marry as many people
as I want. But I’m not of Shraeven. If I marry then I make a
commitment, one that will exclude Silfie. And Ragna, if my
spouse-to-be wisely sees her for what she is, rather than for what
we don’t do to mark it.

Did I just think that?

Have you noticed that it’s easier to think
the unthinkable in the interminable hours after midnight?

I will worry about Ragna later. And what
Silfie thinks of what I think of Ragna. Maybe I’m overthinking all
of this. Back to Magwen.

What to do?

 


***

 


The next day I try standing without
assistance and am glad to see I can remain upright. Ragna watches
me with a critical eye.

“That won’t last,” she says.

“I won’t be long,” I answer.

She shrugs, dresses me and re-does my
bandages. I probably look like a bed-story monster, shambling
around with bits of linen fluttering around me.

Unsurprisingly, when I touch the hilt of my
sword I feel much better.

I ride a carriage to the barracks, where
Teodor is waiting in chains, surrounded by my people. My men stare
when I arrive: I’d forgotten that the last time most of them saw me
was before the ritual. I probably do not present an imposing or
reassuring picture. Ah well. Nothing to be done for it.

Silfie would normally read the charges, but
she’s the wounded party this time. As the captain of most senior
rank outside the army, Colblain takes up the spear and does the
honors. He lists all the ways Teodor cheated during the duel (and
even before it, by calling the challenge on someone when a higher
authority ordered the duel deferred). He lists all the appropriate
penalties. At least two—cheating during the duel with a killing
maneuver and then fleeing to escape retribution—carry death
penalties.

When Colblain finishes his recitation, the
silence in the circle is broken only by the shuffling of flowers by
the wind. Then a sob breaks loose from Teodor. I’m expecting
sorrow, so when he lifts his head to stare at me with tear-streaked
hatred I am surprised.

I draw the sword. “The Square suffers no
disrespect,” I say. I’ve done this ritual many times, though never
with an execution. “As the Godson’s hand in this province, I will
honor the code as you should have done.”

Colblain draws a square around us with the
spear. The witnesses step back until they’re outside it.

“Final words?” I ask.

“I knew you would turn against your own. We
all did,” he says. “Just get it over with, throwback.”

I suppose it’s fun to trade words with
adversaries. I’ve seen other officers do it.

I’m not one of them. I give him twin slices
on either side of his throat, open his thighs near their major
arteries and step back. I’m not sure if I have the strength for the
last cut, but it’s traditional, and in the Code of the Square
tradition is law…so I concentrate on his heart and put what’s left
of my back into the thrust through his chest.

It kills him, which takes care of at least
one messy problem in this province. I say, “Honor is
satisfied.”

Colblain replies, “The law is
satisfied.”

I leave the square and stop outside it. My
men clearly want to mob me to make sure for themselves I’m all
right, but if they do that I will fall over. I settle for issuing a
few commands to Colblain and looking as normal as possible while
doing so.

“Are we leaving soon, Mistress?”

I feel unsteady and nauseated. I could ride
this way. “In two days, Colblain.” I think of my habit of rejecting
breakfast. “But not until mid-morning.”

“Aye, ma’am.”

 


***

 


In two days the company’s on the road again,
rickety griffin commander and all. Just getting out of the city
soothes my heart, if not my stomach…and though I made Magwen my
personal cook the only meal he’s been making for me lately is weak
tea and toast. Very bland toast. I long for ruby-colored jam that
tastes like summer or cool white butter spread in rich tufts and I
get…nothing. Not even a little crushed grapeseed oil for dipping.
Of course I’m nauseated. Who wouldn’t be when forced to eat nothing
but watery tea and plain toast after a day in the saddle?

“It’s probably the injuries,” Gavan says,
studying me as we ride. “Last time something whacked me in the head
I couldn’t keep any food down for a month.”

Luckily, Shraeven’s countryside is more than
enough distraction. The further we travel from Shraevensgate, the
more the land softens. Right now we’re among hills that swell and
subside like gentle ocean waves. Vineyards stretch as far as most
eyes can see; mine see further, to orchards and the distant
blue-green patches of crops. The air is dizzyingly alive, as if
future vintages riddle the breeze, heady, fruity and light.
Everyone loves the countryside, and when we stop for the night the
camp is alive with laughter and chatter.

“Can you imagine owning a vineyard?” Silfie
asks me one day.

I look past her at the long rows of
trellises. “I can’t imagine it being much different than
farming.”

“Have you ever thought of that? Farming?”
Silfie asks.

“No,” I admit. “There isn’t much land
appropriate to the task at home.”

“I think about it,” Silfie says. “Now that
my parents have their heir for the Dale, I don’t ever have to go
back. I can do whatever I please.” She glances at me with a
lopsided grin. “I never realized how freedom can paralyze you.”

“How so?” I ask.

“So many choices! You can go in any
direction…so which will you choose, if each appeals and none are
closed to you?” Silfie shakes her head. Today her coppery curls are
bound in a rough tail behind her head; it makes her look younger.
“I look at all the possibilities and I’m overwhelmed.”

I laugh. “I have never heard someone
complain of too much freedom!”

She grins. “I’m not complaining. I’m just
surprised.” She looks out at the vineyards. “Fate just gave me
wings and I have no idea where to fly.”

“Wherever it is,” I say, “take me with
you.”

Her smile is a radiance. That it has a
mischievous air does not at all diminish it.

 


***

 


“This is going to take a while,” Silfie
says.

My wings itch under the bandages. It’s not a
broad river—I’ve seen the mouth of the Godvein in Surviue—but
Silfie’s right. Fording with a company this size will eat most of
the afternoon. There’s a limp shack next to a few tumbled stones,
and tied nearby a rickety barge barely large enough for a single
cavalry officer and her steed.

I dismount. “Let’s go talk to the
ferryman.”

Ragna joins us to translate since the bent
old man who answers our knock doesn’t speak a language I know. I
greet him as he squints at me with yellowed eyes.

“He says begging your pardon but that he
can’t imagine being able to ferry all of us across the river,”
Ragna says after listening to him.

“You can tell him that I can’t imagine it
either,” I say with a chuckle. “How long has he been doing this
work?”

Not being able to understand his words, I
can only watch his body, his eyes. His face is sad and lined with
wrinkles, and his hands shake when he lifts them. “He says he’s
been doing it going on twenty years now.”

“By himself?” I ask, surprised.

Ragna pauses, frowning, then says something
that sounds conciliatory. The man replies, and she says, “He says
his daughter visits at times to bring him food, but that he lives
here alone.” She adds, “I asked carefully. I think his spouse is
long gone.”

Silfie says, “He must be lonely. Don’t
translate that. Do you think?”

“Most certainly,” Ragna says.

I cant my head. “Why do you think he lives
here instead of with his daughter?”

Ragna shrugs and says something to him. We
all strain to hear his reply, and this time I see frustration in
the clench of a hand and hear it in the taut staccato of the reply.
“He says if he goes, what will become of the travelers who need the
ferry?”

“Just how many people use this crossing,
anyway?” Silfie asks.

“He says one or two parties a day, though
there used to be more before the bridge fell twenty-two years
ago.”

“Bridge!” I glance at the pile of stones.
“Ah, I see.”

The old man is still talking. Ragna says,
“He remembers when the travelers brought more money and trade to
Black Vines—that’s the next town on this road, on the other
side—and how during those days he and his wife could afford to live
in better style, and how now his daughter scrapes for what he gave
up for useless. Now everyone heads upriver to the bigger crossing,
bypassing the Royal Tribute entirely.”

“The Royal Tribute?” I ask.

“The road we’re on,” Ragna says. “It’s the
most direct path from the coast to the capital and through it to
the mountains. It was built by a group of engineers as a form of
tribute to King Suger a couple of centuries ago. As he says, it’s
ill-used now because no one’s been repairing the parts over
difficult crossings.”

“Well, then,” I say. “Obviously we repair
the bridge.”

Ragna stares at me. Silfie laughs and says,
“I’ll get them on it.”

I nod to the pard as Silfie strides away.
“Tell him we’re going to bring the money and trade back to Black
Vines. Tell him the new Governor of Shraeven is going to rebuild
the Royal Tribute.”

“That is…that is not an insignificant task!”
Ragna protests, pupils thinning in shock.

I chuff a laugh. “Tell him.”

She tells him, and he grabs my arm and
strokes it and starts talking faster than Ragna can find words. She
shakes her head and says finally, “He’s very pleased.”

I grin and pat the man’s back.

 


***

 


“Jump!”

Easily said for her. She’s not the one on
the roof of the shed. And she already knows how to fly.

“Come on, Hara. You can do it. Just
spread them and flap as hard as you can!”

“Are you sure I should be up here?” I ask
after glancing between the sky and the mattress on the
grass.

“I was flying by the time I was eight,”
my mother says, folding her arms. “You’re almost nine. You’re even
stronger than I was. So jump!”

“You’re smaller than I am,” I say. “The
wind picks you up when you go for a walk!”

“And the wind will pick you up while
we’re arguing here, if you wait long enough,” Mother says. “But I
won’t bring you down myself. You’ll have to make it down on your
own.”

“I can climb down,” I say.

“If you try climbing down that roof
you’ll hurt yourself,” Mother says. “Really, Hara! Just jump! It’s
safer!”

She must be crazy. Not that I don’t love the
sky! Oh, no, no, no, I love the sky! But I really don’t feel up to
this. “Another day?” I try. “My stomach’s turned.”

“Your stomach’s turned because you’re
afraid, which isn’t going to change,” Mother says implacably.
“Jump, dear.”

“Father—”

“Your father won’t save you from this,”
Mother says. “Even if he gets home in time to intervene.”

She’s wearing that look, that cheerful one
that means no one’s going anywhere until they do what she says. I
think it’s funny when I’m not the one she’s smiling at! I wonder if
I start sniffling if it’ll help? No…that hasn’t worked in a while.
I must be almost grown-up, then. If I manage to fly today, will
Mother take away my doll and wooden sword? But if I can fly on my
own, maybe they’ll let me study in the temple instead of shooing me
away. I just know there’s a secret library behind the school-room!
It might be nice to be grown-up…except Mother’s the only grown-up I
know who smiles.

No, I think I’ll stay on the roof.

Except I love the clouds. And the birds seem
so happy. I’m already happy, but maybe I’ll be happier up there.
Maybe that’s the reason Mother’s the only grown-up who smiles.
Maybe all the gods are up there, and the higher we fly the happier
we get. Maybe I’m really lucky.

“Hara, the day’s no infant.”

My fingers flex on the weather vane.

“Come on, girl. I’ll be right
here!”

I gulp in a breath.

“Jump!”

I jump—

—awake, in my tent. The wind ripples against
the walls, creasing the shadows on them.

“Sleep well?” Ragna asks me. She’s pouring
tea that smells like apples and nuts.

I sit up. We pitched camp before the men
began the survey of the bridge, after which Ragna chivvied me into
my cot. “I think so,” I say.

“An ambivalent answer,” Ragna says.

“Why’d you leave home, Ragna?” I ask.

“Was it more than an escape, you want to
know,” Ragna says, setting a tea cup on my camp-stand. When I nod,
she says, “I wanted to see the country. Even shut into tiny
crevices in the high mountains you hear that elsewhere people are
different.”

“And you wanted to meet them,” I say.

Ragna shakes her head. “Nothing so simple. I
wanted to see the land they lived on, too. And hear the rhythms of
their lives. I was curious, yes, but I suppose I was looking.”

“For a place to settle,” I say.

“Yes.”

“But I found you in the mountains!”

She arches her whiskers, just enough to
complement the sly twinkle in her eye. “Oh, no, Mistress. I found
you in the mountains. There was already talk about you in
the capital. Governor Chordwain was…distressed…to be replaced by
you.”

“Distressed because he didn’t want to be
replaced?” I ask, groping for the cup. I’m still not used to this
whole “one eye covered” business, but at least the chirugeons say
I’ll be able to take off the bandages next week. I’ve finally found
the one part of my body that doesn’t heal quickly, and lucky
me it turns out to be my head.

“Distressed because he thought you
pathetically underqualified,” Ragna says. “He was a man of ancient
lineage, and you are only a winged country noble with a paltry nine
or ten bloodlines.”

“More than ten!” I exclaim, stung.

Ragna’s whiskers separate even further. “He
thought your king insulted him by replacing him with such
lately-made Godkin.”

“Lately made my tail,” I mutter. “I had no
idea he was upset.”

“Not many people were,” Ragna says. “But my
ears have been many places.”

“And what places would those be?” I ask, not
expecting an answer.

“Better to ask what places I haven’t been,”
Ragna says serenely.

“You can’t be so old, to have been
everywhere,” I say with a chuff of a laugh.

She grins, all whiskers. “And Shraeven can’t
be so big, to not have given me haven in every nook.”

I am content with that. Young Angharad would
have wanted to know all instantly. New Mistress Commander Angharad
would have felt it her duty to know everything that could affect
her command. Governor Angharad is just happy to have someone to
change her bandages and entertain her with sparring and a sparkle
in her eye.

 


***

 


The bridge-building goes better than I
expected. We’ve built bridges before as a unit, but never with an
eye toward permanency. I am standing beside Donal, watching the men
trim wood and tend tar-making fires.

“We’ll have to come back at some point to
finish it properly,” he says. “Not that the wood won’t last on its
own, but it looks odd as a bull on a nest sitting on top of those
stone pylons.”

“More likely I’ll send back a construction
crew to finish it,” I say. “Providing there are construction crews
to be had in this country.”

“No doubt of it,” Donal says. “They’ll be
glad enough of the bridge. Strange that the road’s fallen into
disrepair, though. This looks like the main thoroughfare leading
out of the country.”

“Maybe they don’t like foreign visitors,” I
say.

He snorts. Together we watch as some of
Silfie’s mongrels put their backs into dragging materials to the
site.

“They work together well,” I say.

“Nah,” he says. “They work for you
well.”

I eye him, glad he’s standing on the side
with the good eye. “Pardon?”

He shrugs. “Most of the others are still
uncomfortable with the mongrels. But the mongrels and the soldiers
all love you, ma’am, so when they disagree you hear them muttering,
“For the Mistress.” Besides, they don’t want to upset the cavalry
anymore. If they do, they might not get the gossip about you and
the Second.”

“The gossip!” I exclaim, torn between
laughter and chagrin. “I hope it’s mostly untrue. I remember what
we used to say about our uppers when I was footing it.”

“I wouldn’t be knowing about that, would I?”
Donal asks with supreme innocence. “Though I will say, ma’am, that
if the half of it’s the true you’re twistier than a Neshanti
contortionist and as insatiable as a hungry ghost.”

I cover my good eye and start snickering.
His silence has such a hopeful air that I finally say, “You’re not
here hoping for gossip yourself, are you, Captain?”

“Ma’am! Would I do such a thing?”

 


***

 


“He says it’s beautiful,” Ragna reports. I
don’t need her to tell me. The old man is practically glowing.

“Ask him if he wants a ride to town,” I say.
“We’ll be stopping there anyway.”

“He thinks you’re the best thing since the
grape harvest of…let me see. That would be sixty years past.”

I laugh and order the company across the new
bridge.

 



 


 CHAPTER 19

 


 


“I have had converse with the Winds,” Negrat
says. “They are concerned.”

“Pardon me?” I ask. Our trip to Black Vines
is supposedly short, but I’m not sure any journey’s short enough if
you’ve got shamans along.

“They are concerned, Godkin woman. They can
no longer hear you as well.”

“I can’t imagine them hearing me any better,
given that they have no ears,” I say.

He eyes me. “This is no laughing matter.
Gods who feel stymied resort to extreme measures.”

I snort. “If they’re going to hit me, tell
them to aim for the opposite side of the head from the Star God,
please.”

“That is exactly the problem,” Negrat says.
“They fear interference.”

I grin. “Let me guess. The Star God’s agenda
isn’t theirs.”

“Precisely,” Negrat says, watching me
warily. “You find this humorous.”

“I’m a soldier,” I say. “I hate politics, so
of course, the Godson promotes me to the governorship of a
province. I hate religion, so gods start talking to me. And now,
since I hate both, the gods are playing politics. Now all I need is
for the Godson to start playing religion.”

“I thought the Godson was a god?” Negrat
asks. “Is that not how it works with your people? He who is closest
to godhead rules the country?”

“Or she,” I say, but I suddenly feel like
I’m digesting lead. Cold lead. “Yes, that’s how it works.”

“And how do you tell this godhead?” Negrat
asks. “Is it solely bloodlines? Or do you also accept proof of
miracles as proof of godhead?”

I don’t answer, because I feel like vomiting
and it scarcely seems polite to offer that up as a reply.

“So if you begin to work miracles,” Negrat
continues implacably, “will you not be more fit to be Godson…pardon
me, Goddaughter…than your Godson? That will bother him, will it
not?”

“I’m not working any miracles,” I say
brusquely.

Negrat waves a hand. “The Wind cannot hear
you as well. Don’t blame me for the consequences.”

“Negrat!” I say. “Wait.”

He turns and eyes me, arms folded into the
sleeves of his robe. Nevertheless, I can tell his they’re are
crossed.

I dismount, which doesn’t put us on
eye-level but it at least gets us closer. “I don’t need to become a
miracle worker. I have enough troubles without that.”

“Troubles you attract in plenty, yes,” he
says.

“How do I keep it from happening?” I
ask.

His sigh escapes him in a short whoosh.
“Truly, in some things you are witless, Godkin. I told you why the
gods might attempt extreme action.”

“Because they can’t hear me,” I say.
“So…what can I do about that?”

He smiles. I’m going to hate this, I just
know it.

“Shout,” he says, and walks away.

I almost stamp my foot in frustration, but I
think only Honeydipped hears me swear: “Shamans!”

 


***

 


“How does one shout to a god?” I ask later.
Ragna, Donal and Silfie are riding alongside. Our shadows are
getting long and purple…we’ll have to camp soon.

“Depends on the god, I guess,” Donal
says.

“The Wind,” I say. “The Wind can’t hear me
anymore.”

“The Stars are in the way,” Ragna says in
surmise, and I nod.

“Maybe you can break the rock that hit you,”
Silfie says. “A sort of symbolic destruction of your relationship
with the Stars.”

“We still have the rock?” I ask,
startled.

They say nothing. I can’t tell if they’re
embarrassed or just waiting patiently for me to explode. I sigh.
“I’m not sure repudiating a god who put a hole in my head to get my
attention is a wise idea.”

“Maybe it’s because you haven’t flown in a
while,” Donal says. “The Wind would probably talk to you best in
the air, and you haven’t been in the air in a while.”

“There’s not much I can do about that,” I
say testily.

 


***

 


We’ll ride into Black Vines by late
afternoon tomorrow, they tell me…so tonight we camp in the lovely,
luscious grape-scented air beneath a purple sky sprinkled with
stars, just off the road I’m planning to repair with what I hope
will be a good budget. It’s beginning to occur to me that I’m going
to have to find money to do most of the things I’m planning, and
I’m not used to gathering funds as a government instead of as an
individual.

I hope. Hope. That Chordwain hasn’t
run the province into the ground.

Still, by the time the tents are pitched and
I’m in mine, I’m not thinking about money, politics or the
province. I’m thinking about me. About the stiffness of my
wing arms. The strain on my back. The dull sick trapped feeling I’m
constantly fighting with my pinions taped.

“You are planning something,” Ragna says,
stopping in front of me.

“No, I’m not,” I say.

She folds her arms. “Then you are thinking
something.”

I squint at her. “I’m always thinking
something.”

“Your brow,” she says. “It’s furrowed. You
look determined. What are you planning, so I know how many bandages
to prepare?”

I hmph. “Not all the things I plan come to
ruin.”

“No,” she says. “But they usually come to
injury.”

“I am thinking of the opposite, actually.
I’m thinking of demanding that the Wind fix me.”

Ragna’s eyes widen. “Are you mad? To be
chosen is one thing. To invite a deeper communion…that is
craziness.”

“They’re forcing themselves on me,” I say.
“Either I dictate terms or the relationship will be on their terms
only. I’m not willing to permit the size of the incursion they’re
planning on my life without fighting for the border.”

She slicks her whiskers back. “Is everything
a battle for you, Mistress?”

I smile at her and touch the closest part of
her, which is her soft tail-tip. “It’s kept me in one piece so
far.”

“Barely,” she says, glancing at my bandaged
head.

I chuckle softly and heave myself to my
feet. There’s a little wobble I have to correct now that I can’t
use my wings to balance myself. I hate it. It’s time to get rid of
it. “I’ll be just out of sight of the camp to the south. Have a cup
of tea waiting for me.”

“Mistress!” Ragna says. “Take someone with
you, at least. In case something untoward happens.”

“No,” I say. “This is a conversation I have
to have alone, Ragna…or how will I ever prove to them that I don’t
fear them?”

“You should,” she says, whiskers flat
against her muzzle.

I shrug. “If they’d wanted me dead I’d be
dead already. That I live means they want something only I can give
them. I have something to bargain with.” I swish my tail. “I’ll be
back.”

She nods.

So I pick a southerly direction and stride
that way. I’ve gone out of earshot and just further when I begin to
slow down. I should have thought this through. How do you summon a
god’s attention without incense or candles or singing or
what-have-you? They don’t seem to respond to haranguing alone.

I find a lump of earth and sit on it,
staring into the sky with my good eye. The soft trill of insects is
the only noise—that and my breathing. Occasionally a frog adds his
voice. I could almost sink into it, lose myself in it…except my
wings ache and my back hurts and I’m tired of it.

“All right,” I say. “This beautiful evening
and ambrosial air is not going to distract me. You say you can’t
hear me? Well, I haven’t been talking. Now I’m talking. Answer
me.”

Nothing. Not even a soft breeze.

“Should I shout?” I ask. “Are you so weak
you can’t even lift my voice off a clear night?”

Again nothing. I stand and begin to pace.
“You drag me into your view. You saddle me with your demands. You
even beat me up in the process. And you give me nothing. You don’t
even answer me. So tell me, why should I do anything you ask? I
have gods of my own, you know. They’re quieter. More polite. They
make no demands. In fact, they offer godhead to my lineage if I
merely choose the father of my children wisely. But you? Nothing!
Not even the courtesy of a response. What good are you? What good
are you to Shraeven, even?”

Finally, something! A lowing like a distant,
wounded cow. Attractive.

“I want to be healed,” I continue. “I don’t
mean in some miraculous way that makes me seem like an avatar. I
heal quickly as it is. I just want you to help speed that process.
I’ve given you quite a bit already. I’ll continue to do well by
Shraeven, as I see fit. But this I want and I want now. I want to
fly again!”

The sound is louder now. It reminds me of
the noise I heard while recovering from my fall off the stairs:
like a soft, constant wind pulling notes from the open mouths of
jars.

The stars are also shining brighter—

—Wait a minute.

Wait a minute!

“I’m talking to the Winds!” I cry in a
sudden panic, but by then it’s too late. Again, I hear it all the
way to the soles of my feet, setting my bones a-quiver as if they
were bells struck by the tremendous hammer of that sonorous
voice:

 


MINE!

 


Fire flashes through my head and torso, a
pain so extreme and unexpected I can’t believe I’m still in my
body. Then I notice that I’m falling unconscious. Damn it all, not
again.

 


***

 


angharad Angharad Angharad!”

I groan. So much wind! My ears hurt.

“Angharad, please, please wake up!” Such
strong winds. Such a large pot.

“Angharad!”

“What!” I shout, opening my eye—

—oh dazzle brilliance what the—

“No, no, don’t do that, stay!” Silfie has me
by the cheeks. Otherwise my head would drop back to the ground.
“Stay with me!”

“Stop moving!” I say, because her fur and
eyes are glowing. Gods, she has a halo!

“I’m not moving,” she says, sounding near
weeping over the wind. She presses my head against her breast.
“Curse it all, Angharad, snap out of it!”

As suddenly as all that, it’s gone. The
sounds, the colors. One of my eyes is closed. One ear is crushed
against her chest. I begin to have a queasy feeling about this.

“What happened?” I ask.

“Oh Angharad, Angharad.”

“Silfie,” I say, hoarsely. “What happened?
What are you doing here?”

“Ragna told us what you were planning, so
Branden and I followed you just in case. You were doing fine and
then you just…just dropped. By the time we reached you, you were
out. And your bandages fell off, Angharad. Your wing is fine.”

“It is?” I muse, and flex. Ohhh…oh, yes.
FINALLY. “Let go of my head, dear-heart.”

She does and I pull back cautiously, that
eye still closed and that ear still flattened. Ever-so-slowly I
prop up the ear, and with it comes the wind-noise. Ever-so-slowly I
open that eye, and Silfie reacquires her halo. Behind her, the
shadow-raddled Branden is revealed as if lit from within.

“What’s wrong with your eye!” Silfie cries,
reaching for me. “Oh, gods, Angharad, can you see?”

“I can see just fine!” I say, then pause. “I
think.”

The voice is now a distant rumble, like
thunder from a storm over the horizon. It still makes my muscles
wobble as if they’ve abruptly reached the edge where exhaustion and
pain intertwine. THERE ARE COMPENSATIONS TO BEING
MINE. YOU WILL SEE NOW. AND YOU WILL CHOOSE.

“Oh…oh I have done a very inadvisable
thing,” I say, shaking my head. All the colors spin. That part
doesn’t scare me. What scares me is how much sense they make.

“What?” Silfie asks me. “What have you
done?”

But I’m noticing my wing now. Oh, I can
stretch it. It flexes. It spreads. And the sky is such an intense
color—with both eyes open, it glows, a halo around each star
that shimmers like pale and distant fire. I rise, one hand on
Silfie’s shoulder, barely feeling the ridge of bone and muscle.

“Angharad…“

“I’ll be back,” I say softly, and leap.

The first flight after convalescence is a
strain. This one is no different: all the muscles along my back
spring into relief, outlined in aches so deep they pluck at my
breastbone, my ribs, my belly. I almost think of coming down, but
an updraft swells beneath me and it’s as if I’m being borne
upwards, up to the purple and the fire and the shining.

Up here, I don’t hear the breeze over pots.
I hear music, as if those pots had been formed of the clay of
worlds and shaped by hands as large as mountains and then used as a
divine chorus. If I could dance aloft I would dance because such
music demanded it. I soar and circle, and the wind whips my throat
and shoulders with my own hair, chafes my outstretched palms,
chills my beak and toe-tips, and I don’t care. I twist. I laugh. I
dive, and am caught up again.

If this is you, I think to the Stars,
you are far finer than the Winds have ever been.

Perhaps I imagine the amusement.
Probably.

Silfie and Branden have moved so I touch
down closer to camp. My second has a robe for me by then, which I
slide into. I concentrate on her this time in an attempt to
integrate the new noises and lights into my vision—consciously, not
the gut understanding that came with them. The strength of the
light…the sound of a person…both meaningful, but I’m not sure
exactly what they signify. Silfie is talking to me, but I’ve been
so busy sensing her that I haven’t heard a word, and I’m not
even really interested. I touch the back of my hand to her cheek
and tilt her head.

“Angharad,” Silfie says, voice trembling.
She sets her jaw and says, “Angharad, you’re scaring me.”

“I’m fine,” I say. And laugh. “But
hungry.”

Is it me, or is she nervous? But she follows
me to my tent anyway.

When I part the tent flaps, there of course
is Ragna, pouring a tea redolent with the spicy aroma of
brown-blossoms. A stimulant, brown-blossom tea. I’m not sure I need
it until I sit and discover that my body is shaking.

“You’re tired,” Ragna says, seeming
completely unsurprised by my reappearance. “Drink.” She pours some
for Silfie. “You too.”

“I need food,” I say.

“It’s on the way.”

I chuff a laugh. “Of course it is.
Thought-reader.” I stretch my legs out in front of me and my wings
out behind and say, “The Stars are much better to me than the
Winds.”

Ragna nods. To my new senses, she is a very
deep-voiced pot…but she gives off almost no light at all, barely a
shimmer. Again I wonder. The supplement to my hearing at least
began in Shraevensgate, giving me more time to work at its
implications, but this seeing of halos…this is new.

Silfie and her fires sit across from me.
“You’re sure you don’t feel strange? I’d like Branden to look at
you.”

“I’m fine,” I say, and not just because I
dislike chirugeons. I really do feel wonderful. Tired, hungry and
happy. “In fact, this is the first time I’ve felt fine since Fort
Endgame and Casandre sent me off on this Gods-cursed mission.”

“Not so Gods-cursed anymore,” Ragna says,
passing me my cup. “You are well and truly marked now.”

“Don’t tell me there was some sort of
explosion,” I say, fear stealing the warmth from my fingers. The
last thing I need is a showy miracle to explain away.

“The sky was completely unmoved by your
transformation,” Ragna says. “I meant your face.”

“My what?” I ask.

“Your face,” Silfie says. “Your eye, your
ear, your temple…gods, I think they even got your hair!”

“The forelock will grow out white,” Ragna
agrees. Her voice seems the epitome of nonchalance but I notice
that she’s poured herself a cup of tea as well.

“I can see fine,” I reply firmly. “There’s
nothing wrong with my eye and ear.” And that’s an understatement.
They’re doing more than they used to.

Silfie makes an exasperated noise. Ragna
shakes her head once, then opens the chest with my personal
effects. She removes a mirror and hands it to me. Rolling my eyes,
I take it and have a look.

And lose a breath, and maybe a few heart
beats I should have had. No wonder Silfie wondered. That eye has
lost all color—that side of my head, even. Gold fur has gone gray
as old snow. The black rim of my ear now borders a plain of darker
gray. And the eye…well, it might have had a glint of blue in the
right light, but it’s so wan a gray it looks almost white…were it
not for the darker rim one would be hard pressed to separate it
from the rest of my eye. My pupil is a disturbing blot of black in
the center of all that pallor.

“Well,” I say. “I shall now frighten small
children, I suppose.”

“Angharad!” Silfie exclaims. “This is not
the time for humor!”

“What is it the time for, then?” I ask her.
“The whole thing is ridiculous. Gods fighting over me, giving me
gifts, transforming my body. I came here to rule a province, not
converse with higher powers.” I set the mirror aside with my cup
and stretch. “Really, there’s only one question I need answered
right now.”

“What’s that?” Silfie asks, intent.

I flash her a grin and wiggle my odd-colored
ears. “Do you still find me attractive?”

I duck the napkin she throws at me. We’re
tussling when Magwen arrives with food, and to his arched brow
Ragna merely says, “They’re frisky.” And then, thought-reader that
she is, she leaves us with the food and ties the tent flap shut
behind her.

 


***

 


As we break camp the following day Ragna
brings me Honeydipped, tacked and ready. I run my fingers over his
neck and then look up into an overcast sky softened by fleecy
clouds. The wind is damp and gentle, the light soothing. A good
rain and the weather before it is an embrace.

I am tugged from my reverie by Honeydipped
walking out from under my hands. Ragna is tying his reins to her
saddle. She finishes, pulls herself up into the saddle with a creak
and says, “Since you won’t be needing him yet.”

“Oh, I need him for a moment,” I say,
grabbing the pommel and sticking my foot into the stirrup. I heave
myself onto his back, and from his back leap for the clouds. Before
I spiral out of earshot I hear the exclamations of my men; they
sound happy to see me well again, and most of them were not
familiar enough with my injuries to know my healing was unusually
fast. Which suits me.

It’s strange…up here with the humidity a
caress and a weight to steady me, with the sun shining through the
gray blanket, I can still feel the stars.

From above I can see Black Vines, a larger
town than Shraevensgate but still not quite a city. It intrigues me
that the border town is the smaller of the two, since they’re both
on the same road. Much trade must not have been done with the outer
world, then…something I’ll have to change. And in addition to this
strictly visual knowledge, I now find an overlay of light and color
on Black Vines that owes nothing at all to the true sun: sparkles
here and there, dim spots. I think about asking the Stars for help
interpreting these new senses, but they’ve given me enough. I’m a
smart woman. I’ll figure it out eventually.

Have I mentioned how good it feels to fly?
To do reconnaissance properly? To feel nimble and quick again?
Being grounded…it’s as if you could no longer walk north and west,
as if a whole half of the world’s directions are closed to you. No
more!

It’s true, what I told Silfie in the tent. I
do feel like myself again for the first time in weeks.

 


 



 


 CHAPTER 20

 


 


I’m not sure what I was expecting at Black
Vines. Not streets thronged with people throwing rose petals,
certainly, but…some sort of greeting, at least. Instead, we ride
into a town that pays us absolutely no mind. I admire the sangfroid
it requires to ignore over a hundred soldiers marching into town or
riding past on beast-back, but I’m not sure I like what it says
about how much work’s ahead of me.

“Where do we stay?” Silfie wonders.

“More important, who’s in charge?” I
say.

“There is a mayor,” Ragna replies.
“Candahar. He lives on the opposite side of town.”

So we ride and march through Black Vines,
which is fortunately small enough that we don’t get lost. As I look
at the people steadfastly ignoring us, I begin to wonder just what
I’m supposed to do with my entire company in places like this. I’m
used to occupying towns, not staying in them. I begin to think that
dragging everyone through town might not have been a good idea.
“Here’s your new governor, Shraeven! By the way, look at all the
soldiers she’s brought in case you become unruly!”

Silfie flicks an ear toward me when I sigh,
but says nothing.

The mayor is not awaiting us outside his
modest residence. I sit on Honeydipped’s back as Oweir and Ragna
walk up the lane to knock on the door and request his presence. As
I wait, I sniff the perfume of grapes…the mayor’s house might be
small, but he seems to have quite a lot of land fenced off behind
it.

The mayor doesn’t come out. I task myself to
patience.

And still I wait. And wait. There is a
commotion near the door. Then my party returns to me, led this time
by a short figure in skirts. She walks up to Honeydipped’s nose and
looks up at me. She has an arboreal predator’s look, though I can’t
pin what bloodlines compose her. She also radiates exhaustion. And
when her eyes meet mine, they shine uncanny bronze and green.

“Greetings, Governor,” she says in a
gravelly voice that belongs to the after-midnight, when everyone is
too tired to hit the high notes. “As you see, I am the new mayor of
Black Vines.”

“And what happened to the old mayor?” I ask
this tired woman with her straight back and long skirts. “Or is
that a long story?”

“No,” she says. “It’s a very short story.
But you might enjoy it more over verjuice and lunch. Your men can
pitch their tents in the mayor’s fields—my fields. As long as they
don’t destroy the vines.”

“We’re not here to destroy anything,” I
reply as I dismount.

“So you say.”

This woman speaks my tongue adequately and
something about her makes me want a private conference, so I send
everyone with Silfie to set up the camp before I follow her inside.
The mayor’s house is unsettling…it feels hollow despite its
furnishings, as if it feels the absence of its previous owner. The
new mayor doesn’t seem to notice and strides, skirts swishing, to
the back of the house. There’s a table there on a balcony, crisply
outlined by a sun that remembers the recent rain. In short order
the woman has poured us our pale drinks and set out bread, cheese
and thick honey-butter.

“My name is Mara,” she says. “And the short
story is that Mayor Candahar did his best to torture the land and
oppress the people working it. I killed him.”

“Just like that?” I ask conversationally,
spreading the butter on a slice of bread.

“It took some doing,” she says. “He was a
hard man to kill. Eventually I poisoned him, and that worked.”

I eat. I’m told that watching me eat is a
trifle disturbing if you’re not used to beaked people. “I can’t
imagine that being legal.”

“It wasn’t. He’d repealed the dueling codes
and of course he’d bribed all the magistrates. There wasn’t justice
to be found. Very convenient for him,” Mara says. She is not
impressed by me, or perhaps she is too caught up in her memories to
notice my scariness.

I put down my bread. “How can this have
happened? I had the impression that Shraeven’s people were so much
better than the Godkindred Kingdom’s.”

She glances at me, the sunlight sullen on
her magical eyes. “Whatever gave you such a stupid notion? People
here are petty, cruel and maniacal, same as every place in the
gods-forsaken world.”

I nod toward her gaze. “Not so
gods-forsaken, it looks.”

She touches one eye, ears flattening. “This
is just a sop. If the gods really cared, they would not have let
their chosen abuse everyone so much. The land would have eaten him
or struck him down. It wouldn’t have forced one of us to do
it.”

I understand then, in more ways than I could
easily explain. “Mayor Mara.” She looks up at me. “I am sorry.”

Maybe at last she sees me…sees the
uncanny strangeness in my own gaze, and how uneasily it lives in
me. In my eye she is dim; to my ear, she sounds a bright, full,
beautiful note. What does it all mean? Does it matter? More
importantly, if the gods’ chosen could become corrupt, as Mara asks
me to believe, what does that say about how good a judge of
character the gods of Shraeven are?

“Do I make your life more difficult?” she
asks with the first touch of softness I’ve heard from her.

“Madam, all of Shraeven makes my life more
difficult,” I say.

She laughs.

“You do realize that I’m going to have to
make sure Mayor Candahar was a horrible person, worthy of death,” I
say.

“I expect so,” Mara says. This time when I
drink she’s watching—curiosity, I guess. The bottom edge of my beak
is curved enough that I can pour liquid into it, so I don’t require
any specialized drinking cups. The verjuice is very tasty: bright,
sweet with a slight tang, like sunlight on loam-dark earth.

“You don’t seem worried,” I say.

“No,” she says simply. She’s studying my eye
now. “What god happened to you?”

“The eye and the ear are the Stars. Anything
else is the Wind.”

“So they use outsiders too,” she says.

“They don’t seem too picky,” I say,
returning to the meal. “You appear bitter for a mayor. Do you care
about the people here or is it a matter of duty?”

“Of course I’m bitter. I had to kill a man
to get a job I didn’t even want. Would you like to find me dancing
in the street about it?”

“If you didn’t want the job, why did you
kill Candahar?” I ask.

“Because someone had to and the people who’d
tried before failed,” Mara says. “I never fail.”

“Never?” I ask.

“Never,” she says.

Nothing seems to unsettle this woman. I’ve
known plenty of people who say they like straight talk, but
don’t…and I’ve met people who are unflappable, but only because
they have either complete control over what they show people, or
because they have an inner serenity. Never have I met someone like
Mara, whose attitude seems born of exhaustion. She just doesn’t
care anymore.

I begin to see a new problem.

“Mara,” I say, and I hear the hint of
command entering my voice, “if you don’t want the job, step
down.”

She narrows her eyes, which only makes the
god-bronzed one glow. “You think I can just clean off my eye and
give up? If it was that easy…”

“I don’t care what the gods think or who
they’ve chosen. They’ll learn eventually that they have to
compromise with me if they want to accomplish anything,” I say. “I
don’t want a mayor in any of my towns whose soul is too burnt to do
good by her people. If you can’t give your heart to the task, I
don’t want you doing it.”

She leans back. I think she’s surprised.
“You think the gods will actually care what you think?”

“I am in charge of Shraeven’s earthly
welfare,” I say. “If they want Shraeven to prosper, they damned
well better care what I think.” I pat my beak dry and set my napkin
down before I rise. “I’ll give you some time to think it over.”

“Think what over?” Mara says, watching me
stand.

“Whether you want to remain mayor or not,” I
say. I assess her one more time: she looks exhausted, but I don’t
think she’s broken completely. “I am Angharad Godkin of the
Sunblood Cliffs, and I am Shraeven’s new governor. As you can see,
we’re going to be doing things differently now. This province needs
its roads fixed and its bridges replaced. It needs more trade and
apparently more attention. You could be a part of that, if you
like. But I need no heart-lamed mayors. If you want to step down,
I’ll find someone who can care about Black Vines…care about it, and
help me help Shraeven as well. So take a day and think about it.
I’ll come back tomorrow.”

She stares at me with wide eyes but says not
a word, nor does she stop me as I head out. I am pleased with
myself. Breathing deep of the wine-sweet air, I ride the short
distance to the camp…where Silfie has done her usual sterling job
of organizing things.

“Did it go well?” she asks as I bring
Honeydipped to a halt.

“Well enough,” I say. “Why don’t you and
Ragna come to town with me? We have some investigating to do.”

She nods, the wet sunlight giving her curls
brassy, bouncing highlights.

So the three of us head into Black Vines,
and with Ragna’s help interpreting have little trouble finding out
why Mara poisoned the old mayor. Stopping at only two taverns we
nevertheless manage to meet fourteen people whose relatives or
friends “disappeared” or were simply killed off by Candahar for
miniscule offenses. One of them was the wife of a former magistrate
whose husband rejected the mayor’s bribes. By the time we’ve left
the third tavern, I am grim and the sun is setting in a hazy
purple-orange sky. I’m not the only one in a poor mood.

“This is ridiculous,” Silfie says. “I’m
beginning to think we won’t find a single person in Black Vines who
wasn’t affected in some way by the mayor.”

“You are probably correct,” Ragna says.
“Particularly if you do not discount the land’s reaction to him.”
We both glance at her. She looks at us levelly, first Silfie, than
me, her sea-green eyes reflecting the outrageous colors of the sky.
“You heard the ferryman. His daughter worked hard for what he would
have discarded for scraps. The bridge didn’t fall because there was
no trade. There was no trade, and then the bridge fell. You don’t
think the harvest has been poor or even failing for no cause, do
you?”

Bloody magic mystical hooprackle.

Everywhere I look, I see the signs now of
encroaching poverty. Buildings erected during a time of prosperity
now need new coats of paint, new shingles, clean or new windows.
Flower beds have been left empty, or grow dejected, spindly
vegetables. The road is in need of repair, the wells in need of
dredging.

“The least we can do is clean out the
wells,” I say. “Clear the detritus from the road.” I turn in place
in the middle of the street, surveying what has become yet another
of my responsibilities. “We can’t repaint private homes without
permission, but the public buildings we can do something
about.”

Silfie watches me, arms folded. “If this is
the state that every town is in, we’ll arrive at the capital with a
host of engineers, not soldiers.”

“If that’s what I need, that’s what we’ll
have,” I say and sigh.

“Mistress,” Ragna says with too innocent a
tone. I eye her, and she nods with her nose toward something. “You
have a petitioner.”

I turn around and find a man kneeling in the
street. The arms he’s stretched toward me are spattered in grime
from the cobblestone gutter. He’s grayed at the tips of his ears
and nose, but not with age…stress, perhaps. He doesn’t look older
than me.

“Ah…can I help you?”

“Great spirit of the sky, please, I beg of
you, bless me!”

I stare wide-eyed at him. Ragna nudges
me—when she walked up that close I don’t recall. “Bless him,” she
whispers.

“I’m not a god!” I whisper back.

“You’ve got wings,” she whispers. “He
worships the winged.”

“But—”

He clears his throat timidly and says again,
“Great spirit of the sky?” When I’ve looked at him again, he says,
“I beg of you, bless me!” I stare at him again and he adds meekly,
“I’m not deaf.”

I try not to laugh. Instead, I say, “Well,
then, you know I’m not a god.”

“Of course you’re not, spirit. You are the
touched servant of the gods of light,” he says. “Whether you
believe or not, merely being willing to bless me will allow you to
become a vessel for the true gods, and their blessing will raise my
spirits and fertilize my fields.”

“Go ahead, Angharad,” Silfie says, fighting
not to let the edge of her smile take over the rest of her mouth.
“Be a vessel.”

I sigh and say to the man, “I know a better
way to fertilize your fields if you’ll allow me.”

“Never would I turn down the aid of a winged
spirit,” he says, grinning.

Now I’m suspicious. “Do you really believe
or are you just trying to get me to help you?”

“I know who you are in this life, Governor,”
he says. “But yes, though I find your indecision funny, I do
believe. Will you bless me? I require no further aid, though I
would welcome it.”

“Then we’ll start with you,” I say and look
up at the darkening sky. “Come to our camp next to the mayor’s
residence tomorrow morning. I’ll detail some people to help you
then. Agreed?”

“Yes, spirit,” he says, bowing again into
the mud. His head is down and I think to look-and-hear him…and he
is an incredible low voice and a sparkle of tender sparks off a
radiating molten center. I’m still blinking away after-glow when
he’s long gone.

“Angharad?” Silfie asks with a touch of
worry.

“Nothing,” I say, wiping my watering eye.
“Let’s get back…we have a lot to do tomorrow.”

 


***

 


I am more than ready to put my head on a
pillow for the night when we ride back into camp. So of course
there’s something waiting for me to handle.

“Mistress?” the soldier says, thrusting an
arm out at me. “He came back.”

I eye the corvid messenger, who looks surly.
“So he did.” I hold out my arm and the brown and gold raven walks
sideways onto it, then turns his head away from me as if he finds
the distant horizon of far more interest than me. “Thank you,
soldier.”

He salutes and leaves me with the
messenger.

“I didn’t even know he’d left,” Silfie says,
following me into my tent.

“I thought he’d gone for an adventure of his
own,” I say, sitting on my camp chair. “But I see he’s actually
flown home.” With one hand I extricate the petite message tube
attached behind one of his legs. He looks happy to be rid of
it.

“Here,” I say to Silfie. “Read it to
me.”

“And what will you be doing?” she says,
amused.

“I will be petting the bird,” I say with
great dignity, and proceed to do so. This inspires the messenger to
look at me again—or maybe he’s just happy to be rid of the tube—but
a few moments later he returns the favor and preens my cheek. He
barely has to lean over to do so…I’d forgotten just how big he is.
And heavy.

“It’s from the Godson,” Silfie says. “It’s
sealed.” I hear the crisp snckt of her breaking the wax and
the rustle of the parchment. “To our esteemed Provincial Governors.
A reminder. Each season you are required to send us five maidens of
unimpeachable quality and exotic lineage to attend us in the
palace. Newly tamed provinces are expected to produce this levy as
soon as five maidens can be found. Do not delay.” She stops.
“That’s it. It’s signed with his mark after that.” She sounds
stunned…and well she should. I look at her.

“Did he just ask me for hostages?”

“I don’t think he wants hostages,” she says
with an acid voice. “He wants a harem. Only women? Gods all around
us! This is…is….”

“Ridiculous,” I say, and the messenger
croaks what seems to be an agreement.

“You’re not going to send him the women, I
assume,” Silfie says.

“Of course not,” I reply. “There just aren’t
that many exotic women around, you see.”

We share a toothy smile. I might be
Godkindred and faithful to my kingdom, but I will have no part in
the uprooting and sending of random people to kneel at the feet of
a foreign king.

 


***

 


The following morning Mara finds me before I
can find her…which means I’m in the middle of assigning groups to
handle different problems in town. After being shown into my tent
she stands in a corner, watching me talk through the issues with
the captains. Soldiers come in. Soldiers leave to find shovels or
picks or buckets. This isn’t what we signed up for, but as one
soldier mentions to another in passing, “A body could get used to
not killing for a living.”

They’re good at what they do, and so am I.
And we take pride in the defense of our country. But I am in
complete agreement with that man’s sentiment. Perhaps I could
become used to this business of governance.

When the last of my captains has left with
his assignments for the day, I stretch and say, “Would you like
tea?”

“No,” she says. Then, a little more
reluctantly, “Thanks.”

“You won’t mind if I do,” I say.

“No,” she says.

So I pour myself a cup and enjoy it. Once
I’m done with Mara, I’ll have my orders for the day: either to find
a new mayor or to join one of the work details. Since I’m the
Mistress Commander I’ll take the liberty of choosing one of the
less thankless tasks.

Mara watches me drink. I let her.

She speaks first. “When I walked here this
morning, I was going to say “no” to you.”

“And now you’re not sure,” I say.

She flexes her fingers, as if she wants to
ball them into fists. “You…you’re helping.”

“What did you expect?” I asked, lifting a
brow. The white one. “Was I supposed to ride in, use up some of
your precious resources, have a triumphal parade—attendance
mandatory—and then move on?”

“Yes,” she says. “That’s about as much as
Chordwain ever did.”

Ah, my predecessor. Making friends and
taming enemies, I see.

“Well, I’m not Chordwain,” I say. “I’ve been
a Mistress Commander in the Godson’s army for seventeen years, and
what is put in my care I care-take to the best of my ability.”

“Fine words,” she says. “I don’t trust fine
words.”

“Then trust my acts,” I say. “Be mayor for
me in Black Vines. We will make a difference.”

“You may be doing this now for show. When I
turn my back, you may not act the same way.”

I grin. “Then be mayor for me in Black Vines
and guard your citizens against my treachery.”

She eyes me. Then to my great surprise she
bleats a laugh, a tender tiny sound for such a numb and angry
woman.

“Fine,” she says. “Pour me some of your tea
and let us discuss Black Vines.”

I do, and we do, and it is very fine.
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 CHAPTER 21

 


 


“Winged spirit,” the farmer says, standing
beside my tent.

“Ah. I thought you’d forgotten,” I said,
stripping off my gloves. A long morning of weeding the streets
proved significantly relaxing, but now my back ached.

“Of course not,” the farmer says, grinning.
“I thought I would give you time to rest first.”

I laugh. “Did you think that I would sleep
until lunch?”

“You would be deserving,” he says,
bowing.

Thinking of Mara, I say, “I’m glad you think
so.” Then I focus again on the present. “If you’ll wait a moment
I’ll arrange your delivery.”

“And the blessing?” he asks.

I’d been thinking about this all morning,
stooped over the streets plucking weeds from between cobblestones
and bricks. “You’ll see.”

So the farmer leads me to his farm and
behind me come five soldiers with wheelbarrows. Waste is an
interesting thing. You can smell it and think of waste and then it
stinks; but you can smell it and think of fertile fields, and then
it merely smells complex. Promising. So though I’m sure my men
aren’t happy with the duty, the fact that I’m willing to shovel
with them mitigates their distaste.

My mad farmer has a steading on the
northeastern side of town, a modest place in relatively good repair
with a red roof and brown walls. There’s a single milk cow
wandering in the yard, and then a field—a larger one than I would
have thought a single man could handle. Then a young man walks out
of the farmhouse.

“My son,” the farmer says. “His mother would
have been proud.”

I take up the shovel. “Shall we?”

The farmer grins. “As you say, Winged
Spirit, so we do.”

So the eight of us go to work and by
afternoon’s end those fields are soft and dark, and what smelled
ill in the wheelbarrow smells rich on the soil. I thank the men and
send them back, then turn to the farmer and his son.

“Blessing now?” he asks. He really is
insistent. If he didn’t have such a glint of amusement in his eye,
I’d feel harried.

I spread my wings and shake them, and this
elicits a gasp from them both—so they are the true believers they
say they are. I fluff and preen until I find a feather ready to
molt and pluck it out. Another gasp. Holding this feather aloft, I
travel through the house and all around the farm, brushing things
with it and murmuring, “Powers bless this.” Or that. The chair. The
fireplace. The field. The tools. The cow. Finally, both man and
son. Then I hand the feather to the farmer. “Keep this as a
reminder of your duty to the greater powers.”

He no longer looks amused, my
young-with-grayed-hair farmer…but awestruck. “Yes, Winged Spirit.
Always.”

I nod, well-pleased, and turn to go.

“One last thing,” he says…not meekly, but
definitely subdued.

I turn. “Yes?”

“Go in the house a moment, Tam,” the farmer
says. Obediently, the boy retreats. Once he’s out of earshot the
man turns to me. “I love my son dearly. He is all that’s left of my
wife and that makes him twice the loved. But he’s young and he
needs to see the world. Will you let him enlist?”

“Does he want to go?” I ask.

“Let’s find out,” the farmer says. He calls
the boy back and I have a good look-and-listen to him.
Unsurprisingly he shines as his father does; perhaps even a little
brighter, with the occasional spark flying off in eerie silence to
land on the ground. And the sound of him is strong and deep. While
I’m not sure what these things mean, I trust them already. How can
you be displeased with someone shiny and harmonious?

“Tam,” the farmer’s saying, “the governor
here would be pleased if you’d join her men.”

The boy’s eyes light up in a completely
different way. He bows to me, not a courtly bow with flourish but a
rough gesture, arms awkwardly splayed. “I’d be honored to serve,”
he says to me. “If you’ll have me, ma’am.”

It’s been a long time since I’ve given the
enlistment speech or drawn up the appropriate contract. I’m not
even sure we have any contracts with us. “I’ll want you to come to
the camp in an hour,” I say. “I have paperwork to prepare.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

“Go pack,” I say.

As he leaves, I turn to the farmer. “Are you
certain about this? He’ll be away a while and you’ll have all this
to take care of on your own.”

The man shrugs. “He needs to grow, Great
Spirit. If I keep him here, what more will he learn? If I raised
him well he’ll send a few coins to his old father to hire help on
the farm. And if he’s not, then that is the reward I’ll have
earned.”

“Hopefully your new mayor will help improve
things.”

“One can hope,” he says, then grins at me.
“But I put more faith in you, Spirit. If enough good inhabits the
vessel of the governor, then that goodness will spread to all the
mayors…and from the mayors to the people. Like clean water, running
down a hill.”

“One can hope,” I repeat, and pat his
shoulder. “I’ll try to keep an eye on your boy.”

“Thank you, Spirit. And for the manure,
too.”

 


***

 


I draw up the paperwork when I get back,
give Tam Vinter the Speech and then there’s more work to do. We’re
leaving Black Vines tomorrow and I want as much of the town
cleaned, fertilized and uplifted as possible. I pitch in because it
makes me feel normal and quite frankly nothing’s been doing that
lately. With my hair wrapped in an untidy knot and bits of it
flopping over my strange eye, I get fewer stares than usual.

I don’t get back to camp before midnight. I
expected everyone to be bedded down by then save the watch. And of
course, because my life simply isn’t normal at all despite my
wishes, Ragna and Silfie are both awake.

In the middle of my tent.

In a bath tub large enough for a draft
horse.

Together.

I don’t have enough mind left for jealousy,
because all available thought has been eaten by the sheer beauty
and fluff and bubbles and the smell of sandalwood and orange
blossoms.

“You stink,” Silfie says, throwing a bar of
wet soap at me. “Get in here.”

I catch the soap, nearly drop it, stare.

“I think she’s broken,” Ragna says. “Perhaps
we should pull her in.”

“What are you doing—”

“Getting clean,” Silfie says. “And you
should too.”

But her…Ragna…thoughts…flying
apart…soap…

“Angharad,” Silfie says, amused. A wet curl
is stuck to her forehead, pointing up in a lather-white spike. “Get
in.”

What can I do? I shed everything and join
them. The water stings as I slip down the side and I realize
suddenly just how much I ache. “Where did you find this
monstrosity?”

“Mara sent it over,” Silfie says. “It used
to be the mayor’s. Look over the other side.”

Obediently I do and find plumes of smoke
rising from a compartment with a latched grill attached to the
side. “Is that a fire in there?”

“To keep the water warm,” Silfie says.
“Ragna had the idea of setting incense cones on top of it.”

“Not a monstrosity, then,” I say, studying
the strange plumbing beneath the tub by curling my neck. “A
contraption.”

“I want to keep it,” Silfie says with a
laugh. “Do you think Mara would let us buy it off her?”

“Don’t tempt me,” I say and flop belly-down
in the water, sinking to my cheeks. This doesn’t take any
contortion, and on either side of me I can feel the warm pressure
of water and bodies. I thought I was tired, and I am, but it’s
splendid to imagine taking advantage of the possibilities. Only
imagine, though. I would never force Ragna.

“You,” I say instead, “are both saints.”

“I’m not feeling very saintly,” Silfie
says.

I glance at her; she’s on her hands and
knees, with means only her head and part of her rump is out of the
water. Her curly tail is draped over the edge of the tub. She’s
licking her teeth with that too-innocent expression.

“Neither am I,” Ragna says casually. I look
at her, and she is leaning against one of the walls. She’s
so fluffy that I usually can’t see her body…but wet to the core her
heavier body and thicker muscles make an entrancing contrast to
lithe Silfie.

But I start laughing because now they look
at each other, surprised.

“I was here first,” Silfie says.

“You have all the fun,” Ragna says. “I want
to share.”

Silfie sits with a splish. She looks at me.
“I thought—“

“I did too,” I say. “Od Ragna, I
never want to push.”

“Your not pushing has made you interesting,”
Ragna says. “No one who has wanted me has failed to press. Even in
the capital. I had little protection there.”

“You were in the capital?” Silfie asks.

“As a translator-clerk,” Ragna says. She has
this habit of never looking away from your face when she says the
most difficult things. “I was a barbarian of no rank. It was easier
to give in than to hope someone above me would protect me.”

“No one has ever protected you,” I say
softly.

Ragna’s ears flip back and now she looks
uncomfortable. “Until you,” she says.

“I hate men,” Silfie says with a touch of a
growl.

“They can be cruel,” Ragna says.

I sink deeper into the water. “Well, I like
them. But I like you as well.” I try not to sigh. It’s hard to
remain “interested” when discussing such sordid things. “I don’t
like anyone, male or female, who takes advantage of others.”

Silfie is ignoring me now. She and Ragna
have each other’s full attention.

“What happened to you?” Ragna asks.

“My husband was abusive,” Silfie says. “I
had to kill him before he killed me and my son with his
beatings.”

“My father and brothers were the same,”
Ragna says.

“That’s why you irritated me,” Silfie says.
“We were too alike. We were shaped by the same things.”

“Yes,” Ragna says. And I can’t believe it
but the two of them are almost nose-to-nose now.

“I’m sorry,” Silfie says. “I should have
known that anyone who could love Angharad is worthwhile. You love
her, don’t you?”

“Do you have to ask?” Ragna says, and licks
the base of Silfie’s pointed ear.

So there is ear-licking. That can’t be a bad
thing. Even if Ragna had been hesitant, Silfie is irresistible and
I’m patient…but Ragna is not hesitant. We dry off afterwards and
that takes longer than expected too.

I leave them on my cot. They’re not
intertwined sinuously and beautifully, but flopped with the ill
grace (but charm) of the utterly exhausted. They look very cute
together.

But you notice that I left.

It’s only a couple of hours until dawn when
I walk out, sniff the air, feel the breeze plucking at my growing
forelock and the fringes of my gray ear. I am dressed in a blouse
and breeches, no boots or badge; after a while, you gain the trick
of looking your position in any state of undress. There’s a kind of
dignity you absolutely require once you reach a certain rank in the
military…you require it, because inevitably someone is going to
tumble you from your steed or slap you in irons, and you still need
to look imposing or your people will lose heart and your enemies
will do what they do to people they disrespect. If you can still
look the Mistress Commander tied up, bloody and missing your pants,
you’ll come out better than if stripping your clothes strips your
dignity as well.

So I think nothing of my state. Because I
think nothing of it, neither does Donal when he runs into me.

“Evening, Mistr—by the thirteen stars of the
first sky! You look tired, ma’am!”

…I have not yet figured out how to look
rested when I’m not, though, and that problem’s gotten worse with
age. “A little, yes, Donal. How goes it?”

“It was a fine day, ma’am!” he says. “The
men loved the work.”

I keep forgetting his men weren’t career
soldiers. “Ah! Tell me how it went?”

So he and I find a place to sit near the
cooking fire built to service the command tents and he gives me the
details—how the carpenters among them rebuilt sagging eaves and
patched roofs; how the farmers among them knew exactly how to
service the fields and the advice they traded with the locals; how
they learned about vineyards and how some of them hope to start
their own once we settle in the capital. As we talk, I look at
Donal, at the heavy horns that used to seem so out of place and
instead look natural, at the folksy motions of his hands that once
seemed so provincial and now look so genteel, at the idealism he
espouses that once seemed naïve and now soothes my heart.

I think of Silfie and Ragna and what they’re
missing and I am sorry for them.

Dawn approaches and we’re still talking when
Colblain marches up.

“Mistress? Shall we break camp?”

“Let the men eat breakfast in town first,” I
say. “We’ve done good work for Black Vines. They should welcome
us.”

He says, “It would be difficult to maintain
our remove from the people if we fraternize, ma’am.”

“We need to fraternize,” I say. “I’m hoping
some of the men will choose to stay in the province with me.”

“Ah,” he says. “Very well.”

I get the feeling Colblain doesn’t like
fraternization. I’m sure he didn’t like catching me talking with
Donal in an untucked shirt and pants without shoes. And I am
remembering again that one cannot judge a person based on whether
they’re male or female; not all men are good, not all are bad, and
the same with women. And while I know that Silfie and (gods save
me) Ragna love me, I suspect they feel as sorry for me as I do for
them.

Donal says, “He needs a wife.” And adds,
blushing, “Begging your pardon, ma’am.”

“I thought he had one,” I say.

“No,” Donal says. “He’s married to a woman,
but she’s not his wife. If you take me, ma’am.”

I look after Colblain. “I do at that.”

 



 



Interlude

 


 


I’m not stupid.

I’ve had this body over forty years. I know
every corner of it, every fold, every bump and crease. I know the
ache in my knee that will suddenly stiffen. I know the pop in my
jaw when I stretch my bill too far. I know the swimming shimmers in
my eyes and the kink in my tail.

I know how my armor fits. Exactly.

I know that it does fit. Exactly.

Or did.

No, I’m not stupid. I know very well that
I’m pregnant. I noticed being sick in the mornings. I had hoped
riding, exercise…well.

It didn’t work out that way.

Nothing is working out the way I
planned.

 



 


 CHAPTER 22

 


 


The dusty road to the next town uncurls in
front of me. The air is still perfumed, and Ragna paces Honeydipped
with one thick hand on his shoulder. She is walking. I am
riding.

“Who knows?” I ask. Ragna does, of course.
She watched in nonjudgmental silence in the morning as I
attempted—and failed—to dress properly.

“Magwen,” Ragna says. “Your eating habits
have been telling. Otherwise?” She shrugs, a hitch of a single
shoulder. “No one, I think.”

We don’t have to say “Not Silfie.” We both
know that Silfie is unaware of it. I think Silfie will deny
evidence of pregnancy in anyone she cares about until the baby is
beating on her nose.

In silence we continue to ride. Behind me
the train of my company extends in a cheerful, brightly colored
line. The gaily caparisoned cavalry. The helms of the infantry
reflecting the shining sky. The laughter, the talk, the stamp of
feet and the chuff of animals. Everything is as it should be,
except me. Except me.

I would normally be so happy. So proud. So
focused on others instead of myself. I hate having to think about
myself. I don’t even know which of the bunch was the father. So
embarrassing. “My, Angharad, you are glowing so! Who’s the lucky
man?” “Goodness, Lord So-and-So, I have no idea. It could have been
any one of the several handful assaulting me at the time!” What a
conversation-ender.

“There will be problems,” Ragna says.

“I imagine so,” I say. “Though I suspect my
parents will accept as heir anyone I send back. But I need a
husband.”

“And the nobles of the capital will not be
well-disposed toward a firstborn who is not of their issue,” Ragna
says. “That is the way it works there.”

“Wonderful,” I say.

After a moment, she says, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I say.

“I don’t feel responsible,” she says. “I am
expressing regret.”

Stupid language. “I appreciate that. I
regret it too.”

I almost put my hand on my belly. I
refrain.

We continue on. As always. The dazzle of the
sunlight is just the sunlight. Not my eyes.

 


***

 


I am unaccustomed to resentment, and as the
hours pass I find it growing in me like a malignancy. Anger on
behalf of others I know how to handle…but this seething anger at
fate on my own behalf…I have no idea what to do with it. Nor does
it help that I have no idea how long I’ll be able to keep my state
secret; as a winged Godkin, I might bring forth an egg in a month
or deliver a squawling babe in nine, or any variation in
between—though those variations tend to be stillborn.

My work is a distraction, at least, and
while everyone around me helps unknowing it is Ragna who most
consistently draws my attention outside of myself.

One dusty day outside of Black Vines,
heading westward with Ragna pacing Honeydipped on foot and Donal
riding nearby, we stumble onto an interesting topic.

“As we near the capital,” she says, “you
will find some merchants who know your tongue, but the commoners
will all speak only Shraevenese. And in the capital itself a good
half of the nobility will know how to speak Godgiven but all of
them will pretend they can’t.”

“Ah, politics,” I say.

“Yes,” she says. “We cannot engage another
translator.”

I glance at her head—she is looking straight
down the road. “Do you suggest that all translators lie?”

Her whiskers arch on one side…a wry laugh,
then. “No. But even a single lie could undo everything and we can’t
know when it might happen.”

“Which means—”

“—that we should begin teaching someone else
Shraevenese. You in particular, but anyone else you would like to
learn.”

“Then we should teach everyone,” I say. “The
more people know, the safer we are…and the more likely that someone
will remember what others forget, filling the gaps in their
knowledge.”

Ragna’s ears splay. “There is only one of
me, Mistress. How do you propose I do this?”

“I suppose you could teach in shifts,” I
say.

“Pardon me, ma’am,” Donal says…I hadn’t
noticed him riding closer but there he is. “But may I…?”

I nod for him to go on.

“You could paint the names of things onto
them,” he says. “Like the wagons. Just write on the side of them
“wagon”. And the same with anything that will hold still. That will
help some.”

I blink.

Ragna’s whiskers fan so hard my muzzle would
ache in sympathy if I had one. “That would definitely help people
remember what I teach.”

“That’s a wonderful idea,” I say to
Donal.

He blushes! Really, just like that first day
when he stumbled into our conference late, his ears a nice rosy
pink. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“You’ll see to it?” I ask Ragna, who
nods.

“Right now,” she says. “I will check how we
are on paint.”

Once Ragna is out of earshot, Donal guides
his mount closer until we are riding side-by-side. When I glance at
him, his face is unexpectedly grim…and when he speaks, it’s with
that touch of formality that reminds me so much of stories.

“Mistress…my sister once had an unexpected
visitor. I took care of it.” In his eyes I see what makes him a
soldier. He meets my gaze steadily. “If you ever need assistance, I
will do all in my power to help you.”

I have no idea what he’s talking about, but
I’m somewhat unsettled all the same. I smile and say, “I should
imagine so, Captain…or I would have to demote you.”

He opens his mouth as if to reply but I’m
not sure I want to hear a clarification. I say the first thing that
comes to mind. “Is that Oweir and Tam Vintner?”

“I don’t know,” he says after a moment,
sounding out-of-sorts at the topic change. “Your eyes are better
than just about anyone’s in camp, Mistress.”

I squint. For once, having my eyes connected
to my mouth without my mind in the way has proven useful. “So it
is.”

Oweir and his new man are raising a cloud of
dust behind him, and when they arrive their mounts are blowing
hard.

“Report,” I say.

“The town ahead. It’s deserted,” Oweir
says.

“Bandits,” Tam says. The young man looks
unhappy, but at least he sits the mount better than I expected. I
detailed him to Oweir as part of my welcoming party to approaching
towns.

“Bandits?” I ask.

“We heard about them at the pub,” Tam says
and adds, “In Black Vines. When Father and I went in for ale and
pie. They were talking about these bandits that would come and
clear out entire villages.”

Bandits that can clear out entire villages…I
haven’t heard of such a thing. Even the worst provinces I’ve been
in have been better defended. Bandits might clear out a hamlet of
thirty or forty people, perhaps, but hundreds of people?

These bandits sound more like an army.

“Get me Ragna and Silfia,” I say. “We need
to talk.”

 


***

 


“Yes, bandits,” Ragna says to me later.
“That’s one word for them.”

“What are the others?” Silfie asks.

Ragna’s ears slick back, though she remains
composed. “They were not repeatable.”

“So this is a known problem,” I say. The
soldiers continue to march past, not even glancing at us as Donal
and Oweir lead them up the road.

“Yes,” Ragna says. “It began not long after
Governor Chordwain arrived, which some muttered was an ill omen.
The entire time I lived at the capital, it nagged. Spies, scouts,
emissaries, all returned dead or not at all. No one knows where
they hide…or if they do, they keep their secrets.”

For a moment, I am silent on Honeydipped’s
back. “So the problem has never been suitably addressed.”

“They tried,” Ragna begins.

“If the problem still exists,” I say, “it
has never been suitably addressed.” My wings mantle and I slowly
straighten. At last, a problem I know how to handle! My company has
cleared out brigands in many provinces. I’ve gone after them myself
as a foot-soldier. Tidying up after war is something I
understand…and so is war itself.

My flush of excitement is rising. Just as I
am about to feel good for once, I remember my armor, and my
“problem.”

My soldiering days will be over soon.

“What’s wrong?” Silfie asks.

I almost forgot that she doesn’t know yet. I
suppose I should tell her at some point. Just not now. I substitute
another truth for the one I’m feeling. “There will be so much anger
and resentment to undo when we arrive,” I say instead. “Imagine
what Shraeven thinks of the Godkindred Kingdom. First we conquer
them. Then we install a leadership so weak it can’t handle a few
bandits before they swell into a force that can destroy
villages.”

“Ridding the province of the bandits will
greatly improve your standing among the people,” Ragna says, one
hand on my ankle.

“I’m sure it will,” I say. “So let’s discuss
it with the captains and go have a look at the village the brigands
left behind.”
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“This used to be Throughby,” Ragna says.

“Not anymore,” Gavan says.

“Have we found a survivor?” I ask, and my
captains shake their head. Oweir is behind us at the head of the
train, leading the soldiers here…the rest of us galloped forward
for a first look. And that look is eerie. The buildings are still
here but there’s no one in them. Broken windows or torn window
screens. Doors hanging ajar with empty rooms inside and broken
furniture. Detritus tracked from the street into buildings. And no
one—no one—to be found. The only detail missing is a few burnt
roofs and I would have called this the job of an invading army.

“Is this typical?” I ask Ragna, riding in
the saddle in front of me. I have one arm around her waist.

“Yes,” she says.

“Od Ragna?” Donal asks. “You
joke?”

“No,” Ragna says.

“Surely no man would allow this to happen to
the towns under his care!” Colblain exclaims. “Od Ragna, you
said this happened several times a year?”

“Sometimes several times a season,” Ragna
says.

“Well, perhaps a man allowed this to happen
to the towns under his care,” I say, “but this woman certainly
won’t. Keep looking. And when Oweir brings the men up, detail them
to searching as well. Our cursory look didn’t turn up anything, but
this isn’t a small place. I want anything that could be a clue…or a
body. Or best yet, a survivor.”

They nod and disperse. Ragna slips off
Honeydipped to look on her own, and I head in a different
direction. Not long after the company arrives, they too scatter
with grim determination. They know this kind of search. Like me,
I’m sure they weren’t expecting to do it here.

“What good are you?” I privately ask the
gods that keep dogging me, “if you can’t stop this from happening
to your own people?”

So we search. I take to the air, spiraling
outward from center. Nothing, nothing and more nothing. I begin to
despair that Throughby is gone completely when I spot two figures
moving erratically on the plain north of the road. I glide over for
a closer look…

…and find the corvid messenger
crow-hopping. I’ve never seen him do that before. When he
deigns to remain on the ground, he walks with a long, swaying
stride.

Behind him is a little girl. When he hops,
she hops after him. Hop, hop. Hop, hop. Toward Throughby. Her face
is smudged and her hair a tangled mop. She’s wearing a wrinkled,
stained night-dress. I circle closer and can now hear the
monologue.

“Come here, birdie, pretty birdie!” A little
hiccup of a giggle. “Birdie, birdie! Come, birdie! No, no, not that
way!”

My heart skips in my chest. Is this the
remainder of Throughby? Where are her parents? Did the bandits
orphan her? And who knows how many other children?

She is not an unobservant child. When my
shadow passes over the ground, she looks up and gasps. When she
shows no evidence of running, I land nearby.

“Oooooh! A person with wings! Mammie
never told me people could have wings!”

“Some people can,” I say.

“Can I?” she asks.

I open my bill. Close it. Open it.
Close.

“Hee,” she says, and then I laugh too.

“Where are your parents, child?” I ask.

Her face falls. Her nose starts wrinkling
and her forehead crumpling. Before I can say another word she’s
wailing.

The messenger eyes me disdainfully, as if to
say “Good job.” I sigh and scoop her into my arms and start
walking. By the time I return to town the front of my blouse is
soaked and sticking to the thin fur over my breastbone…but at least
the girl’s sobs are more like little sniffly hiccups. The messenger
has been alternating between gliding ahead a few steps and walking
with great dignity, well aware of his part, and he puffs up once we
reach a knot of people.

I don’t know who I’m expecting to help me
with this little burden, but I want some sort of help. It arrives
in the form of Donal, who spots me first and tilts his horned head,
squinting. A few moments later, he’s got his arms in places that
might otherwise be poorly construed, extricating the child from my
embrace and cooing to her. It doesn’t take much of this to put her
to sleep.

“A survivor?” Silfie says, having joined
us.

“Useless,” Colblain says. “Unless she has a
relative?”

“I saw no one else,” I say. “The messenger
found her. Maybe he could find someone else?”

The corvid messenger eyes me. If ravens
could sigh, I’m sure he would have, but then he jumps into the air,
spirals upward and is gone.

“I’m guessing we’ve found no one else,” I
say.

“Not yet,” Silfie replies. “Do you want to
stay here overnight?”

I glance into the sky—it’s late afternoon by
now. “Not directly in the middle of town, no. Just outside it
should be fine.”

“I’ll see it done,” Silfie says.

Which leaves me with Ragna, who says,
“There’s someone who needs to talk with you.”

“Who doesn’t?” I say, distracted. I’m
watching Donal rock the little girl in his arms. He’s singing
something to her sleeping ears.

“Come,” Ragna says, plucking my sleeve and
guiding me away. We wind through the empty streets and the men
still searching them until we reach a level area…and there is
Negrat.

“Yes?” I ask, surprised.

“I have been away,” Negrat says.

Away? He’d left? I’d thought him being
unobtrusive, not actually absent. “Why didn’t you tell me? Anything
could have happened to you!”

“You may have appointed yourself Shraeven’s
guardian, Godkin Woman, but I have been taking care of myself
longer than you have been alive yet.”

I try a different tack. “Where have you
been?”

“Finding the materials to make you this,” he
replies, and holds out a little leather bag, barely large enough
for a coin. It’s pale and stamped with a circular design, fringed
with ivory fur.

I want to touch it.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Protection for you,” he says. “Or rather,
for what is in you. To keep the gods from taking it from you before
you can decide which god should have it.”

“Not now,” I say, because I’m about to
explode from ambivalence. Trust me, it can be done.

“Take it,” he says.

“No,” I say, though I want to touch it.

“Please,” Ragna says, surprising me. And
because she asks, I lift it from Negrat’s waiting hand. It’s warm
to the touch, and the fur tickles and soothes. It’s a long way from
the top of my head to my breasts, but I get the thing looped around
and settled.

“You,” I say to Negrat. “You will not wander
off again. You may be a grand caretaker of yourself, but what if
someone needs you and you’re not here?”

“Then perhaps they were meant to not have
help,” he says, and strolls off.

I stare at his back, chilled.

“Mistress! Mistress, we’ve found
someone!”

Ah, distraction. I trot in that direction
and find Gavan and Oweir bent over a frail-looking woman, mostly
skin and bone. Her eyes are watery and pale. Ragna slips in front
of me and crouches next to her, murmuring quietly. While I wait I
suppress the urge to touch the pouch. What’s in it? It’s not
light.

“She says she woke up alone with all her
family gone,” Ragna says.

“Strange,” Oweir says.

“Just like that?” Gavan asks. “She doesn’t
remember anything? Ask her about the bandits, Od Ragna. How
many? Was there a fight? Did anyone resist? Where did everyone
go?”

Again, Ragna asks and gets a feeble reply.
“She says she doesn’t remember.”

Ragna has no further luck prying information
from that elder despite my captains hovering over her, peppering
her with questions to pass along. The soldiers have camped long
before they give up and head back to the officer’s mess, probably
to drink and be disgruntled. I don’t join them. Instead, I sit
cross-legged outside camp on the ground with my elbows on my knees.
The night is purple and clean, the kind of night where the
temperature is about the wind and not the air.

Oh, yes, the Wind.

“So what good are you, exactly?” I ask the
breeze. “Look what you’ve allowed to happen to your own people. I’m
embarrassed to be marked by you.”

Unexpectedly, I get a response. We are
only as kind and vigilant as our chosen.

“So you choose me, hoping I will do
something about it,” I say.

Yeeeeeesssss…Both
of them together, the Cruel, Wild Wind and the Sweet, Vicious
Wind.

I laugh. “You are pathetic,” I say. “What
good are gods if they need us to work their miracles? Those
miracles might as well be mine, then.”

The wind hisses through my wings, snatches
at my hair, tugs my blouse…but it does not move me. I am too solid
a creature to be lifted by gods whose only power is the breath of
air. I think condescending, superior thoughts about how hard they
try, that they keep blowing, blowing.

And then I notice that the ties of the
fetish on my breast are slowly loosening. I grab it with a hand and
say, “You have me. You will not have my child.”

You are too willful.

“Yes,” I say. “Though you have yet to
discover just how willful.”

The wind slackens and fades. I am content
and perhaps too smug in my victory.

You know why they did not
lift you, O My Kith.

I twist around to look for the source of the
voice and have no luck. If he’s anywhere nearby, he’s several feet
underground. I look between my folded legs.

Yes, sister. Here I
am.

“The Winds didn’t lift me because I didn’t
let them,” I say, and it’s sad indeed that at this point in my
adventures in Shraeven I see nothing wrong with talking to the dirt
under my backside.

The Winds did not move you
because I anchored you, sister. I am the Land, and we are
one.

“Oh, no we aren’t,” I say, because after all
aren’t two gods enough for any woman? I stand—

—or try to.

Curse it all.

“Let go,” I say. Command, really.

I do not hold you, sister.
You cleave to me.

I start to object when I realize he’s right.
There’s a warm comfortable feeling that my lower body simply
doesn’t want to part from. My joints usually ache, and my hips in
particular…but those aches are gone. I feel softened,
cushioned.

“What do you want?” I ask, wary.

Only to thank
you.

That surprises me. “For what?”

For loving me, the
Land says with the warm wistfulness of a field in late afternoon. I
feel juxtaposed between the sensation and the reality of the cool
dusk, and the breezes that tousles my hair.

“I was not conscious of my love for
Shraeven,” I say.

You give me different
names in different places, and I don’t understand them, the
Land says. All I know is that you love me. You
love my brow and my dimpled valleys, the variegations of my colors
in all the seasons, the smell of me fertile and the smell of me
sleeping. Your shadow on my back when you fly over me is cool and
the wind of your passing caresses my grasses. You love me,
sister…and I love you for it.

I am stunned into speechlessness. A god that
doesn’t want anything of me? Surely there is no such thing. And yet
here I am, and the feeling in my body is unmistakably an embrace. I
linger in it, accepting.

After a while, I say, “You’re welcome.”

Silence, then…not angry, merely a gradual
withdrawal. The embrace fades and my body acquiesces to my demand
that it rise and carry me back to camp. Later that night, as I lie
in my bunk with Ragna curled up sleeping below me on the floor, I
wonder if religion is as easy as loving a god who loves you
back.

The following day there is a copper mote in
my eye. It glints as I study it, so subtle and yet so bright. I
splash water on my face and dress.
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We ride on from the emptiness that is
Throughby. The sun warms my wings and the Land gentles my seat on
Honeydipped’s back. I am not used to the idea of loving the land,
but I suppose I do…and I like having my joints eased. It gives me
some freedom of movement I’d begun losing. Silfie heartily approves
of the return of this flexibility. I am sorry (I think?) to say
that Ragna no longer tests it; that one evening seems to have been
enough to please her.

I am trying not to think too hard about all
the directions my heart is being tugged…not the least of which is
below the fetish on my breast. I no longer have private gods, but I
pray inside where I hope no One can hear. I pray for wisdom and
generosity toward the innocent. I pray for good sense.

Negrat has returned to his shamanistic ways,
which is to say he mysteriously appears where he’s needed and
otherwise teaches the soldiers crazy Shraevanese gambling games
over the fire. He’s also been playing with the language signs
marked on all the camp items, replacing the correct Shraevenaese
term with an incorrect one and waiting to see who notices. After
the first few switches the men caught on, and strangely this game
has made them learn faster. I suppose it engages them as soldiers
when it becomes a matter of competition. I could apparently use
some honing of those skills myself, because it took me several
hours to notice that the little Throughby girl had vanished…the old
woman, too. I caught the girl with Donal and the old woman with his
first unit.

On the third day out from Throughby, Donal
rides up to join me at the head of the line.

“Ma’am, there is something you should know,”
he says.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“The girl,” he says. “She understands the
Godtongue.”

I cant my head. “I suppose she is the
daughter of tradesfolk, then?”

“No, you don’t understand, ma’am,” he says.
“She speaks it fluently. Like you. No accent.”

Honeydipped almost stops walking under me. I
loosen my thighs again and say, “And her parents?”

“She still won’t talk about them, except to
say that they were not good enough and they were taken away,” Donal
says.

My ears flatten. “That sounds ominous.”

“Ma’am, what if her parents are of the
Kingdom?” Donal asks.

I say nothing. What is there to say to such
a supposition? “A terrible loss for the Godkindred, then. But it is
a terrible loss all around.”

Donal shakes his head. Like Magwen, he has a
significant neck to hold up those horns. I am in a good position to
appreciate it flexing. “It doesn’t make sense, ma’am.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I say. “Ragna says we’re
only one day out from the next town. We’ll see what we see then.” I
look back at the road ahead of us and say, “You sing well.”

He smiles; I can hear it in his voice. “I
used to sing to my little brothers and sisters. I miss them.”

“That’s why you’re good with children,
then,” I say.

“No choice!” He laughs. “Big families are
typical of the Neshanti. It is not so with the Godkindred, I
understand. That’s always seemed sad to me.”

“We breed purposefully and only with good
cause,” I say. “We want to have only the best mix per child. You’re
right, that makes our families small.”

“You have no brothers and sisters?” he
asks.

“None,” I say. “I alone am the heir to the
Sunblood Cliffs.”

“You and now the little one,” he says,
looking at me directly.

I start.

“I wasn’t sure if you understood that I
knew,” he says. “But I do. And I will keep watch over you,
ma’am.”

“I don’t need to be coddled!” I exclaim.

“You’re brooding,” he says. “Of course you
do.” He doesn’t sound at all condescending…only determined. Maybe a
little concerned. It’s a strange thing to see, and familiar, and I
only place it because I think shock jars the memory loose. I was a
child, following my father through the province. We were visiting a
farmer’s family. It was the look the man gave his pregnant wife. I
remember thinking it was sweet.

But I’m an unwed mother-to-be and Donal is
not my spouse and I already have a lover, thank you—what a
mess!

“I am not brooding,” I say at last.

“I can say you’re “with child,” if you
prefer,” he says with a teasing hint. Just a hint.

I eye him. He’s grinning from cheek to
cheek. Perhaps he can read my ambivalence because he says a little
more seriously, “A babe’s a wonderful thing, Mistress. Even arising
from the most heinous circumstances. A child redeems
everything.”

“Even if it’s a bad child? A terrible
child?” I ask.

“Bad children just need discipline. Then
they’re good children,” he says.

“And if discipline doesn’t work?”

His eyes sparkle. “Then the military academy
will do the job.”

“And if he becomes a horrible warlord? A
scourge of the earth? A bandit, a thief—”

“—a rapist like his father?” Donal
interrupts.

This time Honeydipped does stop. I am trying
not to be surprised by the sting in my eyes, but at the same time
I’m hoping Donal will have the right answer. I want to know what it
is. Say the right thing, Donal, please. For a while he doesn’t say
anything, and I wait and I wait—

—and then I realize that not saying anything
is the right thing to do, because it’s his face that speaks for
him. The stern quiet look, the gentleness of it, the unwavering
confidence.

“With such a mother, Mistress…how could he
be anything but wonderful?” Donal says at last, touching the pommel
of my saddle, and with that touch returning me to myself.

I wipe my eyes with the side of my hand.
“You have a lot of faith in a woman who’s never been a mother at my
age.”

“Plenty,” he says. “Besides, you keep all of
us in line…how much harder can a child be?”

“I don’t know!” I say, laughing just a
little. Crying just a little. Gods, let this just be a pregnant
woman’s mood swings. “That’s the problem.”

“You’ll have help,” he says. “I
promise.”

 


***

 


That night I am lying on my side with my
hair gleaming, fresh from brushing. My tent is quiet, dense with
incense, lazy with the sound of crickets outside. To Ragna, I say,
“Donal likes me.”

“Mmmm.” Ragna doesn’t even look up from the
blouse she is laboriously mending. Her thick fingers make sewing
difficult but she refuses to let me do it.

“I will need a husband eventually,” I
say.

“Mmmm.”

“I love Silfie.”

Another noncommittal noise.

“And you. But I need a husband.” I turn—and
this is more involved for me than for you, I assure you, since I
have to roll onto my hands and knees first to get my wings out of
the way.

“Why?” she asks, looking up for the first
time.

“Because I need an heir,” I say. When Ragna
arches a brow ridge, I add, “A legitimate heir. The one I am
carrying now will not be acceptable at home. The pedigree of the
father is unknown and even if it was known it was an animal, or
practically one.”

“Can’t you make your own rules?” Ragna
asks.

I snort and resettle on the other side. “No.
If you want society’s protection in most matters, you must bow your
head to it in others. There is always compromise.”

Ragna re-focuses on her stitching. “So you
are determined to have an additional heir.”

“An additional heir is a good idea anyway,”
I say. “Something might happen to a single child.”

“You will need a man,” she says.

“Yes,” I say. “And I must marry him.” I sigh
and rub my eye. The flecked one, which is beginning to throb.
“There are different kinds of marriage in Shraeven, aren’t
there?”

“Mmmm.”

“Can you tell me about them?”

Ragna sighs. “Yes,” she says. “But I will
not waste your time.”

“Why?” I ask, wavering between unease and
relief. “Am I not qualified for them in some way?”

“No,” Ragna says. “Because you will never
enter into any of them willingly, and if you do you will be
unhappy. You are not meant to share your body with more than one
person, Mistress. Doing so will only make you miserable…and nothing
you do will ever change that.”

I look at her. Just look. By now I’ve gotten
quite accustomed to subordinates (and even friends) who habitually
shock me. But I honestly can’t imagine what to say in response to
this.

“You forget that I was a translator in the
largest court in the province. Not just political, but personal.”
She is so very calm. “I saw the wreckage of many relationships,
foreign and native. Some people are not built for the kinds of
marriage that Shraeven allows—most people, even. You are one of
them.”

“I was with you,” I say.

“And not again,” she replies. “And you
probably have some guilt over it yet. If I asked for more—if I
required more—then Silfia and I could easily tear you apart.” She
looks up at me. “Silfia and I could share you, but you could not
share yourself.”

I shake my head. “You say that so easily,
but I haven’t even tried! I may love an arrangement like that!”

“You may try it, if you like,” Ragna says.
“But in your mind you will not be circle-married. You will be an
adulterer.”

We both fall silent. After a while, I say,
“You don’t mind that I haven’t…?”

Her whiskers flex in brief amusement. “It
was fun. Perhaps one day if the mood is right, I’d enjoy it again.
But I don’t need it. I never have.”

I stare at the ceiling tent. “I don’t
understand that.”

“No,” she says. “You never will.” She goes
back to sewing. “That is the point.”

 


***

 


As we break camp the following day, the
watch passes a message on a wave of curiosity: “Dispatch rider
approaching.”

“A dispatch rider?” Silfie says while
saddling her mount. “How long has he been on the road, I
wonder?”

I shake my head. Ragna, folding my tent,
says, “Is this unusual?”

“It’s why we have birds,” I say. “Riders
aren’t as fast.”

We’re about ready to hit the road when the
rider gallops into our midst with great drama, kicking up dust and
showing off the hooves of his deer-like mount. His bird comes in
for a splendid landing just at the apex of his mount’s rear. It’s a
wonderful show and from it I gather that he’s been a dispatch rider
for a long time. It takes a few years to coordinate yourself, your
bird and your mount that way.

“Message for the Mistress Commander Angharad
Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs, from the very Godson!”

“No kidding,” Silfie mutters.

My mouth twitches a little. Fortunately you
have to look far up my face to see the edges of my mouth. I flare
my wings and say, “I am the Mistress Commander.”

The dispatch rider wheels his mount in a
tight pirouette and approaches me. He undoes his golden leather
pouch with ceremony and offers me a soft suede folder, tied closed
with ribbons. I undo them, tilting the folder so that the rider
can’t look over the edge. Silfie and Ragna, on the other hand, have
a good view.

 


 


To the Mistress Commander Angharad Godkin:

 


 


We still await the delivery of appropriate
Shraevenese maidens to attend us. We now require thirty.

Your approach to the capital has been slow and you
have lost your messenger bird. Expedite your arrival and keep your
subordinates in line. Do not fraternize with my people.

We await your taking of the mantle of governship
with interest.
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Silfie makes a small choking noise behind my
shoulder. I keep a polite expression and look up at the rider.
“Thank you.”

“You have no reply for your master?”

“Not at this time, no,” I say. “Ragna, could
you bring me my stamped saddlebag?”

“You’ve lost your bird, I hear,” the rider
says as we wait. He strokes the ruffled feathers of his hawk. “You
just can’t trust a crow.”

I say nothing. When Ragna returns, I find
one of the gold bags used to compensate messengers, drop a few
coins in it and hand it over. “For your mount-shoes.”

“Thank you,” he says and turns his
steed—once again in a showy pirouette. With a flash of his cloak he
and his hawk and his mount are off, speeding down the road toward
the Kingdom.

“Crazy,” Silfie says. “What is he going to
do with thirty maidens?”

“Get babies on them, I suppose,” Ragna says.
When we both stare at her, she says, “Is that not the Godkindred
way?”

I feel a strange oppression. If I was that
kind of person, I might even call it foreboding. But I’m not that
kind of person and we have work to do. “Let’s get going.”

But on the road, I’m thinking it over and
over to myself. Do not fraternize with my people. Do not
fraternize with my people. Yes. Try and stop me. Your people,
my tawny backside.

 



 


 CHAPTER 25

 


 


As has become custom I send Oweir ahead with
Tam to the next town. According to Ragna, this one is Crossroads,
which sits on the intersection of what used to be the biggest
crossroads of Shraeven when the capital still nestled in the
northern foothills. The capital moved to the western coast several
hundred years ago and the road to its gates has fallen into
disrepair. Now Crossroads is known more for its autumn festival and
convivial atmosphere than its trade nexus.

Crossroads might have lost its raison
d’être, but not its size. It’s a respectable town, large enough
to get lost in. When Oweir joins us on the perimeter to lead us to
the mayor’s household, he says, “Not much trouble here,
Mistress.”

“No bandit problems?” I ask.

“Tavern talk is about the past,” Tam says.
“In the last few years Crossroads has been spared.”

Interesting.

As one might expect of a town of
Crossroads’s size and prosperity, the mayor is a cheerful fellow
but rather distracted. He receives us, gives us the best rooms in
rather a hurry and goes back to administration. I let him. This is
just a stop along the way to the capital, where I sense I am very,
very needed.

Why is there a bandit problem? What has
Chordwain been doing? Is he the incompetent one? Or has the Godson
tied his hands?

Later, Oweir finds me in the guest rooms I
have accepted for the night for the sake of courtesy. He looks more
serious than usual as he stands in the door. “Mistress. May I
finish my report?”

“If you left something out, yes,” I say with
a touch of humor. Oweir doesn’t notice. He comes in, thinks about
standing near the fireplace, thinks about sitting, looks somewhat
torn. “Sit,” I say.

He sits. “There’s other talk in the taverns,
Mistress. Tam didn’t notice because Tam wouldn’t care. He’s not one
of us.”

“And what talk is that?” I ask, forcing
myself to remain relaxed.

“Rumors. They’re crazy. I almost discounted
them, but…they say the Godson’s started another foreign war.”

I blink. “There aren’t any kingdoms left
that he hasn’t conquered or isn’t in the process of conquering.
Where on earth could he be starting a new war?”

“Overseas,” Oweir says. “A few people said
they heard he was building a fleet…and that he’d be wanting
Shraeven’s ports to build more ships. Do you think—?”

“Did they say anything else?” I ask.

“No, ma’am,” he says.

I nod. “Thank you, then, Captain.”

I can tell he’s not sure whether to be
relieved or disappointed that I wasn’t ready to gossip with him
about politics, but he leaves fast enough. Sitting in my armchair,
I feel a moment of deja vu. It wasn’t long ago that I was in
another armchair, near another fireplace, in another room…waiting
to retire. Not long ago by the calendar, and yet it feels like
years past. I was content then. Planning to do some studies on
ancient religions. Confident that my service to the Godson had been
sufficient, praiseworthy, noticed.

I trusted him. I trusted everything. Even
after years of seeing first-hand that things never work out as you
expect and people never behave as you anticipate, I trusted.

And here I am. Wondering about the Godson
and his foreign wars and his thirty maidens and “his” people.

Wondering about religion.

Thinking the unthinkable.

Crack-crack-crack!

I leap from my chair and in that moment no
one would believe me a woman near retirement with more aches than
working parts and a baby inside her demanding a fair share of her
energy. And maybe the surprise was worth it just for the flush of
competence that followed, to be on my feet with a naked weapon in
my hand, facing the threat before I could even name it, before I
could even see it.

Then of course I do see it and lean over,
unlatching the window. “You could have broken it, you know.”

The corvid messenger gives me a bland look
with one black eye. No doubt he knows exactly how hard he can bang
that wicked beak on glass before it breaks.

“I was just wondering about you,” I say as
he glides into the room and lands on the mantle. “The Godson seems
to think I’ve lost you.”

A gaped beak is a laugh, I’m sure.

“And you’ve been busy,” I say, catching the
flash of ivory at his foot. He extends it for me; I undo the
wrinkled paper and unfold it.

 


I’m sick of this and I want out. If you get
me out, I’ll tell you everything you want to know. And if you’re
what they say you are, you’ll want to know it all.

—R.

 


I lift my brows at the messenger. “And this
is what you’ve been up to.”

He bobs his head.

“And it’s worth my time.”

This just gets me a raven look. Mischief.
Drollness. Smugness. Amusement. ‘I know more than you do.’

“Go get something to eat,” I say, waving at
the window. “And find someone to preen you. You’re a mess.”

He croaks a laugh and hops off the mantle,
gliding out the window with a foof of those wings. It occurs
to me just as his tail-feathers vanish that the note says nothing
at all about where to meet. No doubt the messenger knows.

I could ask my captains for advice. I could
ask Silfie. I could talk to Ragna. I could even get Negrat to
tumble his tiles for me. But I already know that I’ll go. I want to
know what’s going on in Shraeven…

…and I want to know now.

 


***

 


I talk with my captains and between us we
arrange suitable tactics for my attending a clandestine meeting.
Naturally none of them are happy about it, but the security
arrangements calm them enough that when I ride out that evening, I
ride alone. As the corvid messenger flies before me and
Honeydipped’s muscles bunch and smooth beneath my body, I suddenly
feel…isolated. Trapped between one moment and the next, suspended
in an endless perfect blue evening on the cusp of a needed
revelation.

This is it. This will be the end of the
mystery. With this knowledge, I will save Shraeven.

And then I realize how important that is to
me.

With a rush, the Winds blow through me,
separating my feathers, my hair, whipping tears from my eyes. A
clear cold swirls through my mind, and every breath I draw is
suddenly cool and expansive. My body grows warm and pliable, each
limb suddenly fluid.

To serve Shraeven,
whisper the Winds.

To serve Life,
sings the Land.

TO SERVE THE
UNIVERSE, the Stars intone, and I tremble like a struck bell
and I am filled with the power of it all—

—so perhaps that’s why, when I crest the
ridge, the person awaiting me falls prostrate, and all I see of him
is Light, and all I hear is a drawn-out howl of music and gusts of
air. What does it all mean? I ask with a gasp. Why the
light?

SO YOU MAY KNOW YOUR
OWN.

And the sound! I cry, almost grasping
my white ear.

SO YOU MAY KNOW MINE
OWN.

And then I understand. The power settles and
I find Honeydipped jigging under me and still this man, this very
normal man kneeling with his chest pressed against his thighs. And
oh, gods, I know him. I know him. The thick ruff like a
crown, the variegation of black and gray and beige, the high brow
and strong shoulders. So many bloodlines running strong in his
veins, a fine example of the Kingdom’s proudest plans.

“Rei,” I ask softly. “What are you doing
here?”

He looks up at me. He’s not wearing the
Master Commander’s uniform he earned so long ago but the
emblem-blank leathers of a thief, a brigand, a lawbreaker.
“Destroying Shraeven…as ordered by the Governor, with the Godson’s
consent.” And then he loses the rest of his composure. “Angharad,
for the love of all that’s good and true…save us from what we’re
becoming!”

I stare at him. Then I say, “Get up
here.”

He lifts his face and ah gods, he’s crying.
I hate it when strong people cry. “I can’t,” he says. “If I don’t
come back they’ll know you know.”

“I don’t care,” I say. “Let them try to
prepare. They have no idea how hard I’m going to come down on
them.”

“There are three companies out there,
Angharad,” Rei says. “Three. You have one. I know because they
know.”

“Let them think that,” I say. “I like an
overconfident enemy. Now get your tailless backside on this saddle
right now, before they come looking for you.”

He searches me for something…what, I’m not
sure, but I remember those looks from when we first worked
together. Rei and I have fought battles together that should have
killed us. There are few people I’d want at my back the way I’d
want Rei and whatever company he’s leading. What was he doing here
in such ignominy?

Finding what he was looking for—or something
good enough to take the risk—Rei pulls himself up into the saddle
in front of me. Honeydipped’s legs tense beneath the added weight
and then I pull his head gently around. “Home,” I tell him, and he
lurches into a determined canter with Rei grasping the pommel and
me steadying him. Above us the messenger circles, keeping a
watch.

“Your men will revile me for what I’ve
done,” Rei says, flat voice nearly lost in the wind.

I don’t say anything because I’m not exactly
sure what crimes he’s committed. Perhaps I will revile him when
he’s done with his tale. But the courage it took for him to sneak
away to warn me—that, at least, I salute, and on the balance scale
it will weigh in his favor. As Honeydipped nears the encampment
outside Crossroads, my escort closes in behind me. Gavan nods and
so I know there was no trouble in the perimeter they described
around the meeting spot.

I bring Rei into my tent. As Ragna sets out
tea and a lemon loaf, I go through my chest until I find a spare
tabard. Donning it seems to relax the man sitting across from me,
and he is once again a comrade.

“Talk,” I say.

“These foreign wars are not for territory,”
Rei says. “The Godson is using them to accelerate the ascent to
godhead. He conquers the provinces to steal their most mixed people
and arranges marriages with the court Godkin. Since maintaining a
province is otherwise expensive and time-consuming, it’s become his
operating procedure to ensure that the province in question is too
raddled with problems to rebel…and once he has all he wants from
it, he doesn’t care what becomes of it…so long as the governors
don’t attempt to become kings.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, though my chest
is beginning to tighten. “Stealing people to breed a god won’t make
the Godson divine.”

“He doesn’t care,” Rei says. “It’s not about
his power, Angharad…it’s about his religious mission.”

“And so Chordwain…“

“Asked for a few men to organize a “bandit
troop” to keep the people of Shraeven off-guard and to pick off any
likely-looking people to send back to the beds of the court.”

The tightening of those muscles didn’t do
the job of shielding my heart. “Is it working?” I ask. “His
plan.”

“I hear it is,” Rei replies. “Otherwise the
court would never support it.” Seeing my expression, he says
hoarsely. “Now you understand.”

And I do. I understand perfectly. As a true
daughter of the Godkindred Kingdom I want to see the godhead birth,
have longed for it, sometimes wistfully, sometimes powerfully. It’s
our belief, has always been. As a true daughter of the Godkindred
Kingdom it should trouble me not at all that the Godson is using
everyone in his path to achieve that goal, because the coming of
the godhead will bring an era of peace and light that will last
forever on this world.

But I am no longer a true daughter of the
Kingdom, and even if I were I would feel just what Rei is feeling
now: that it’s wrong to make frivolous war. People are not things
to be spent or used. And having been on the receiving end of the
behavior of gods I am no longer so certain that the Godkindred’s
godhead will solve all the world’s problems.

“It’s vile,” I say almost conversationally,
pouring a fresh cup of tea, “to force a soldier of the kingdom into
the position of choosing between faith and righteousness.”

“I made the wrong choice,” Rei says.

“Yes,” I say. “But not as wrong as the
choice Chordwain made…and the Godson.”

Something in my voice makes him look at me
sharply. I don’t know why. I’m feeling quite calm. I send Rei to a
guest tent to sleep off his broken heart…leaving me to tend my own,
for how could I not have one after such news? I wander past the
firelight into the quiet zone between the camp’s bustle and our
perimeter, there to sit on the prickly grass and stare at the night
sky. I am not surprised when Negrat shuffles up; I think I was
expecting him.

“You are troubled,” he says.

“Negrat,” I say, “Is God within us, or
outside us?”

“Are you part of the world?” he asks. “Or is
the world part of you?”

“I was asking a serious question,” I
say.

“And I giving a serious answer,” he replies.
He sits across from me and pulls the blanket off his back, setting
it between us. “Observe. Here you are.” He knots the fabric in one
place. “And here are the gods.” This a mounded, crumpled wad in the
middle of the blanket. “Tell me what you see.”

“I see you trying to frustrate me further,”
I say.

“You have a powerful mind, Godkin woman,”
Negrat says. “Use it now. Humor me.”

I sigh. “I am very small compared to the
gods.”

“Keep going,” he says.

“I’m a knot.”

“Which gives you…what?”

“Tension,” I say, rubbing my temples.

“Continue,” Negrat says.

“I see that the world is plaid and in need
of a washing,” I say with acerbity.

“All true,” he replies. “Or very close.
Come, Angharad, you almost have it.”

“It’s a blanket,” I say, irritated.

“Yes!” Unruffled by my grumpiness, he taps
the knot. “You,” and now he taps the wad, “and the gods are made of
the same fabric.” He plucks at the intervening cloth. “One of you
is diffuse, able to reach to the rest of the fabric easily. The
other is bound together, limited in its scope. How then is there an
answer to whether god is in you or outside you? There is no inside,
no outside. You are all one thing.”

“I am not the Stars or the Wind or the
Land,” I say.

“Are you sure?” Negrat asks with a
mysterious smile.

I say nothing, because the idea is so
ridiculous I would have thrown it away a day ago. But a day ago I
thought the Godson merely erratic, not a zealot willing to destroy
civilizations to reach his aims. That was a ridiculous idea,
too.

“You must find the Godkin religion
perplexing,” I say at last.

“No,” Negrat says. “I have seen the pattern
over and over. People seek something they already have by looking
outside themselves. Tragically most never realize that they are the
answers to the questions they pose. Such is living, Godkin
woman.”

“Am I really a Godkin woman?” I ask.

He smiles at me. Pulls the blanket off the
ground, dust and all, and wraps it around his body again. I knew he
would come. Now I know he’s going, and his vanishing into the dark
doesn’t surprise me at all. What surprises me is that I’m at peace
with the confusion I think I feel. Maybe I knew it would come…and I
know that it too will go.

The heartache, though…that is another matter
entirely.
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“This is where they camp,” Rei says, tapping
the spot on a map.

“Another valley completely encircled with
mountains,” Colblain says with disgust.

“I hate valleys completely encircled with
mountains,” Oweir says, as well he might.

“And there are…six hundred of them?” I
ask.

“Roughly.”

“How many of those are Godkindred army?”
Silfie asks. Anger makes her look touched with fire, all copper
curls and flame-plated eyes.

“One hundred at most,” Rei says. “But all
four of the commanders are. Condor, Themie, Justar and Nedwin as
Master-General.”

“Nedwin,” I say. “He took Shamreine
province, didn’t he?”

“Crushed it,” Rei said. “And Dupoan, too.
He’s good at this, Angharad.”

“I’m sure,” I say. “Do you know their
planned targets? And how they get direction from the governor…if
they do?”

Rei snorted. “Communication from the
governor comes by open messenger. They have nothing to hide. And as
for planned targets…the governor doesn’t plan them, Nedwin does. He
sends word to Chordwain.”

“So Nedwin runs the province,” I say.

“He might as well,” Rei says.

The anger level in the operations tent is
dangerously high. Not just because of how close to the heart this
strikes, but because some of us still have deaths to avenge from
our first operation in Shraeven.

“Should we draw troops from the towns we’ve
passed?” Oweir asks. “I’m sure we could.”

“That would leave them defenseless,” Silfie
says. “There weren’t that many able-bodied men left when the Godson
drafted Shraeven’s army and sent them to who-knows-which-front. The
few that remain aren’t enough to protect their own towns.”

“I don’t feel good about attacking a valley
like this,” Donal says. “Not without more intelligence.”

We all look at the spot on the map. It’s
arrogantly close to the capital, north of it where the coast
crumples into stone cliffs. I wonder if it will look like home.

“We need reconnaissance, by foot and by
air,” I say. “Get me your best scouts for this. I’ll go too.”

“Don’t forget I have a winged mongrel,”
Silfie says. “Branden can fly.”

“Good,” I say. “I don’t mind having someone
at my back.” Not after last time. “Now all we need is a large
public project that can occupy us. Something to give us a plausible
reason for delaying our trek to the capital. Oweir, can you get Tam
in here? And Ragna as well. Between the two of them we should come
up with something the locals want.”

 


***

 


It’s been a while since I’ve really thought
about the mongrel unit. As Branden walks toward me on all four
feet, it seems ridiculous that the integration of the mongrel unit
used to be one of my primary worries. If only things had remained
that simple! But if things had, then I wouldn’t be where I am
now—able to feel relief at having back-up on reconnaissance instead
of fretting that I was about to take flight with an animal.

Then again, if things had remained that
simple, maybe I wouldn’t be so worried about being caught alone
again.

Ah, well.

“So, water-works,” I say to Silfie.

“Shaped like catapults, yes,” she says.

“But the actual infrastructure first,” I
say.

She laughs. “Of course. We’ll re-do their
sanitation. We’ll just do it quickly enough to make siege engines
in people’s barns when we’re done.”

I look at her and see her for once. Not as
young as she used to be. A little brittle, savage in both her joy
and her anger. My very earth-bound, very Silfie Silfia. I put my
hands on her shoulders, feel the heat of her sun-stroked fur. One
day I may have to give her up for a man; not through any fault of
hers, save that she was born the wrong sex to perform a service I
need. I begin to wonder if I need it not just for the end result,
but to remind myself that not all men are cruel. I love Silfie but
I do not want to become her.

“Come back safe,” she says and heedlessly
hugs me. Naturally the soldiers around us stop pretending to work
and cheer.

I laugh and say, “I won’t be long.”

Branden and I take off then, the corvid
messenger circling in behind us. A day from now, the ground team
will leave.

Our destination is three days northwest of
us: gorgeous days with brilliant skies, warm air but cool winds for
a perfect temperature. The perfume of flowers when we descend and
the buoyant scent of warm air rising when we circle higher. Bright
sunlight, white and enwrapping. I could not have asked for
better.

When we fly, the Winds whisper.

When we land to sleep, the Stars are
watching me.

When I wake in the morning, the Land
embraces me.

The day before our final flight I lie on my
side, cushioning my head with both arms and staring at nothing.
Merely inhabiting this moment completely. I am in the middle of
danger, flying closer to it with every passing day. I go to
investigate treachery and deceit. My forces are outnumbered; my
enemy knows nearly all my strengths.

Why then this pastoral calm?

I have never felt so at home.

“Do you need help, Mistress?” Branden asks
me.

“No,” I say and rise with reluctance. “I was
merely thinking.” Except that I wasn’t. Why aren’t there words for
this feeling? “Are you ready?”

“I wish to be as ready as you,” Branden
says, looking at me with large eyes. “You seem fresh as a new
moon.”

I laugh. I know then that even if I die they
will not win.

 


***

 


“It’s not good,” Branden says to me, flat
against the rock.

“No,” I agree.

Three days have brought us here, to the
encampment Rei marked on the map near the capital. It is indeed
cradled in mountainous territory, but it’s untrustworthy land.
Instead of the flat valley held in steep, sheer walls of the pard
village, it is a shallow bowl encircled in rumpled mountain folds.
There will be no easy climb with the enemy obvious from a distance.
Here both sides of an army can play hide-and-find and winning is a
matter of mountaineering and superior stealth. In short, perfect
for bandits and not so perfect for a straightforward army
maneuver.

Perhaps it’s for the best I can’t use
straightforward army tactics, having at my disposal too small a
force for decisive victory.

No, I am more displeased by what I see in
this shallow bowl. Favorable terrain is a blessing but not as much
of one as a disorganized enemy. And alas, the rag-tag band of
conscripts headed by a few arrogant Godkin is not what I see below
us. I see tents. I see discipline. I see three times as many men as
I have, and even at their leisure they move with purpose.

“Not good,” Branden says again.

I slide back down and squint, seeing nothing
but the whirl of my own thoughts. A disciplined force three times
our size…a normal strategy will not suffice.

Fortunately, I know exactly what to do.

“It’s time to go back,” I say.

“We have seen all we need?” Branden
asks.

“Yes,” I say.

We pick our way silently back down the
trail, then choose a careful moment to rise on warm winds,
spiraling out of easy view.

When I left I’d had two nebulous plans. Now
I know which I shall choose. All that’s left is logistics.

Almost, I look forward to what comes. But
flying alongside a mongrel chirugeon, I am too aware of the deaths
that may come if I fail.

…which does not prevent me from thinking of
the deaths that may come if I succeed. No matter what happens now,
I am in defiance of all my vows: as an officer of the Godkindred
army, as a noble landowner in her Kingdom…even as a servant to her
beliefs. I have been marked by foreign gods and loved by foreign
hearts, and I contemplate now an offense against my own peers.

But I must do what I believe to be
right.

Gods, watch over us all…and over this one
wayward woman, in particular.
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