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    CHAPTER 1
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    When last we left our fearless griffin, creaky, grumpy, too-old-for-this Mistress Commander Angharad Godkin—that's me—I was hip-deep in a foreign province surrounded by natives not convinced of my kingdom's having conquered them, and outnumbered by soldiers from my own country turned rogue at the behest of the Godson's former governor, Chordwain. Soldiers, I might add, whose instructions do not include “accept Angharad Godkin as our new governor” despite those instructions having been issued by the Godson himself, probably because they have appended “also, she is probably a traitor, having taken up with seditious natives and foreign gods.”


    I might add that the king of my own country, my master the Godson, seems to care very little for the state of near-rebellion fomenting in Shraeven, nor about the outrageous behavior of the governor he's sending me to replace. No, he's fine as long as I don't overspend my budget and send him some ridiculous number of maidens for him to use in our country's quest to re-create the godhead. While I am deeply committed to seeing the godhead on earth, I find myself a little busy attempting to prevent the destruction of my own company–by men and women I have served alongside in battle. We're supposed to be on the same side.


    That's the thing I keep returning to. We're supposed to be on the same side.


    What's gone wrong here?


     


    When I first heard that there were soldiers of the Godkingdom's army in the mountains of Shraeven, raiding the people of Shraeven on the orders of the governor, I formulated two plans with my captains. One involved a military solution: an attack on their camp. The other involved subterfuge: I would ride into their camp, present myself as the new governor, and take command. And then attack their camp, once I'd maneuvered them into a position more likely to afford success. Gavan had suggested using my new position to tell them to disband, but I know better: their orders come from the Godson and the only thing I'll accomplish by ordering them to cease operations is to warn them that I'm going to obstruct the plans of the sovereign we've both sworn fealty to. Honestly, the first solution feels much easier to me, but I loathe the idea of fighting my own countrymen. The second solution is far more palatable, except for the slight drawback that it will get me killed if the Master-general there decides submitting to me is more of a risk than remaining loyal to the current governor…who after all authorized their current mission on the Godson's behalf. Since what they're doing is technically turning brigand, I can't help but distrust their sense of honor.


    And if they are honorable? Then the pressure being brought to bear on them must be tremendous, more than enough to justify killing one lone woman on a mount.


    But we have done the scouting, and we are outnumbered almost four to one. The military solution is not an option. There is nothing for it, but that this old griffin turn actress.
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    From Rei, who risked so much to bring me the news of his compatriots-turned-highwaymen, I need information and courage—great courage. To that he says, “To end our shame, anything, Mistress.”


    From Silfie I need the fastest five riders we have. She of course complies.


    From Negrat, his promise that he'll look over me from afar as he does as he makes his journey. He says, “It will not be long before I return.”


    From Tam Vintner, his knowledge of the people of Crossroads. “Oh,” he exclaims. “I know just who to ask. Don't worry, it'll be done.”


    From the corvid messenger, all his cunning and his speed besides. He cocks his head at me and laughs with his eyes.


    From Ragna, forgiveness for what I will probably require of her. She just goes back to folding my clothing with that great calm of hers.


    From my baby, a promise not to make trouble. I get no answer on that one.


    From the gods, non-interference. I still don't trust them.


    From myself, everything. As usual.


    I watch all the arrows of my plan speed from my bow and I draw in a long breath. This province is mine. Gods help anyone who gets in my way.


     


    The armor doesn't fit.


    I mean, really doesn't. Before it was just uncomfortable, something I could ignore. Now? Now my stomach is swollen, just below my ribs. I'm distended.


    Just to make this clear, I have always had the body I've had. I stabilized at my weight at puberty and stayed there, except for a few uncomfortable times on campaign where I couldn't feed myself fast enough to keep the flesh on my bones. The closest I've been to fat has been the occasional pleasant bulge after too large a meal...


    ...but this is not about fat. It's about your body not looking like the body you're used to. About your body doing an alien thing, a mysterious secret thing that it's not telling you about except to demand more food right now and can it have this particular flavor please?


    And of course, this issue of my armor not fitting. When I need it. Badly. Not just over that swelling in my abdomen, mind you, but over my breasts. And across my hips. Curse it all. It's like I'm being padded with fleece all over. Water-logged fleece. It might be a thin layer but I feel it and it drives me crazy.


    And my armor. Curse it all.


    I am grimly contemplating this inconvenience in almost no clothing at all when Silfie steps into my tent. We have not had time for pleasant intimacies, Silfie and I. She hasn't been introduced to the softer, squishier Angharad. And this wasn't how I'd planned to do it. I twist away from her when I see her, but it's a little too late for that. She's not stupid.


    The look on her face…it's betrayal. Of all the things I expected—anger, sorrow, frustration, surprise—I get betrayal, as if I had personally assaulted her. How can she look at me that way? What could I possibly have done to earn it?


    “I didn't tell you because I couldn't find the right moment,” I say.


    “How could you keep it?” she asks, skating off on a completely unexpected tangent. “Angharad, how could you let them win?”


    I stare at her in shock. “Let them win?”


    “The rapists. The murderers. The abusers. The men,” she hisses, her eyes hot orange.


    My wings mantle, and there is in me an unexpected rising anger. “This is my baby,” I say. “Not the gods'. Not the pards'. Not some stranger's, not fate's, not the rapists', the looters' or the abusers’. Mine, Silfie.”


    She shoves the tent flap aside with her shoulder and is gone. This was not the way I had planned for things to fall out…but I realize again how much I care about the girl—or boy—I am carrying.


    I will have to commission new armor, that's all.


     


    “This is important,” Donal says. “Too important for you to hear from me alone.”


    I cock my head at him. It's been two days since Silfie's grand exit, two days I've spent carefully not thinking about it. We've had enough to do with our public works project, anyway. And now this?


    “Of course,” I say.


    He nods, hard flex of that neck. Horns can't be comfortable. “Can I bring in two men?”


    “Of course,” I say again.


    He leaves one foot in my tent; I can see his silhouette as he gestures. Then he opens the flap for two soldiers. One of them I recognize as his—it's hard not to spot the conscripts, though they've meshed well in the weeks since we've left Nadeir. The other has the scrupulously clean and disciplined air of one of Colblain's men. The two stand close together.


    “Mistress,” begins the latter, “Permission to speak?”


    “Granted,” I say.


    They don't exchange glances but I can tell by the way they twitch, just a little, that they long to. The shinier of the two goes first. “We were outside the perimeter, Mistress.”


    I lift a brow. “You were on duty?”


    “No,” he says, ears drooping.


    His comrade picks up. “We were drinking and telling stories we didn't want anyone else to hear, is all. But we weren't the only one with stories that wanted no other ears. We saw his captain, ma'am, plain as day, skulking about with someone who listened to everything he said and then rode fast and hard away. Mighty quietly, but fast.”


    I looked at the first. “Captain Colblain?”


    “Aye, Mistress,” he said miserably. “We could think of no reason for him to be out there, so Jared reported it to Captain Donal here. “


    “This stranger,” I say. “What did you see of him?”


    “He wore no colors,” Colblain's man said. “Gray leather, all blent-together. He looked hard and very mixed, not a species I could pick out. A unique-looking combination, though.”


    “His mount had fine legs,” added the other. “Good, strong mount, and very nice tack besides. Not a thing a bandit could afford.”


    “Though he dressed as one,” Colblain's man said.


    “You would remember him if you saw him again?” I asked. Two nods. “Very well,” I said. “Return to your duties. You'll say nothing of this to any others, understood?”


    “Aye, Mistress,” they said in crisp unison, and saluted before leaving.


    I looked at Donal. “You trust them.”


    “Yes,” he said simply.


    Colblain, always so painfully upright, so devout in duty and spirit. In the dark, trying to be hidden. Why?
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    Arranging it isn't difficult, really. Colblain is a wonderful captain, an arrow that when shot from a bow speeds true and hard. He is not a thief, a spy or a cunning man. Subterfuge is not his bailiwick. For the task of trapping him I want Oweir, who has proven himself a master of many faces. He makes an able diplomat, a good soldier and an unremarkable presence when he puts his mind to it. I give him the assignment, and if he is astonished at what I ask he masks t well, proving that my choice is a sound one.


    Sometime between Oweir's trap springing and my heart settling from my confrontation with Silfie, I am interrupted by the corvid messenger's arrival, gold and brown feathers, agitation, flapping spring air into my face. In his claws is a message and when I unroll it a chill lifts the fur down my spine and ruffles my feathers.


    “So,” I say to the messenger. “They kept Rei back.”


    The corvid messenger—does he? Yes. He nods, an awkward jerking of his head.


    The answer is fell but not surprising. I say to him, “You know where you go next.”


    The messenger gapes his beak and lifts into the air, leaving me on the ground, frustrated, tired…but tingling. I had sent Rei to attempt a negotiation in advance of my arrival…but if they'd been willing to use him as a messenger, he would have returned with the raven. Which could mean they had suspicions, suspicions that would not be allayed without my making a personal appearance. And a personal appearance was the exact thing I had hoped to avoid, given the risks involved.I would have to go.


    And now more waiting. Waiting for Colblain. Waiting for the allies I'd sent for in case everything fell appart. Waiting for the pieces to fall together. I return to my tent.


    This is the part I hate. But at least it's a familiar hatred.


     


    From Crossroads Tam has brought me several bags, and their contents are now scattered all over my tent as I try everything on, a piece at a time, sometimes several. This is a far more frustrating experience than waiting is. I'm trying to find nice clothes. Appropriate clothes for what I'm about to do.


    “No,” Ragna says to the black shirt and black pants. “Too obvious.”


    To the fussily embroidered blouse and breeches, “No one would ever believe that on you. You don't wear it right.”


    The cream pants and white blouse will get too dirty to make the best impression by the time I arrive. The brown breeches and white blouse are too plain. The leathers are too martial. I'd be angry at Ragna if I didn't agree with her. None of it is right. It doesn't help that I don't know how to lie that well. Misdirect, maybe, but lying? I'm barely good enough to lie with my mouth. Lying with my clothing is too alien.


    “Maybe you should go naked,” Ragna says at last with a quirk of her whiskers.


    I scowl at her from across the tent. She's folded all of Tam's offerings after I've discarded them (violently). None of them will work.


    “We need to choose something,” I say. “Maybe I'll just dress like myself.”


    “Maybe you should,” Ragna says. “But dressing as yourself—”


    “What?” I ask.


    Unlike other people, Ragna looks at you directly even when she's not comfortable with something. I don't know where she picked up that habit of being so open about the things she doesn't like. And so accepting of them at the same time. It's a strange thing to see. It somehow makes you more twitchy than if she'd tried to look away or mutter.


    “If you dress the way you normally dress, you will be tempted to act the way you normally act,” Ragna says. “You cannot afford it, Mistress. Your plan is dangerous enough without that handicap.”


    I sigh.


    Someone rings the bell outside my tent and Ragna goes to see who's visiting. She returns with a package and a puzzled expression, handing me the former and keeping the latter for herself. I open the package and shining silk spills onto my lap.


    Teal silk, eye-wateringly bright, embroidered with blazing phoenixes. Phoenixes that look like me.


    Oh, Silfie.


    “That might work,” Ragna says. “Wear it over something simple but well-made. It will disguise your condition while also making it seem that you love luxury and have good taste. And that you are, perhaps, somewhat egotistical.”


    There's no note with the robe. I run my fingers over it. It's soft and cool as water running.


    “Mistress?” Ragna asks.


    I shake my head. “It will do.”


    She sends me armor against the task I must do. That must mean she still loves me…mustn't it?


    “You were going to leave tonight,” Ragna says.


    I nod. My time-table is more forgiving than my armor, but not by much. Her eyes narrow as I sip from the tea she's brought me. “It's going to be cloudy.”


    “The gods tell you this?” she asks, one side of her whiskers spreading.


    “I tell me this,” I say, ignoring her faint amusement. “I was a creature of wind and weather long before any gods came along and tried to help me.”


    She nods. “Tonight, then.”


    “There's a good possibility,” I say. We don't have to say what for. As trite as it sounds, if you're going to arrange a clandestine meeting with someone, doing it in the dark with the weather obscuring the stars is still a smart way to go about it.


    “Do you think—?”


    “I don't know,” I say firmly. I will not judge him without evidence first. And while I'm anxious to be on my way, I can stay, just a little longer, to see if Colblain has betrayed me or if he's found a new friend he'd rather meet in private.


    Ragna sits next to me, thigh to thigh. We appear calm, but neither of us is.


    “Have you thought about being queen?” Ragna asks. The Godkin word sounds strange on her mouth, as if she's thinking of some other word she can't quite translate.


    “Queen of Shraeven?” I ask.


    She nods.


    The very idea should have made me bristle, astonished me, shocked and horrified. Instead, I find it merely…remote. Implausible. A scenario I can play out like a mock battle, to be brought out in the real war only when all else has failed. “Not seriously,” I say. “I'm not interested.”


    “They would follow you,” she says.


    “I'm counting on it.”


    We are both silent then.


    “You could remain single,” Ragna says with fanned whiskers.


    “Or I could marry everyone I pleased. Angharad's harem—can you imagine?” I laugh. “One wing in the palace for the men, one for the women.”


    “One for the warprizes,” Ragna adds.


    “Like you?” I tease.


    She leans forward and licks my cheek, below my eye…fur up against the grain, all wrong, all right. “Like me,” she agrees with a husky voice, all laughing whiskers and brilliant, sea-storm eyes.


    “Mistress!” the urgent voice at the flap's is Donal's, though he doesn't step in. “Now! In the fields!”


    I rise and am through the flap before he is done speaking. We run beneath cloud-choked skies toward the perimeter. Reaching it we split like water at a stone—Donal to give chase with the men and me to Colblain, who is standing mute and proud beneath the star-pricked sky. His hands are tied behind his back. He does not return my gaze, but he does not look like a guilty man.


    “Back to my tent,” I tell his captors, and they march him away. He does not resist.


    Alone and perplexed, I look after the soldiers who are now swiftly vanishing in pursuit of the second half of this problem. The wind ruffles my moon-silver forelock, but if this is an invitation from the gods to ask for answers, I ignore it. I go instead to my tent, wings folded against my back—so hard, I realize, that by the time I reach the flap the muscles along my wing arms and back ache.


    I duck inside past the soldiers standing guard. Angry soldiers. Their jaws are as tight as my muscles.


    Ragna is gone, smart pard. Just me and Colblain, then. Colblain Sixblood of the Snowflower Vale. A noble, a good soldier, an unbroken arrow of a captain.


    “What are you doing here?” I ask him.


    “The work of the Godson,” he says, looking up at me without lifting his head. “What are you doing here?”


    I lift a brow. “My duty.”


    “Your duty seems to drift apart from the Godson's wishes,” Colblain says.


    The hairs along my arms begin to lift. “And you are somehow more privy to the Godson's will than I am? Has he been sending his communiqués to you, then, Captain?”


    He rolls his eyes. “Oh, I need more evidence than you parading around with the mark of foreign powers on your face? Please. I'm not an idiot.”


    “You think I'm failing my country,” I say.


    “I think you're a traitor,” Colblain says, and the baldness of it makes my heart skip.


    “And so because of that belief, you would sell all the men who depend on you into the arms of men who have turned outlaw, men who should have known better,” I say.


    “If being an outlaw is the only way to serve the cause of Godhead, then I will fight every law until they are all cast to ash,” he says.


    I nod. “You know the punishment for treason.”


    He lifts his chin and stares into my eyes. He's not expecting me to flinch; I'm not expecting him to back down. We know each other that well.


    I leave the tent and find Silfie there. I close my eyes—the Godkindred eye and the Shraevaenese eye—and say to her, “You can have him until dawn. I'll stay for the execution.”


    She nods and goes into my tent. A greater woman might have pitied Colblain, but not I.


     


    I am sitting next to the officer's campfire when Ragna joins me. Here in public spaces she keeps a slight distance from me, though I'm not sure why. I haven't been keeping track of my relationships and who knows about them. It's never mattered before, I don't see why it matters now.


    “You will kill him?” Ragna asks.


    “Yes,” I say.


    “Why?”


    I glance at her. “I am the civilian and military authority in this province and have been since appointed by the Godson. When that happened, the people working for former Governor Chordwain became criminals. You consort with criminals—especially by giving them intelligence that would get us killed—and you die for it.”


    “Ah,” Ragna says. “Simple justice. Very clear.”


    I shrug.


    “Why did he do it, then?” Ragna asks.


    “He thinks I work against the religious agenda of the Godson by carrying out his orders to pacify this province.” I stare moodily into the fire. “Pacify in my mind does not equal “kill until no one has the energy or courage to object.” There is no question that we are conquerers, but the conquering part is done. This is peacetime.”


    She glances at me and the orange light on her eyes gives them a stark look, translucent waves under night-storm sky. “I did not think you would be so facile with peacetime. You did not seem so when first I met you.”


    “Yes, well, this place is already leashed,” I say. “I have no particular desire to whip it into cowed submission.”


    I don't know if I like the look she gives me then but fortunately Donal interrupts us. I look up at him and his heaving chest…composed, he is, but it was a long chase.


    “We have him,” he says.


    “And?”


    “He's what we thought he was,” Donal says. “Oweir is with him now.” He cants his head. “May I speak, Mistress?”


    “Of course,” I say.


    “If you execute Colblain, you'll break cover.”


    I freeze in place. He's right. And I’m so used to the battlefield that I never thought of it. Subterfuge is not my strong suit.


    Curse it all.


     


    “Stop the ritual,” I say. Donal enters the tent an instant before I do, which makes my arrival only slightly less scandalous. I'm not supposed to be involved at all until the end. Fortunately, the rite isn't far advanced—two men are in the tent, standing across from a bound Colblain and staring down at him. Silfie is in the corner, officiating; she would have taken his confession just before summoning the first of the soldiers.


    At this point, Colblain should be answering to the men. All the soldiers in the camp have the right and the duty to face the man who would betray them and ask him why he did it. It's only after they've all asked and Colblain has answered that I enter with the evidence against him already weighed by those outside to make my judgement or hear any final plea. It would have been a long night for Colblain, but he got lucky.


    “Send them away.”


    “Mistress?” Silfie is standing, orange eyes glittering in the low light.


    “There are extenuating circumstances,” I say.


    The soldiers salute me and leave, though I can tell by the rigidity of their gait that they are displeased. The whole camp will be restless. That might make my story more convincing, but it will do so by making real trouble for me when I get back.


    “Don't set him loose,” I say, “but let him go back to his tent.”


    Colblain eyes me, but Silfie speaks first, “But he deserves this!”


    “Maybe,” I say.


    Colblain laughs then. “Don't think that you can fool them now just by not killing me. They know everything I know. Including the details of your grand masquerade.”


    I smile. “Who says it's a masquerade?”


    He grins, all teeth now. “You can't even fool me and you want to fool them, forewarned? Good luck.”


    “Let me kill him now,” Donal says, drawing his sword with a smile that would have looked merry on any other country boy's face. Here it looks ghastly. “We could say that I did it in a fit of passion.”


    “I'll do it—” Silfie says, though she isn't allowed weapons in this tent. Her lifted hands, tensed into clawed arcs, are menacing enough.


    I shake my head and press the flap open. To the two men stationed at the tent's entrance, I say, “Take Captain Colblain to his tent.”


    We are alone and they look so disappointed, my Second and my captain. Sitting, Silfie says, “Now what?”


    “Now I leave as planned.” I ignore the flash of their eyes in the dimness. “They may know the plan, but that doesn't mean they can't still believe me. I just have to be more convincing.”


    I've sometimes heard people described as exploding but never witnessed it until Silfie flies off her bench, arms flapping open and the words leaping from her nearly frothing mouth. “You're insane, Angharad! They'll know! They'll kill you!”


    “I can convince them,” I say.


    Donal is merely looking at me.


    “You can't convince someone who's already been warned that you're lying,” Silfie is saying, all acid and frustration. “We need another plan. A different plan. Curse it all, Angharad, I didn't follow you this far into this insane place so you could make babies with rapists and then throw your life away on a traitor's word!”


    Too much. There's only so much I can take. Beneath my eyes Silfie actually begins to wilt, a little, a little more, until she's standing silently, loosely, as if she doesn't know what do with her hands or eyes or mouth or ears. I reach out and grasp her shoulder in a firm hand and say, “Silfia. No more.”


    “You're inexplicable,” she says. “The choices you make…I can't fathom them. They're stupid.” She looks to Donal. “Tell her.”


    Donal says, “They're her choices to make.”


    Is that glitter in her eye the light or tears? I didn't mean to make her cry. She marches out of the tent anyway, ears flat against her glossy curls. I feel empty and sad, but resolute.


    “I hate to say so, Mistress,” Donal says into the ensuing quiet, “but going through with it now…well, the chances you'll succeed aren't good.”


    “I can make it work,” I say, because I must.


    My fingers are caught by their tips by his blunt ones.


    Brought to his mouth.


    Puff of breath, moist and body-warm. Almost a kiss, more intimate than one, on the tired joints of my fingers, across the valleys between my knuckles. My fur ruffles. I feel light-headed and strange.


    He brings my hand to his forehead then, in that show of allegiance and fealty.


    “Please, Mistress,” he says. “Reconsider? There are other ways to pull our enemies out of hiding.”


    “Short of arresting former Governor Chordwain,” I say, “I can't imagine what.”


    “So why not try it?”


    I blink at him. “Try what?” Then I back-track. “Arresting Chordwain?” I laugh. “Oh, Donal. That would be outrageous.”


    He grins, all fang and sparkle and darkness. “Would it?”


    My fingers are still in his. Remembering them, I flush with something. Embarrassment, probably. “Donal—”


    “Don't leave,” he says.


    “It's my tent!” I exclaim.


    He laughs. “Mistress. I meant the camp. Don't leave on your errand.” Now I am blushing, and it's certainly embarrassment. But he's still talking. “Gather us back together. Let's explore the possibility of arresting the ex-governor. Or anything else we can come up with.”


    “And hope there are no more Colblains to betray us?” I say bitterly.


    “You can trust us,” Donal says, just as I expect him to.


    “That's what I thought about Colblain.”


    I'm expecting discomfort, platitudes, something. Instead, Donal snorts and says, “Then you had a Godkin's blindsight and a Godkindred Kingdom native's naïveté. He's a noble, Angharad, following the perfect steps from childhood to power. Why would he truck with someone sullied like you?”


    “I am also a Godkin noble,” I say, pulling back. Not anger, though. Uncertainty.


    Pushing my white forelock from my silver eye is an intimacy that should have galled, but Donal makes it seem as impersonal as exposing evidence. “Not to Colblain or anyone like him anymore. You might not perceive your loyalties as having changed, Mistress, but events conspire to make you seem so. Do you blame Colblain then for cutting free of you before you drag him down?”


    That makes me bristle, but not enough to say anything. I'm not so stupid or so blind as to deny the obvious. Having foreign gods speak to me probably doesn't make me look well in other people's eyes. I just thought—


    “You have our loyalty because we believe in you,” Donal says. “Colblain, however, doesn't need to give you fealty to have honor, position and power. In fact, he could lose all those things by trusting you too much.”


    “If you knew all these things, why didn't you say something?” I ask, acerbic.


    He shrugs. “I thought better of the Godkin than I should have. I see now you are merely people. People with fancier houses and broader lands and strange ambitions, but still people.”


    It is easy to forget that Donal is a foreigner and not merely a citizen with a rural accent. We are so accustomed to thinking of our provinces as part of the empire that we forget they were once sovereign countries of their own. “And the Neshanti have no ambitions, no fancy houses and no broad lands?” I ask.


    He grins without humor. “No, Mistress. The Godkindred Kingdom took all those things away.”


    I wonder how my flush looks in that all white ear. He squeezes my fingers. “Don't feel over-bad about it. Our nobles were not much better than yours. We might hate having to serve new ones, but the level of abuse and irritation is much the same.”


    “It won't be that way in Shraeven,” I say.


    “That would be very nice,” he says. No touch of wistfulness. A soldier's skepticism mixed with a captain's loyalty.


    I sigh. “Gather the others. We have a change in plans to discuss.”


    “Aye, Mistress.”


     


    To say my captains are relieved to hear of my change in plans would be understating the matter. Colblain's treachery has shaken everyone, and I suppose they all thought me half-gone with madness myself to be willing to go on as we'd decided.


    Yes, they were relieved about the change in plans, but the new plan itself? That is a different matter.


    “You can do that?” Oweir asks, brows lifting. Not in thought, mind, but in consternation.


    “Of course she can,” Silfie says. “She's the governor. He's not.”


    “But he was the governor,” Oweir says. “Doesn't he have temporary immunity?”


    Gavan says. “That's a myth.”


    “A courtesy,” I say. “It is a courtesy for in-coming governors to overlook the transgressions of their predecessors. In an attempt to make the empire look less culpable, instable or corrupt.”


    They all stare at me. I wonder why until Silfie says, “What…did you just call us?”


    “Us?” I ask. Then realize. I tuck my white forelock behind that silvery ear: not affected nonchalance, but baring my face. A symbolic acceptance of the obvious. “We might as well call a pear a pear. We're no more a kingdom than I am a temple virgin. A country that conquers and annexes other countries, denying them their sovereignty, is an empire, plain and simply said.”


    “You will win no friends speaking so!” Gavan exclaims. “Mistress! It might even be considered—”


    I shake my head. “What would make the Godson laugh to hear it would never be treason, Gavan. And he would have delight, I suspect, to hear it.” I smile wryly. “Besides, do any of you disagree?”


    “I sure don't,” Donal says, emphasizing an accent that I hadn't realized he'd shrugged off in our march until now. When he meets my eyes with glittering ones it strikes me that he is proud of me…and all too aware of what the Godkindred Kingdom has become and I was too blind to accept.


    Until now.


    Did Shraeven free me, or am I now doomed?


    “Mistress,” Oweir says, “We worry.”


    “So do I,” I say. “But not about this. Let's draw up scenarios based on what might fall out when we arrest Chordwain. I want the men prepared.”


    Gavan and Oweir and—yes, Silfie—are somewhat uneasy, but they are soon embroiled in the session and become as comfortable with the notion as Donal. And amazingly, as we go through the possible repercussions, I begin to believe that this might work even better than our original plan.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 4
[image: dingbat-odd]


    Haste is our friend now. We are only a week and a half from the capital. The urgency of our errand suffuses the men down to the most mind-numbed mongrel and the celerity with which our camp packs in the morning is commendable. Colblain goes with us, in fetters and under guard. Him I'll take care of once we've gotten Chordwain.


    As for the messages I sent to prepare for the plan that has now fallen aside — well, their fruit I will pare when they roll into my basket.


    Through a few soft rains and gentler days we march. The Winds are silent; the Stars distant. Only the Land sometimes reminds me that I have more claims on me than when I left, its cradling touch softening the pain I'd always ignored at my distant joints. And that is how I see it: some folk would say they had become “more” than they were when they left, or better, or more powerful. I know better. “More claims on me” is exactly what it is, and in my darker moments a macabre humor inspires me to wonder just which of my limbs each god will take before the end.


    “Mistress,” Ragna says. “Magwen is here to see you.”


    “Pardon?” I ask, surprised. He's been cooking for me all this time, of course, but to be honest I'd put him out of my mind.


    Ignoring my lapse, Ragna says, “Shall I see him in?”


    As if my tent has some sort of glorious antechamber. “Yes.”


    She leaves me alone with him. This is the first I've seen of Magwen outside a few glimpses here and there for many a day, and I'd forgotten what a magnificent specimen he is. Stripes and muscles that glide beneath his short coat as he moves and breathes, those heavy antlers, the long tail with its intriguing tufted tip. He's kneeling to me and here I'd missed it, too drawn to the specifics of his powerful body in motion.


    “Magwen,” I say.


    “Mistress,” he replies. “May I speak?”


    “I wouldn't have let you in otherwise,” I say, ears canting outwards. I'm expecting this to be awkward and the fact that it isn't makes me uncomfortable.


    “I just wanted to say...” He pauses, then rushes on. “That not all of the followers of the true religion are as Captain Colblain was.”


    Now I am tautly alert. “How do you mean?”


    “We do not think you a traitor just because other gods have chosen you,” he says, keeping his head bowed. “We know that in the end, the Godkindred will surpass other gods in our own ascension. That you have supernatural hangers-on only proves your worthiness in our eyes.” He takes a long breath. “And shows me the magnitude of my mistake, Mistress. Obviously, your child is blessed. It may even be the final step to godhead. And that is why the Captain had so much consternation. He felt you might supplant the Godson's lineage. Maybe even the Godson himself.”


    I hold myself still, but the surprise...it's still there. It still chills my flesh. The thought had occurred to me that I might be forced to be Shraven's queen if the Godson decided he hated me enough. But the notion that I—or my daughter!—might end up the Goddaughter?


    Empress Angharad. What a ridiculous thought.


    “One might say you are blaspheming,” I say after recovering that lost breath.


    “Some might,” Magwen says. “But I am not the only one who thinks this way. Just as the Captain was not the only one who thought as he did. You have made things …difficult for the devout, Mistress.”


    And I used to think I was one of the devout—I suppose I'm actually one of the expedient. Or have I changed so much? “I appreciate what you've said. If there's nothing else?”


    He says, “There is, Mistress.”


    I lift a brow.


    He clasps his hands together, bowing his head. “Please, Mistress, put me under Gavan's command.”


    Both my brows go up now since he can't see my face. “I thought you had no wish to be a soldier. That you preferred cooking and service.”


    “There are more ways than one to be of service,” he says. “And I am not deficient with a sword.” With his face lowered, the only way I can see the shaky breath he takes in is by the quiver of his shoulders. “I beg to prove myself worthy again, Mistress. I have wronged you and only acts of courage can redeem me.”


    It's not as if we can't use him. We've lost some good men, gods carry their souls. “Go to Gavan, then. If he can use you, tell him he may have you.”


    “Thank you, Mistress,” Magwen says and rises. He bows to me and leaves me with my thoughts. Which are curious. I suppose that's how I summon the corvid messenger who—yes, truly—walks into my tent, swaying side to side on those bird legs, right through the tent flap so much taller than he.


    “Back, then,” I say, offering my arm. He hops onto it and preens my hair, which is an activity far more familial than he usually indulges in. “And well-pleased with yourself. I suppose you noticed that the plan has changed.”


    He clacks his beak a few times. Derision, maybe.


    “And you have been up to no good,” I guess.


    He looks toward the tent flap. So do I. And in waltzes…a gray crow. A large gray crow, nearly his size and just as insouciant-looking.


    “What's this?” I ask. “A friend of yours?”


    The corvid messenger grins at me. No other word for it, for the glitter in his eyes and the quick gape of his beak.


    I chuckle. “So even you are settling down with one of the natives, eh?”


    The messenger puffs up his feathers and looks very pleased with himself. So does his new female friend. Dear gods, what am I to do with two of them?


     


    The days pass. We ride as swiftly as we can without giving the appearance of rushing. I watch the skies for gods and weather and clench my reins to keep from petting my belly. My girth is obvious enough without calling attention to it.


    “When will the baby come?” Ragna asks.


    “I don't know,” I say tersely. At her look, “I'm Godkin. I'm part bird. I'm part cat. I'm part many-things. I might give birth in six months . . . or lay an egg tomorrow.”


    So we ride and watch the rumors of civilization grow on the road and surrounding plains. The land is plush here with green grain and thin trees that break in graceful swirls from soil streaked red and brown and yellow.


    Silfie rides at my side, silent and apart from me. I mistrust her calm.


    “How far?” I ask Ragna.


    “Not long now,” she says. “Two days. Maybe three.”


    “Why don't we see more? Where is the capital?”


    “Patience.”


    And then we come to a crest in the road and I realize we've been on a low hill, so gradual an incline none of us noted it. Spilling before us are the plains and the white coast. At its very edge is a city and rivers run through it, cutting it on their way to the glittering sea. I smell brine, even from days away, and storms. The wet wind laughs and tugs at me, whispering about the joys of flight…but I have a baby to protect and I am not feeling very light these days.


    That night, my attempt at sleep is interrupted when my tent fills abruptly, words and wings and confusion. I jerk upright.


    “The camp is full of people!” Donal is saying—reporting. The corvid messenger is flying laps in my tiny tent, chasing his new lover. And standing before me, indefatigable and enigmatic, is Negrat.


    “How'd you get in here?” I ask, hoping one of them will answer.


    “I saw him going in,” Donal says. “I followed.”


    I look at Negrat. “Your errand was successful.”


    “I have brought the people you sent me to get,” he says. “And there are more on the road behind us, on their way.”


    “And in your all-knowing sight you didn't realize I wouldn't need them?” I ask, pushing my hair out of my face. “The plan has changed.”


    “I'm sure you will find something to do with them,” Negrat says with a broad grin. “You do not waste anything that comes to hand.”


    “And for this you woke me up?” I ask, irritated.


    The corvid messenger laughs, a kaw of a thing.


    “No,” Negrat says. “I woke you up because it's time for you to deliver your burden.”


    “My what?” I ask. And then I have a sudden cramp. I don't move, but my face betrays something because Donal is easing me back on my bunk.


    “Lie down—”


    “No!” I say, and sit up again. “I'm not sick, curse it all!”


    “I will need hot water and towels,” Negrat says conversationally to the two birds, who glide out of the tent.


    “It's too early,” I say.


    “It's exactly the right time,” Negrat counters cheerfully.


    I sigh. This is going to be a long night. “You're not staying too, are you?” I ask Donal.


    “You could order me to leave,” he says.


    “But?” I ask, hearing it in his voice.


    “But I helped with my sisters and the farm animals,” he says. The farm ani—oh, he's got a glint in his eye. He's teasing me.


    I sigh. “At least tell Silfia to welcome the new people.”


    “Already done,” he says.


    I eye him. “Are you bucking for promotion?”


    “No,” he says and grins. “I'm happy right where I am right now.”


    “You might not be glad of it by the time we're done. I make a very angry patient.”


    He laughs. So does Negrat. Why in the name of the gods am I being attended while in labor by two men and a pair of birds?? Where is Ragna? Where is—well, Silfie wouldn't be here. Ah gods, maybe men would be better anyway, less fussy…another cramp seizes my middle. Augh, well, the men are definitely better than nothing!


    “Her first,” Donal tells Negrat conversationally.


    The shaman nods. “So I see.”


    I start laughing.


    The birds swoop inside my tent, towels clutched in their feet. Behind them is Ragna with a pail of steaming water.


    “You picked a fine time to wander off,” I say to her.


    “I had an errand,” the pard says, unmoved by my agitation. To Donal, she says, “Let her pace. It will help.”


    “I'll pace if I want to,” I say.


    “You should,” Donal says.


    “I should walk off a baby,” I say with asperity. “Like some sort of mare in a stall.”


    Donal, Negrat and Ragna exchange looks while the birds cackle.


    “We forgive you,” Ragna says to me.


    “For what!” I exclaim as my body wrinkles in the middle with another cramp. “I haven't done anything to you!”


    “In advance,” Ragna finishes. “For the rest of the night.”


    I growl at her and pace.


    Pain—I'm accustomed to pain. I've heard stories about childbirthing. All of them led me to expect I would die of it…such melodrama! The hours pass, each one bringing worse. As promised, it does feel like my body trying to rip open. But bad pain is your body actually ripping open in a way it won't recover from without intervention, and I've been there.


    “Keep walking,” Donal says as I scrape my beak together. “It'll help.”


    “Is it usual for men to attend childbirth where you come from?” I ask. I am sweating now, so much that my nightshirt is stuck to my body. I stink.


    “Among the nobility, no,” Donal says. “But I'm countryfolk. We don't have so many doctors that anyone can afford to be ignorant about these things.”


    I look at him, amused—I am between contractions. “Your accent comes and goes.”


    He grins. “I don't turn it off, if that's what you're thinking. I start sounding like people I listen to.”


    “The people you listen to don't sound like books,” I say, walking from one end of the tent to the other. Ragna has long since found a seat. Negrat is snoring in the corner—such patent lack of concern. I should be comforted. Surely if I was destined for horror and death he'd be awake.


    “Have you listened to your captains talk?” Donal asks with a laugh. “Have you listened to yourself?”


    I eye Ragna. “Do I talk like books?”


    Ragna shrugs, a bare movement of a shoulder. “Sometimes.”


    I lean against one of the tent poles, sweating more. My wings feel cramped; my body stifled. “It's too hot in here. Can we go out?”


    Ragna drapes a cloak over my shoulders and between my wings; somehow we all get out of my tent quietly, without fuss. The camp still feels too close; it's only when we pass the silent guards at the perimeter and make it onto the fields that my breath starts getting easier. The wind dries the sweat on my brow as fast as pain beads it there. I smell the distant ocean…better, I can see it. I sit on the grass and let the earth hug me.


    “Better?” Donal asks.


    “Yes,” I say.


    Negrat laughs. “Daughter of sky and earth and stars. Of course you feel better.”


    I don't even have the energy to glare at him. Instead, I ask, “And what about the sea?”


    “And what about it,” Negrat says. “The sea is the most choosy of all.”


    “More choosy than the stars?” I ask, laughing breathily. It is getting harder.


    “Even more,” Negrat says. “After all, the stars have already chosen but the sea remains aloof.”


    The birds land nearby. My hand...maidens? Handmisters? My caretakers arrange themselves loosely around me. But I stare toward the capital and the sea, and close my eyes through the waves of pain as they rise and fall, incessant as the tides.


    “We will have to build you a new palace,” Donal says, from a great distance, muffled. “Something with open spaces.”


    “Just raze the existing one,” Ragna says. “That's all it's good for anyway.”


    I'm having a baby and they're discussing politics.


    “Is it all that bad? Or is it just Chordwain?” Donal is chasing the thread, of course.


    “It's full of politicians.”


    He laughs.


    I close my eyes. Will this be over soon?


    Soon, the Land promises.


    Soon, soon, the Winds whisper, caressing my parti-colored ears.


    NOW, the Stars say, and I cry out.


     


    I open my eyes again, lying on my side. The Land is cushioning me from cheek to hip, and the Winds are steadying the rest of me. I feel limp and disoriented.


    “Damnedest thing I ever saw,” Donal's voice floats past the ear that's not crushed against the soil.


    “Lucky,” Ragna opines. I wonder when someone is going to tell me what's going on when Negrat crouches in front of me.


    “You were unconscious,” he says to me, “and produced your egg while in that state.”


    “Lucky,” Ragna says again past my shoulder.


    “Strange as anything I ever saw,” Donal repeats. “It rolled out on its own, perky as you please.”


    “R-rolled?” I still have a voice.


    “It's an egg,” Negrat says.


    “We could candle it,” Donal offers. “But I'm fair sure it's fine.”


    The crows laugh. Even I smile at the notion of holding my egg—my egg!—up to a fire and checking it, like some market offering.


    “You just lie there,” Negrat says, patting my shoulder. I am not minded to disobey.


    There must have been sweat, because I'm cold and my fur is spiky. There must have been exertion because my entire body feels depleted and sore. I feel empty, emptied, calm, exhausted.


    Clear-headed.


    Behind me, the three murmur, no doubt conferring with the amused but silent birds. I stare out to sea, toward the hazy place where it meets the starlit sky, and wonder when dawn will bloom behind me.


    We are sisters, you and I, something whispers into my head.


    I stare out at the sea as it gathers folded sunlit highlights from the green sky behind me.


    “Somehow I doubt that,” I say.


    Oh no, you should not. We are true-kin.


    “What color are you going to turn me?” I ask, fearing the explanation. It comes anyway.


    You are strong as I am strong. So strong that we are feared. We long to be known and put our mysteries on our surfaces for the brave to explore, but no one dares. We feel obvious and yet people call us enigmas.


    I hesitate.


    We are beautiful, but people think first of our power. We long for love, but the weaknesses of others interpose. We are lonely. Worshipped from afar but never gathered close.


    I think of Silfie. “I know love,” I say.


    And where is this love of yours when you writhed on the breast of my brother the Land?


    My ears flatten.


    Come see me, she whispers. We have never met, but we will be soul-friends. I promise you.


    “I need to clean up,” I say. “I can't fly like this.”


    “Did you say something?” Donal asks, coming into focus.


    “Ah…no,” I say. “I just need to clean up. I feel depleted.”


    “You need rest someplace less exposed,” Ragna says, draping my cloak back over my body and helping me sit up.


    “I'll carry the egg!” Donal says with enthusiasm. I look at him, amused at his eagerness.


    “Come,” Ragna says, an echo…but she pulls me in the wrong direction. I follow her, ignoring Negrat's serene gaze. At my back, I feel Her watching. Patient.
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    CHAPTER 5
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    In my dreams, it is very easy for me to hold my enemies in my hands. I know their names, their faces, their motives. I can rise on spread wings with a spear in my hand and target their leader and cut him down. Their forces dissolve in the fog of dreams, and I am victorious.


    In the true world, when I awake sodden with exhaustion from my ordeal, I realize I skirt defiance (even treason) against the nation I have served all my life. I consort with gods of other people's faiths, turning my back on my own. My army is swollen by the illegal ranks of my adopted country. I no longer remember the distinction between the godkin and baseborn mongrel…and I have borne a child to my enemies.


    Ragna can perhaps be forgiven for hesitating when she sees the expression I wear when I wake.


    “You should go back to sleep,” she says, holding an empty teapot in her coarse hands.


    “How can I sleep with all this noise?” I reply irritably. I realize then that there is noise, and I don't know what's causing it. “What is that noise?”


    Ragna looks sheepish. “The party,” she says. “They celebrate your safety and the birth of your child.”


    I rub my forehead. “Where is the egg, anyway?”


    The pard nods to the corner of the tent. Someone's built a nest for it, gods love them, a bleeding nest. Hay stolen from mounts, a box that held repaired armor (still streaked with grease), some soft scarves, a blanket. And the egg, the egg which is larger than my fists pressed together. Something that big came out of me? No wonder my body feels stretched senseless.


    “Celebration,” I repeat.


    “Yes,” Ragna says. She goes back to making the tea. “I would not recommend exiting your tent at this time, Mistress.”


    I imagine the mob rushing for me and have an unpleasant, visceral memory of the pards who are responsible for this egg. “No. I assume those are Negrat's gathered reinforcements?”


    “Silfia and Donal organized them while you were sleeping. They have their own provisions, plus places to stay.”


    “But not for long,” I murmur. I can supply my own men, but an army of this size needs more than my quartermaster's contingency plans can support. I'll have to make my move quickly. Fortunately we're close to the capital...


    …which is when I remember the sea.


    Sister...


    Not yet, I think. I am too tired yet.


    “More sleep sounds wise,” I say, sinking back to the blankets. At least in dreams I know how things end.


    Ragna tucks me in. “It will be night soon. Then you can slip away.”


    Of course she knows that I need to. I blink my parti-colored eyes at her and say, “What will happen when all the gods mark me?”


    “Then you will be lucky and cursed,” Ragna says. “But you will still be Angharad Godkin of the Godkindred Kingdom, our Mistress Commander, and even the gods will bow to your intransigence.”


    I laugh and rest.


     


    I wake a second time, restless and hungry. The latter need is swiftly remedied by the fruit and cheese left beside my bed by my mind-reading pard—can she really? I would have said no, but I no longer know what's possible in this world.


    The former…my wings rustle, itch, tremble. I have been grounded too long.


    I get dressed. Pace in my tent. Check the egg, fold back one of the blankets…find a hot brick buried beneath the layers. I wonder who thought to do that. Ragna, who seems to know everything? Donal, who grew up on a farm? Silfie, who rules mongrels with their weirdling ways?


    No. Probably not Silfie.


    I sigh and cover the egg.


    When Ragna enters, I say, “I'm going out.”


    She nods. “Shall I pack you a basket?”


    “No,” I say. And on impulse, “I'm just going to the shore.”


    She rolls a blanket, ties it snugly and hands it to me. When I look at it, perplexed, she says, “It gets cold by the sea in the evening.”


    I shrug, take it. “I'll be back.”


    She nods and steps out of my way. Wise, wise pard.


    I leave the tent and find the camp quiet. It's after supper, near shift change. The sentries on duty have reached the point of using their remaining energy to focus on their tasks; there is no talk, no wasted movement. There's something beautiful about such purity of purpose. I had that before.


    I still have it. I hope.


    Spread my wings. Stretch my neck. Stare up at the stars. They don't have names, but they have a voice. And then I'm running, fleet and low, and the wind tugs at my feathers, bells up beneath the arches of my wings, and I am aloft, rushing, spiraling, lifting, ever upward into the vespertine blue.


    The magnitude of my plan unfolds beneath me as I rise. My camp is now only a small circle, easily identified by the disciplined rows of tents, their symmetry. It lies on the edge of a huge, haphazard encampment. There are brightly-colored tents, lean-tos, people sleeping on blankets in crooked lines. And there are over a thousand of them, if I judge correctly. I sent Negrat to rouse his own folk only. I begin to think he talked to everyone between here and the border. It's breathtaking.


    Did I earn their trust? All those people? Or do they come out of hope that things will change?


    As they dwindle beneath me, a brown and gold flash draws my eye and the messenger soars up alongside. All thoughts of making my flight alone vanish at the sight of that bright eye. Of course he should come with me.


    “It seems well enough,” I say. “I'm heading for the shore.”


    He twirls in the air, a slow-motion somersault onto a higher wind, and banks toward the sea. I grin and follow.


    The terrain between here and there is low and sloping…undulating hills that break their sheaths of dark grass to reveal star-pale sand. Our shadows are small smudges fleeing across the ground, sudden against the white, furtive against the black.


    And oh, it is good, good to fly. Good to catch the breeze and be carried by the strength of my outstretched pinions, perfectly cupped. Good to see the land rush beneath me while the clouds move above at a more stately pace, and I, I hang in the perfect middle, free and light and swift. The silent messenger is a perfect companion, grinning his corvid grin.


    Through my euphoria, I think: This will be my land. And as I fly, I gather it in with all my senses, the brine-touched breeze of it, the shadow of clouds on its hills, and my own, passing.


    That collection of darkness and light there: the capital. Closer than I've seen it.


    I climb onto higher, smoother air and use it for the lazy spirals that seem natural to it, describing ever higher arcs above the capital. The corvid messenger follows me, feathers spread on those surprisingly broad wings.


    People move through the evening streets. They would be disturbed if they knew I could see them moving, blurry but discrete, from this high above them and in the near-dark. I watch the flow of daytime businesses closing and evening ones opening, the life of the city. Looking for…I don't know. Some sign of choking, of catarrh, of disease of the spirit. But the people wend their ways, smooth as flowing blood through the arteries of their streets, and I can draw no conclusion. They are merely people, exercising their routines. They care nothing for sickness in their governor's head, or they are a willing part of it, feverish with complicity.


    They don't know that I'm coming, like anger, like a healer with a cauterizing sword.


    Beyond the city is the thunder and hiss of the ocean. I glide down, catch an obliging wind, head for the shore. My small brown shadow paces me as I crook away, safely out of reach. Being shot down once was enough.


    The wind grows warmer, the air denser. The ground moves faster, faster, and then my feet are running, spraying dark sand as I run off my momentum and feel once again the embrace of the Land. The messenger lights, an unexpected weight on my shoulder that I roll under, almost stumbling.


    “Glutton,” I say. “When did you get so heavy?” He only laughs, silent, beak gaped.


    Here I am. Close enough for the water to lap my boots. I shuck them, hopping on one foot while the messenger croaks his amusement and clings. I roll my pants up to my knees, leaving my thin legs exposed to the cold wind, wet and salty. Ragna was right, of course. With a deep breath, I wade out to meet Her.


    I am wet up to my knees, and the tide is so strong I sway with it every time it rushes past me, breaking in white spray against my shins. I think about sending the messenger away, off my shoulder, but I can't. I don't want to be alone. Some part of me is afraid. If all three of them take me, will I dissolve? Will I transform? I hate this. I hate not being able to predict or plan for contingencies. There's no scenario-drafting for religion. No war games. No test runs.


    Silence. Just the rush of the water, like a giant thing breathing, hissing, tugging at me and pushing me away. The sky is growing cold and dark, and I suddenly feel myself against the scope of these powers. A sky so huge it touches the entire world. Water so vast and so deep it dwarves the Land.


    “You,” I say softly. “You are more like the Stars than they are, aren't you.”


    No answer.


    I close my eyes and try to remember her words, hazy as they are. I was…preoccupied when she spoke to me. But when they do drift to the surface of my mind, I blush.


    You are strong as I am strong. So strong that we are feared. We long to be known and put our mysteries on our surfaces for the brave to explore, but no one dares. We feel obvious and yet people call us enigmas.


    I hike my wings up and plow into the unfathomable waters. My toes claw at the soft sand as I go deeper. I hesitate. But no, this is not a time for hesitation and I am sure of myself now, I know how to proceed, I can act.


    I dive.


    I know how to swim. I was born by the sea. But learning to swim meant always having my back above water. Curling my wings over it, using them as sails. Bathwater, so much gentler than saltwater, I can lave over my feathers; even that is a careful operation, as Magwen and Ragna discovered. I don't have a bird's small pinions, to dry with a little spreading in the sun.


    My gasp is lost in the water when I plunge into it, separating from the corvid messenger. Cold, heavy, dense…I feel like I'm drowning, like I have giant wet towels strapped to my back. My throat constricts in a moment of panic that I have ruined myself, that my own source of freedom, my wings, might drag me to death in the undertow. Maybe this was a mistake…but it was the right mistake. I had to come.


    I claw myself through the water with arms and legs that seem inconsequential, powerless. Try to dive deeper into the black, to meet Her…run into my own need for breath. I come up for air, choking on salt and cold, and can't even lift my wings above me. The muscles on my back were never meant to bear the weight of them water-logged. Paddling, hair plastered across my eyes and over my throat, I struggle to head deeper.


    I must look like a drowned cat. A suicidal one, at that, thrashing toward my doom instead of away.


    Suddenly, it's funny. It's uproariously funny, comical, absurd. I start laughing and try to leap out of the water like a porpoise toward Her fathomless horizon. “Here I come!” I exclaim. “It might take me a few days, but here I come!”


    I hear Her laughter all around me, am caught in it, like being held in a cup. The aches in my arms recede. The water smooths beneath my body. This time when I dive, it's effortless…like flying through the heavy black. I twirl, spread my wings…dance. The water shivers around me as nameless creatures flee my approach. I breathe, and don't know how, and sway like kelp in Her currents.


    I should have better words. I should be able to describe it. I should be able to remember it better, should somehow imprison that perfect exhilaration to keep with me always. But I can't. All I know is that some indefinable time later I am forging my way onto the strand, dripping, tranquil inside. That seawater flows in long runnels off my sodden hair, drips over my eyes, accentuates the cold breeze as it breaks around my thin body. That the air I breathe is sweet, that Her brine-bright smell is perfume on a cool, deep night.


    That my wings are dry.


    The corvid messenger lands on my shoulder again. I turn back to the ocean and smile. Say, “Good night, sister.” And then take a long breath, trying to center myself back in reality, and ruffle the messenger's breast-feathers. “Let's go back.”


    He eyes me askance, as if something has changed. I suppose something has. I grin and spiral up into the sky.


    Not long after I come to a neat landing near the back of my tent. The men standing guard stare at me, but why should they not? I just had a child. I must look as serene as I feel. It's to be expected. I nod to them and push back the flap, ducking inside.


    It's when Ragna, unflappable Ragna, inserts a pause into her usual smooth movements at the sight of me that I know something's changed. Being Ragna she recovers so quickly as to make the hesitation imperceptible to those who know her poorly, but I…ah, I know her well.


    She brings me a mirrored glass.


    I understand. I sit on my bunk carefully, oh so carefully.


    “The Sea has had you, and now you are complete,” Ragna says.


    And all the world will know it to see me. Or at least it feels that way. The silvery gray encircling one eye has now gone a crisp, cold white. The streak trails like the ends of comets over my cheek and throat into my hairline. The white forelock has enlarged…now I have a long white swath in my crimson mane.


    My eye…I can hardly look at it. It is not merely the color that's changed. It's that you become disoriented because some part of you is trying to fit the world into it. Green waves, black water, golden fields, blue sky. The dapples of shadows and stars.


    But somehow you notice all of that last.


    Because my wings are now black.


    Oh, the red and orange markings, those are still there. But the field beneath them is no longer salt-white. It's black, the black of waves at midnight…and because these are feathers, not cloth, they iridesce the cold rainbow colors of the sea. Turquoise, ultramarine, storm gray, shimmering green.


    Somehow, all of this: black, blue, gold, red, white…somehow it works. I bow my head to Ragna's words. I am indeed complete.


    “It has a name,” Ragna says, looking down at me.


    “A name,” I say, studying the palms of my hands. They don't look different, but I feel…not suspicion, but the sense that something has changed. I start stripping off my pants.


    “They will say you are Crowned,” she says.


    I look up at her with serene fondness, one leg of my pants tangled around my ankle. “Let me guess, there's a prophecy.”


    “No,” she says with fanned whisker-laugh. “Nothing so organized. Negrat would tell it better.”


    “But Negrat isn't here,” I point out reasonably, shucking off the pants entirely and starting with my shirt laces. She helps now.


    “Many have claimed to have been chosen by all the gods of Shraeven,” Ragna says. “But not one of them has been marked by all three so.”


    “And there's no legend about what this Crowned person will do,” I say. When we finish with my shirt I know I was right to undress, because her eyes fasten on my chest and torso. I hold out my hand for the mirror.


    “No,” Ragna says, shaking herself just a touch and fetching it. “No, no legends. Speculation only. Curiosity. The gods made no promises, no prophecies, expressed no opinions. We were left to ourselves to wonder what it would mean.”


    I look in the mirror. My ventrals now dapple into my dorsals, and it's not just white. Freckles of red and blue and black and lighter gold. I expect it to be gaudy but it's not…it's subtle, a stippled border here, a spray of color there, seen more out of the corner of an eye than head-on. It reminds me of the night sky in reverse. “What do you think it means, Od Ragna?”


    “I think that it means I will have a home at last,” she says.


    I look at her.


    “I have never belonged in Shraeven,” Ragna says. “Perhaps I will belong to Angharad's country.”


    If I'd been thinking straight, I'd have been smart enough to fear, to feel unease. But nothing seems impossible right now, not even revolution. The revolution even seems avoidable. I could always manage this change peacably, undermining the Godson without having to fight him.


    Possible. Everything seems possible. Even when Silfie enters the tent and stops to stare at what Shraeven has made of me.


    “You look like a peacock,” Silfie says.


    I laugh. “There are worse things.” I set my hands on my knees. She meets my gaze but doesn't move from the tent's entrance. There's a distance between us that I did not put there…not on purpose, anyway. I can't cross it for her.


    “I…wanted to see that you were healthy,” Silfie says after a moment. “Childbirth is hard on a body.”


    And she would know. But I don't get to answer her this time.


    “Why do you pretend you were not here while she slept?” Ragna asks.


    Silfie flattens her ears against her copper curls. “That wasn't yours to tell.”


    “Are you so ashamed of caring for her?” Ragna asks.


    Silfie's stare is a marvel to behold. I almost laugh. I've had that look on my face before courtesy of Ragna's pointed questions. It's like being pole-axed. I wait to see what she'll do.


    “No,” Silfie says. Then, “Yes.” She looks bewildered. “What kind of question is that? I can't answer it. I don't know the answer.”


    “How can you not know something so elemental?” Ragna wonders. She's folding my clothing now as if this is the most normal conversation to be having in all the world. “Love is a simple thing.”


    “No it's not,” Silfie says.


    “Yes,” Ragna says. “It is. It's only how you act on it that makes it complicated. And you have been complicating matters for weeks now. Has it made you happy?”


    “No!” Silfie says. Then she looks at me, teeth bared and ears taut against her head. “Is she always like this?”


    “Worse sometimes,” I say.


    “Why do you keep her?”


    I laugh. “Because she's always like this, and worse sometimes.” I smile. “Besides, she keeps herself.”


    Ragna huffs.


    “I came,” Silfie says, straightening, “to ask you a question.”


    “Always,” I say.


    “I want to take a lover,” Silfie says.


    Did the sea sedate me, I wonder? Because no frisson of horror washes through my body. There's no tightening of my stomach, no bile in my mouth, sour and burning. No, I just look at her. Look at the body still svelte despite the grinding wear of years. The brassy brightness of her ringlets. The defiance and pain mingled in her copper eyes. See her and my memory of her at the same time and realize that they no longer fit at the edges, no longer describe reality.


    I remember that it was a question, despite the wording. I need to answer. What can I possibly say that wouldn't hurt her more? To say 'go ahead' is to give her to believe I don't care about her. To say 'no' is to chain her, who hates chains so.


    The words that come out are unplanned.


    “Why do you have to ask my permission?”


    She looks away. It is not a kind question.


    “I thought to be polite,” Silfie says.


    “Polite,” I muse. Polite is not something you are to those you love. Polite is a mask. Polite is a way to hide what you feel. To lie.


    “I didn't want to just do it and have you find out in a roundabout way,” she says, shifting on her feet. I hear anger now. She offered me a chance for a courteous scene, for a way to pretend, and I refused it.


    “I suppose that is a kindness,” I say. I look up at her. “Is there someone specific?”


    “There might be,” she says, and I can't tell if that means yes or no.


    “Go, then,” I say. “Do as you will.” Before the look of cautious relief can settle on her face, I say, “But I love you, Silfia. I always will.”


    “Some part of you always will,” she says, looking at my body. No, not my body. At the changes in it. “But there's not much of it left.” And then she goes back through the flap.


    I stare after her. When Ragna offers me a blanket I hold it to my breast; somehow she knew I needed to cover myself before even I did.


    “Did she just...”


    “No,” Ragna says, whiskers slicked back. “That was only words on top of a feeling she has had for weeks now. It is not a new thing.”


    “The words make it real,” I say sadly.


    “The words made it plain,” Ragna says. “But nothing stays the same, Angharad.”


    No, I think. No, nothing does.


    “You should rest,” Ragna says.


    “Yes,” I say, because swimming against the tides is a lot more exhausting than I expected. I let her cover me with a second blanket, sagging down onto the mat.


    Which is when I remember that I'm a mother. I flail upright again. “The egg?” I can't see the box from here.


    “Don't worry, it's still here,” Ragna says. “We moved the box, that's all.”


    “Where?” I ask, clawing my hair out of my eyes and looking around. I spot it near the tent flap. “Is that a good place to put it? Someone might bump into it.”


    “No one is going to knock it over,” Ragna says. “The pedestal is too well built. Besides, we needed it in a more accessible place.”


    “More accessible?” I ask. “That's crazy—”


    “There are two guards outside your flap and me inside,” Ragna says, pressing a hand to my shoulder and bearing me down. I'd forgotten how strong she is. “No harm will come to it.”


    “Then why is it near the door?”


    “Because your captains have leaned their heads together and found a new way to reward good behavior,” Ragna says.


    Uh oh.


    Ragna's whiskers arch, a pard laugh loud as a bell. “The best disciplined man of the day gets to tend the brick.”


    I cover my face with my hands.
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    “This is it,” I say.


    Honeydipped is still beneath me, save for the tail that occasionally twitches toward his flank. Behind me the camp is packed and on their feet and behind them is the less disciplined, ragged column of the hundreds of civilians Negrat found to support me when my plan was a little less genteel.


    Before us the capital spreads, glittering. The sun behind my shoulder sets the Sea alight, a distant shimmer.


    I shift, look to one side. Then the other. My ears flatten. “Where is Silfia?”


    My captains look at one another.


    “Haven't seen her since last night,” Oweir says finally, uncomfortable.


    An angry haze obscures my vision. I hear the wind over pots, howling. “Who's leading the cavalry?”


    “One of their lieutenants.”


    Did she abandon her duty? By the gods! I'll tan her hide when we find her. “Detail someone to look for her. Until then...” I look at them, seize on Donal's curled horns and lopsided ears, “Donal, enjoy your field promotion. You're now my second.”


    “Yes, ma'am,” he says, eyes wide.


    “Let's go,” I say, and we start this inevitability moving. Oweir splits away to find people to send in search of my spurned ex-second-in-command. Donal rides to one side of me, Ragna to the other. Negrat walks behind us, thumbs tucked into his twisted belt, humming. Gavan is riding behind him.


    “We keep losing captains,” Donal says after a moment.


    “Gods curse it all,” I growl, and remember how to hate Shraeven.


     


    It's like riding into an enemy encampment.. that is also, might be home.


    I was expecting another provincial town, but Shraeven's capital is large enough to be a real city, with streets paved in flat stones and lined with buildings. It’s large enough to have channeled breezes in the alleys, whispering confidences into my already confused-and-mystical ears. this is your place you belong here make things right


    At first no one takes heed of us. But as our train continues to march into town…and lengthens…and shows no signs of ending, we begin to accumulate a crowd of bystanders. By the flag we fly they must know me for Chordwain's replacement. They don't cheer or scowl; we are merely a curiosity. 'Ah, here comes the next brutal, petty governor to replace our last one. Wonder how corrupt she'll be?'


    “Mite bit uncomfortable,” Donal says out of the corner of his mouth.


    “They don't seem very friendly, do they?” I say.


    Walking at my stirrup, Ragna says, “This is how things go in the capital.”


    I look down at her. She's staring straight ahead. One of her thick hands is hooked into the straps of my saddlebag. She's still positioned to guide me, whether it's a conscious decision or not.


    “It's too big for anything else,” she continues. “Once you get closer to the government seat you'll get more of a reaction.”


    “I see,” I say. “What kind of reaction?”


    “I don't know,” Ragna says. “But something. Chordwain had most of the richest on his leash. They might be glad to see you come…or sorry to see him go.”


    “I suppose we'll find out soon enough,” I say, but I feel the eyes on me and I am uneased.


    As we ride closer to the middle of town, the crowds grow. Not as we arrive but in advance of our arriving, and it sets off some alarm in my head that I don't understand until I see the first soldier. Not just any soldier. One in the uniform of the Godkindred Kingdom. And then not just one, but several…and then they are lining the streets like a brilliant ribbon of red leather and blank stares. And it's not just the uniform I recognize.


    These are Casandre's people from Fort Endgame, from Nadeir.


    I sent her a message…she never replied. She's not supposed to be here but she is, and that explains her silence but not what she's doing all the way in Shraeven-capital. To even be here in advance of us, she must have taken the Road of the Raven's Flight—and quickly


    “What's wrong?” Ragna asks very quietly.


    “An honor guard?” Donal asks almost simultaneously. “That's…formal of him.”


    “How far is it to the seat?” I ask Ragna.


    “We still have a ways to go. Several blocks.”


    Several blocks. Casandre emptied Fort Endgame if there are this many soldiers between here and there.


    What is she doing here? It's not right. My guts are cold and every muscle in my body has gone taut. Beneath me Honeydipped tosses his head, catching my anxiety. I hear Negrat's voice from oh-so-long ago, reading the bones for me on a wind-tangled plateau. “You: the Phoenix. Your company: The Thunderstorm. Your challenge: the Betrayal.”


    I ride, my eyes fixed firmly on the road ahead. “Donal.”


    “Yes, Mistress?”


    “Head back along the train.”


    “Am I looking for something in particular?”


    He knows very well what I'm doing. He's trying to politely decline the order. “You know what I want you to do, Captain. Do it.”


    I can imagine him grinding his teeth. I've seen him do it. Strange how I never realized how much attention I paid him, to know such a thing.


    “Yes, Mistress,” he says. He turns his steed and starts down the column, riding without haste, as if this is routine, as if he's performing an inspection. By the time I reach the square, he'll be at the back of the train. He'll be out of sight.


    He'll be free to move.


    “What about me?” Ragna asks.


    “You could walk into the crowd,” I say. “You're not dressed like us. You could let people assume you're a slave, glad to escape.”


    “But I'm not,” she says, and continues to walk at my knee.


    We reach the square, as of course we must. And I am not surprised to find Chordwain awaiting me with Mistress General Casandre and an arc of soldiers behind them, bright as crimson jays. I ride to a halt in front of them and wait, and Chordwain obliges me by unrolling a supple suede-skin scroll as white as butter.


    “Mistress Commander Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs,” he pronounces in a high, thin tenor, “You are under arrest for treason against the Godson and crimes against his newest citizens in Shraeven Province—”


    He drones on, listing the crimes that have made me subject to the Godson's justice. I don't bother to listen. It's strange: I know the incidents the Godson will have exaggerated in order to make his accusations are false. But he's right. I have committed treason. Not in my acts or even my words…but in my heart.


    In my heart, I have turned from the prejudice against mongrels.


    In my heart, I have questioned the rectitude of my country's faith.


    In my heart, I have judged the hungry annexation of our neighbors and found it without justification.


    In my heart, I have spoken with foreign gods…and they have answered.


    What about it? I ask now, lifting my head. Will you answer now, or will you be silent?


    An answer, something seems to whisper, presupposes a question. What do you ask, Godkin woman?


    Am I Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs, Governor of Shraeven Province and former Mistress Commander in the Godson's army?


    ...or am I Angharad Crowned?


    At my knee, Ragna quivers and looks up at me. Did I speak aloud? I look down at her and in the reflection of her raised eyes I see a storm in the sea...


    ...in the sky. Wind whips my hair against my neck.


    Chordwain is ignoring the clouds that are raveling together above us. Perhaps he finds their unnatural speed a convenient dramatic backdrop. He doesn't know what they portend. Neither do I. But I know enough of Shraeven to be afraid. Just a little.


    Don't hurt them, I say.


    Justice does not have a kind hand, the Winds hiss.


    Fear is a poor master, I say. Will you drive your own people mad with it, so that they'd rather the rule of invaders over their own sovereignty beneath your aegis? I take a deep breath. Let me drive them away. Let me be the instrument. Help me only so much as I need to do the work. Let me be your face, your hand, your sword.


    Beneath me, the Land says, hushed, This is the harder course.


    And, distant, sibilant as the tides: This is the wiser course.


    Just get me and my people out of this trap, I say. I will do the rest.


    YES.


    Lightning strikes the center of the square.


    The hot, acrid stench of the air burning stings my nostrils, even as water slams onto the square like a celestial floor falling through the roof of the world. It's not rain…it's like a flood dropping onto us, and the fall is so hard and so thick it feels like an assault. There are screams, so many: terror, panic, pain. In the confusion I sweep Ragna up in front of me and wheel Honeydipped around, a prayer on my tongue, and—


    —yes. The column has held. Gods and kindred bless the discipline of the army. But gods, gods, I wanted a diversion, but this is insane…will they even be able to see me through this?


    “Back!” I yell. “About face! Quickly now!”


    Jostling. I see it only by the break it makes in the gray downpour. Are they turning?


    And then the column starts moving back the way it came. Or trying. It's so long that my orders don't carry far. I ride up the line, yelling to be heard over the storm. I worry about the end of the line, about the civilians who've been following us, but if anything they double back with more alacrity.


    At some point while desperately charging up and down the column shouting myself hoarse, I notice that my arms are glowing. I claw the drenched folds of my shirt up off my wrist; the colored freckles that separate my golden and white surfaces are rotating, trading places, swirling up and down the border like revelers at a drunken party. Watching them makes me dizzy, like I've had too much of their wine.


    “Concentrate,” Ragna says furrily from near my knee.


    I concentrate on the speckles, but that makes it worse.


    “On the task,” Ragna says, and I hear humor in her voice.


    I snort and nudge her with my legs, but somehow I'm smiling. I'm wet to the core of my bones and the thunder is making me deaf and I'm technically evading arrest, which makes me a criminal and forfeits my lands and my labors and all my savings…but I'm smiling, and gods above, I'm glowing like some sort of torch. A torch shaped like an old woman whose bones creak (less than they used to) and whose head hurts and who is now, apparently, in charge of a one-city revolution. A one-province revolution.


    I'm still smiling. I'm not sure if it's humor or insanity.


    I don't remember choosing the direction of our flight, but when the downpour lightens to something I can pierce with my eyes we are near the ocean's whispering fringe, tracing the coast north.


    Two things I realize immediately:


    I am exhausted, and—


    —we are farther down the coast than is possible for people on two legs to walk.


    Much farther.


    The sky sheds its silver veil and I ride Honeydipped through it to an unbroken blue afternoon. I knee him to a halt and put a hand on the back of the saddle, twisting to look behind. The capital is lost to view.


    “That's not possible,” I whisper.


    Alongside me the train continues to march, boots squelching and spirits strangely high. Some of the men are singing. That also makes no sense: we've just deserted. We're all criminals now. They should be shaken. Silent.


    The spots on my body have settled again, like river silt drifting to quiescence along the borders of my golden fur. I stare at my hands. At the horizon. At my hands again. At the sky, squinting.


    “It won't make any more sense if you look at it hard enough,” Ragna says from my knee, her voice rough.


    “We're too far,” I say. “We can't have marched this far. It's only afternoon. Not even very long into afternoon.”


    “It might not feel long to you,” Ragna says. “But lying on my stomach on your saddle it feels very long to me...!”


    So I pull her into my arms, and once she's rearranged herself so she can sit astride it seems completely natural to leave my arm around her waist. Gently, for her having been on it all morning. Together we watch the column advance into an afternoon washed edge-bright by the rain. The rush of the surf and the fighting songs of the Godkindred fill the air.
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    When I left the Kingdom for Shraeven, these conferences were larger. But I am now in a planning session and I see only three faces: Donal with his curly horns; Gavan, still so intent on doing right; and Oweir, his face lined from the strain of losing his entire company, but determined yet to give his best.


    I have lost Colblain to treachery and Silfie to . . . gods know what. But I have gained observers: Negrat, so unflappable; Ragna, my helpmeet…and young Tam Vinter, who is squiring for Oweir, and the two of them seem inseparable these days; surely that is an auspicious sign for relations between the Godkindred and Shraeven. My egg drowses in somnolent warmth on its brick in the corner.


    “So this is revolution,” Gavan says slowly.


    “I suppose it is,” I say. “I didn't intend it.”


    Oweir squints at me. “That's a fine thing to not intend and end up doing anyway, Mistress, if you'll pardon me saying so.”


    I shake my parti-colored mane back. “If the Godson had been any other way...”


    “...but he's not,” Donal says, and something about his voice draws everyone's eye. He lifts his brows. “You forget, I am no Godkin native. I'm Donal Blacksmith out of Aneshet, and we didn't choose to bow to the Godson.”


    “Wasn't it worth it, though?” Gavan asks. “Didn't we bring anything to you that you didn't have already?”


    “Maybe so,” Donal says. “But who's to say we wouldn't have been able to solve our own problems in time? And it would have been in our own way.”


    “This is neither here nor there,” I interrupt. “Our problem is that I have accidentally laid claim to this blasted province and now I need to take it before the Godson arrives.”


    “You think he will?” Oweir asks.


    “He must,” I say.


    “Godkin woman,” Negrat says. “All you need is the capital. Everything else will fall in place.”


    I eye him. And I know my gaze is a hard thing to hold now. “It's not usually that simple.”


    “It will be this time,” he says. “Your Godson has barely held the fields, the farms, the rocky tors. We have always run with the bit except where he can firm his grasp. And that is only in the cities. His own men have devastated those…all save one.”


    “Chordwain's,” I say.


    “You must make it yours,” Negrat says.


    But it goes against the grain to just take the first suggestion that makes sense and plan a war on it…so Donal, Oweir, Gavan and I bend our heads over a map and argue strategy, from one end of the province to the other. In the end we return to Negrat's plan and beat it until it whimpers, and of all of them it's the most possible. And we will need the capital anyway.


    We will lay siege to a city without walls. Truly, I am mostly worried about accidentally hurting the civilians.


    The conference is drifting to a close when the tent flap bursts open for a brown-and-gold blur. I hold up my arm against the whirlwind, and that's all luck for the messenger uses it as a convenient perch to peck the top of my head.


    “Fine way to treat your Mistress Commander,” I say, but the messenger is tugging at my hair now.


    “Fine, I'll come.”


    “We'll go with you,” Donal says.


    I expect the messenger to object, but he doesn't. I grow uneasy. “Should we go armed?”


    A bob of a nod. Wonderful. I feel like my body's going to drip into the parched earth and vanish there from weariness and now I get to follow a cryptic message into the dark.


    There's nothing for it, but to march, following the glint of the Messenger's gilt wingtips. We press on until we are far enough from camp to make me wary and all-too-aware of every joint in my body. I wonder what exactly we're supposed to be looking for.


    And then we see a rider on a mount gone to froth, limping. The silhouette slides off and begins to lead the exhausted creature. They stumble through a ragged patch of starlight, and I surprise myself by recognizing the body language, the carriage of the man approaching me.


    “Rei!” I say, astonished.


    He looks up. “Angharad? Angharad!” And then he staggers and I leap forward to catch him. Hastily I check him for signs of abuse, but it's only weariness. I recognize it in the boneless drape of his body against mine.


    “Get the mount,” I say to Donal, who nods. Then I turn my attention back to my old comrade-in-arms. “I didn't expect to ever see you again.”


    “I didn't either,” he says and lets me loop an arm around his shoulder. I tuck one wing up against his back as well and we turn back toward camp. “I was trying to get to you…started before you got to town, heard you'd been in it and gone and how could you have come this far so fast?”


    “Long tale,” I say. “You probably wouldn't believe it anyway. Have you . . . “


    “Defected, for true, yes,” he says. “After they said they planned to arrest you.”


    “I'm shocked they trusted you after you came back,” I say.


    He shrugs. “When I gave them the message, they thought you were lying about wanting to join up with them and have what halves of the spoils they won.” He glances at me. “I'm glad you didn't come. They would have taken you to pieces.” He takes a deep breath and continues, “But of me they thought me only stupid, stupid enough to get caught, stupid enough to believe you. So I was safe, I guess. As safe as an idiot in a bandit army.”


    I winced.


    “But I left because you had to know they plan to pummel you. All three of Nedwin's “bandit” companies plus Casandre's two from Fort Endgame. And,” he falters. “And because they have Silfia.”


    “I see,” I say. And I do. It was the only place she could be.


    “You're outnumbered again,” he finishes.


    I think of Negrat finishing his errand to raise the people of Shraeven despite my change of plans; remember him saying I'd find a way to make use of them anyway. I smile. “Let's get you to a place you can lie flat on. We'll talk in the morning.”
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    When I wake I find Ragna on the floor at the foot of my cot, curled into a spiral shell of fluff and whiskers. The sound of her breathing is not quite so loud as to qualify as a snore…it's almost like purring. I watch her ribs expand and fall for a while, counting her breaths, until the numbers drift away and I am left in a place of foggy no-thought, mind filled only by the sight of her sleeping. And in that state I remain and I don't remember how long, only that somehow it's more restful than sleep.


    I do eventually rise, though. Check the egg: warm and the shell still soft, almost like suede. Someone's re-heated the brick. I wonder who the lucky soldier was.


    I splash water on my face and step out into the clear bright day, hoping to find…ah, yes.


    “Negrat,” I say.


    “You needed me,” he says.


    “Yes,” I say.


    He peers at me with those inscrutable river-pebble eyes. “And you are well with me simply appearing?”


    I grin. “When I think of the time I could have saved in my career had people I needed simply appeared without having to be fetched, how could I possibly complain?”


    He laughs. “So, what is it you need, Crowned Woman?”


    “You can't tell, oh wise one?”


    “And the epithet does not bother you either?”


    I shake out my wings so the sun can crawl between the dark feathers. “Look at me, Negrat. It's like someone poured multiple buckets of paint over me, shook a brush on my edges for good measure and then painted a world on my eye.” I grin. “I don't want to waste Their effort, if They're so determined to notice me.”


    “You will use your great power for the good of Shraeven,” Negrat agrees.


    “In my own way,” I say. “Which brings me to why I was hoping you would appear.”


    “That being?”


    “Who's in charge of that host you brought me?”


    “For sooth, Crowned Woman,” he says. “I have no idea.”


    “Then find out for me and bring them along after breakfast.” I look out over the plain. “It's time we finished this.”


     


    Rei joins me for breakfast; a short night's sleep has not improved his haggard appearance, but he looks less hunted. I ask after his welfare and that of his mount. The camp is treating him well: Gavan saw to his quartering and feeding.


    “Tell me,” I say as we linger over tea. “Do you know...” I pause. “Is Silfia…being mistreated?”


    “Oh no, not at all,” Rei says. “She's been remanded to the imperial harem.”


    My beak drops open. I remember to speak only after my tongue has gone dry. “The…the what?”


    “The imperial harem. To either await the coming of the Godson or be sent to him after all this is done.” When I can't find words, he continues, “She'll be well-treated. It's the Godson's standard for dealing with unruly prisoners of good blood. He used to send men to it as well, but alas the fulfillment of religious duty doesn't physically incapacitate men for months the way it does women.”


    “They put her…in a harem. To be bred.”


    He is looking at me with uncertain eyes now. “Yes….? Angharad?”


    “There might not be a capital by the time we arrive,” I say, so horrified I float in a state of detachment.


    He laughs. He thinks I'm joking.


    “You're not laughing,” Rei says after a moment. His own laughter didn't last long. My expression must have been quelling.


    “No,” I say. “Silfia . . . and men . . . and pregnancy . . . that's an explosive combination.” I rub my forehead. “They couldn't have chosen a worse punishment.”


    “Punishment,” he murmurs. He watches me with thinned eyes. “To do your duty? To add your blood to the line of gods and kings?”


    I pause. “I thought you were done with the Godson, Rei.”


    “I'm done with the Godson, yes,” he says. “I was done with him when he sent us to this dishonorable duty. But just because he's insane doesn't invalidate his aims, Angharad. To make gods! To bring their promise of peace and enlightenment to the land! That's still a worthy goal, isn't it?”


    “Did you notice the insanity?” I say dryly. “If he's the closest we have to godhead and he's insane, what do you think that bodes for the gods themselves?”


    “It's only because flesh is too weak a vessel for divinity,” Rei says.


    “Then what are we doing trying to pour it into our children?” I ask, thinking of my egg. Thinking of the voices in my head. “I'm not so sure gods are a good idea, Rei.”


    He stares at me. “You don't mean that.”


    I rub my brow ridges, but I can't get to the nascent headache there. “Have you ever talked to a god, Rei?”


    “Of course not!” he says.


    “I have,” I say. “They're not all we think they are.” He gapes at me. This was probably not a wise tack to take, but I'm sailing it now. “I'm not sure our aims are right. Isn't it hubris to think we will produce God ourselves out of flesh and planned geneologies?”


    “Where else would it come from?”


    “The trees, the land, the water,” I say. “The sky. Other people, not ourselves.” I look at my tea cup, grievously empty now. “Although I don't imagine it a bad thing to want our children to be greater than ourselves.”


    Rei is speechless. When he recovers his faculties, he says, “Are you planning revolution, Angharad? Or crusading for a new religion?”


    I look up at him. “I just don't want us to consume ourselves. What good is it to produce a god if you destroy everyone who went into her creation?”


    “We all die,” he says. “And having children is no burden.”


    “Tell that,” I say, “to Silfie. Whose husband beat her, but they wanted a sevenblood heir, so she was dispensable.”


    “I never said there weren't despicable people in the world,” Rei says.


    “No,” I say. “But Silfie is going to emasculate any man who comes near her. And that counts Chordwain, the Godson and even Casandre if she makes the mistake of swaggering.”


    He shakes his head. “Well, that would be a favor, anyway. We could have the Godtwins instead of the Godson.”


    I blink. Blink again. He's right. If the Godson is rendered incapable of reproducing, he cannot be the Godson anymore. “Gods of air and land,” I whisper.


    “Did I just give you a good idea?” Rei asks.


    I shake myself from fantasies of an easy way to win this. “No,” I say. “Much as I'd like to hold the Godson down and emasculate him myself, that would be . . . “ What? Too cruel? Like a form of deicide? I don't know. I do know I can't do it in cold blood and still be Angharad. “But Rei, we should all be able to choose the time and method of our service. Don't you agree?”


    “Should we?” he asks. “I thought that's what made duty duty and not whim or choice.”


    We both consider each other thoughtfully.


     


    I'm still thinking about that (and drinking my tepid tea) when Negrat pushes back my tent flap and enters with Ragna trailing.


    “So, old man,” I say. “Did you find me a leader for that rabble you brought me?”


    For the first time Negrat wears a look of faint surprise. “I did indeed, old woman.” He seats himself in Rei's vacated chair.


    “And you're it,” I say.


    He looks rueful. I laugh, oh how I laugh.


    “A little of your own medicine, eh?” I ask Negrat, who is curled up across from my table.


    “Perhaps,” he says after a pause. “I have led people before. Not so obviously, but one can lead from behind.”


    Just the kind of thing I expect him to say. Really it's soothing after a while. I would become very disturbed indeed if Negrat began to speak plainly. I am looking at him with fond affection when he continues. “What would you have me tell them?”


    Ah me. What can I tell them? I have the unenviable duty of prying a single man and his cronies from a city I don't want to destroy and from among people I don't want to kill. “Tell them to drill,” I say. “The usual things one tells a battle host. Make bandages and medicaments, repair armor and drill.”


    “And you believe we will need them,” Negrat says.


    “You can't tell me with your all-seeing eyes?” I ask.


    He smiles, but his eyes are unreadable. “This is your fight, Godkin woman.”


    “I thought it was Shraeven's,” I say with a smile.


    “Oh no,” he says. “You asked the gods to step back and they have stepped back.” He stands. “Definitely your fight, O Crownéd.”


    Perhaps that would have fazed me before, but it is what I requested…what I wanted. What I know in my heart how to do. Still the soldier griffin, still the Mistress Commander, for all her god-paints and sparkles. “That it is.”


    “I will convey your commands,” Negrat says, and with a dip of his head he is through the tent flap, leaving me with Ragna. She stands across from me, her heavy hands gripping the back of the now-vacated chair.


    “What happened?” she asks. “You look…unsettled.”


    Trust her to see past my smiling. “My conversation with Rei,” I say.


    “Bad news?” she asks.


    “Silfie is being detained for the Imperial Harem,” I say.


    Ragna's claws show at the edge of her hands. Her ears flatten, her whiskers slick back. She is not given to overmuch display, Ragna: this is extreme for her. “They will put her beneath your emperor?”


    “If she doesn't kill him first,” I say with a half-hearted smile.


    “I am sure they will have ways to prevent that,” Ragna says, surprising me again. I look at her—really look—and remember where she came from. The roving animal packs, the segregation of women, the forced reproduction of the next generation. Yes, she would empathize, wouldn't she.


    Come to that, so would I, wouldn't I? Except how much worse is it to have intelligence in the eyes of your antagonist? Malice?


    Madness?


    I sigh and cover my eyes. “I still love her. Even if I didn't I wouldn't wish that fate on anyone. But…I still love her.”


    I hear her move away from the chair, feel her arms slip over my shoulders and around my neck. She rests her cheek against the gloss of my hair. “What will you do?” she asks huskily.


    “After it's dark out,” I say past the heaviness in my heart, “I'll overfly the city. See if there's some way to get to Chordwain without having to wreck the capital.”
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    I brood through the afternoon and into the early evening. I am still brooding when a soldier appears at my tent flap and is admitted by Ragna.


    “Mistress Commander,” he says after saluting. “There is a messenger outside for you from Master General Nedwin.”


    My brows lift. “Let him in.”


    Ragna falls back behind my shoulder as I sit behind my camp desk. A smartly dressed male in unmarked leathers is escorted in by my wary soldier. He's a good-looking fellow, at least four or five bloods. His demeanor is proud; by the maintenance of his gear and the crispness of his posture he is well-disciplined, much more so than I like to see in my opponents.


    “Yes?” I asked.


    The male bowed. “The Master General requests a meeting.”


    A meeting. Not a parley. Not an audience. Interesting. “Such a meeting might be possible on the right terms,” I say.


    “Outside of town and not in your camp. Accompanied by ten soldiers each. The soldiers may be armed, though not with ranged weapons. You and he will bring no weapons,” the messenger says. “The time, tomorrow at noon. The location will be marked tonight; you may overfly it at your leisure in the morning if you wish to scout it.”


    My brows rise. “Those terms are acceptable. You may tell the Master General that I will see him then…providing I approve the location.”


    The male bows. “I will relay your answer, ma'am.”


    I watch him withdraw followed by my soldier. At my side Ragna stirs.


    “Do you know this man?”


    “I know of him,” I say. “He took Shamreine and Dupoan provinces. He has a reputation for shrewdness and sometimes for ruthlessness. And of course, here he is the Bandit King. If he has a sense of honor, it doesn't match up with any I understand.”


    “And yet you will go,” she says.


    “Of course,” I say. “I want to know what he's thinking.”


    “Even though,” she says, “killing you would stop this entire conflict before it is born?”


    I shake my head slowly. “I am important,” I say. “I am a useful figurehead. But the sentiments are already roused in the people. If I live, I will lead them. But if the Godson kills me, I will become their symbol. Either way, Ragna…there's no stopping this now. And they would have to be stupid not to realize it.”


    “From your mouth to the ears of the gods,” she murmurs.


     


    “Nedwin,” I say.


    “Angharad.” He nods toward the low table. “Honor my board.”


    I nod and sit on one side, and he takes the other, and we study one another, Nedwin and I. The Bandit King is small and stocky, with a short heavy torso, narrow shoulders and hips, thick hands and powerful muscles. He moves with a ponderous grace…and I can't tell what he is. Short-muzzled, tall-eared, tailless, black-pelted, his hair cropped short. His eyes are a startling turquoise. I wonder how many times past “Godkin” his family kept intermarrying to produce such a melange of features.


    And old-fashioned, Nedwin. I hadn't seen a real war-board in ages, the low parley tables marked with checkered squares meant to divide enemies in detente. As required, there are two game pieces between us, one bone-colored and one silver. As host, he is the bone; I am, as honored guest, the precious metal.


    “So,” he says. “Here we are.”


    “Yes,” I say.


    He looks at me with those clear gemstone eyes. “I would speak plainly.”


    “And leave the circumlocutions to the politicians?” I say. “Gladly. Please, continue.”


    “I hear you have set yourself up as a goddess to these people,” he says.


    I wince. “That's…an overstatement.”


    “Is it true?” he asks. “Are you godlike in your powers?”


    “Even if I was,” I say, “I would not use them against people who could not reply.”


    He arches a brow. “You seem to say the Godson does not act as a god would.”


    “The Godson is striving for godhead,” I say. “He is no god yet, or he would not have created this…this wasteful mess.”


    Nedwin says nothing.


    “Surely,” I say, “you see it too? He's mad. He's overextending himself, and we pay for it in blood and lives.”


    “Yes,” he says after a moment.


    My eyes narrow. “Why are you here, Nedwin?”


    “Because the Godson has commanded it.”


    “I meant here,” I say. “At the war-board. Talking to me.”


    “I wanted to see if the rumors were true,” he says.


    I arch a brow. “Which ones?”


    “So you know there are that many,” he says. He isn't laughing. I wish he'd laugh.


    “The heads of pacifying armies are always the target of rumors, Nedwin,” I say. “You know that.”


    “They say you have fornicated with the natives,” he says.


    What the wild pards did to me was a little more violent than fornication, and what little I've thought of doing to Ragna hardly counts, so I say, “My, how salacious. But alas, no beautiful natives have thrown themselves at my feet and begged for my carnal attentions.”


    “So then there is no child,” he says.


    Now, I realize, I must decide. How much of my life to share; how much of it to keep for myself. I would prefer my privacy, but I know better. If I win this, if I become whatever it is Shraeven wants as a ruler, then there will be almost no secrets I can call my own. “There is a child. Or there will be.”


    He glances at me. “You don't look burdened.”


    Still so old-fashioned; I didn't think anyone used that euphemism for “pregnant” anymore. As euphemisms go, it always struck me as a failure anyway. “The egg,” I say, “is being tended by my soldiers.”


    “So the father is of the Kingdom.”


    I eye him. After a moment, I say, “You disappoint me, Nedwin. I didn't think you'd be interested in trivial gossip.”


    He looks at me. “It is not trivial to know the parentage of the heir to the rival for the leadership of a country.”


    I study him, then incline my head. “That score was yours.”


    “Thank you,” he says. “The parent?”


    “The baby,” I say, “will be Godkin. The father was not one of the ten that made me Godkin.” More or less true. I have cougar in me, not pard.


    “So,” he says. “Acceptable to us. But to the natives?”


    “His father was also a native,” I say, meeting his eyes.


    He doesn't flinch, doesn't pause…just returns my gaze and then nods once. I am relieved that I don't have to explain.


    “So,” I say. “Are you satisfied?”


    “Yes,” he says. “Though I am not glad. You are as much of a threat as I feared, not because of your followers, but because of your status. The Godson would do well to deal with you at the table, rather than to crush you…but I fear he will not hear my words. I will tell them to him anyway.”


    “You are not wasteful of your men,” I say. “I appreciate that. Tell me, Nedwin. Why did you turn bandit for the Godson? There's no honor in fighting like brigands. Terrorizing commoners who have no weapons to lift against you. It doesn't fit.”


    He looks at me with his gem-clear eyes and says, “My family means everything to me, Angharad.” He stands and bows. “Thank you for honoring my board.”


    I stand and mirror him. “Thank you for the parley.”


    And ah, the sorrow that falls on me then as I walk away. The sorrow, and the anger, and the sense of being trapped. Is there no way out of being forced to fight my own countrymen? Because that's what we're barreling toward. Once we commit to that act, there is no going back…for any of us.
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    My plan is prepared. The battle laid out in my mind. The ground is chosen; the principals of the conflict assigned. It is as neat as I can make it.


    I hate it.


    The night after my conference with Nedwin I lie on my bunk, wings awkwardly spread and a blanket tucked up beneath the feathers. I stare at the stick of incense across from me, at its burning ember end, the coil of perfumed blue smoke that falls, so ponderous, from its tip. I have always burned incense before an engagement, since my very first fight as a common soldier. I have always spent this night (if I had the luxury) alone.


    I have always been nervous and uncertain, but willing. Certain that I would pick up spear and sword for good cause. Certain that the enemy would kill me first if they could.


    This battle, though: friend against friend, kin turned foe, foe turned ally, betrayal and confusion and shared blood…it makes no sense to me. It is no good cause. Tomorrow people will face me whom I once fought alongside in battle; tomorrow the people at my side will have been in the opposite lines in my life before.


    And I, the center of this maelstrom, god-painted, Crowned and called out...


    ...I am unwilling.


    If I could, I would battle all the corrupt or misled or antagonistic leaders of Shraeven's occupation, from Chordwain to Casandre to Nedwin, one after another without rest. If I could, I would call the Godson out to single combat and put an end to this.


    If I could. If only.


    I have always spent this night alone, if I had that luxury. My eyes glide from the curl of the incense smoke to the egg warm in its nest. Tonight I am not alone. The future sleeps here with me.


     


    Morning. A shaft of wan gray sunlight falls across my back. I twist my neck around to squint at the tent flap.


    Two silhouettes are blocked in the opening, tall with the curls of those heavy ram horns and short, stocky and feminine. They are rimmed with beads of brittle light and for a dizzied moment I feel it: The Godkindred Kingdom and Shraeven are at my door, male and female, partnered and whole.


    Then they resolve into Donal and Ragna and a breakfast tray.


    “The Mistress Commander needs food,” Donal says with a grin in his voice.


    “The Mistress Commander,” I say, “is still mostly asleep and doesn't make a habit of eating before combat.”


    “It's broth,” Ragna says just as the aroma passes over my nares. I start salivating.


    “Smart people,” I say. “Where did I find such smart people?”


    Donal laughs. “Everywhere but the Kingdom,” he teases, and I remember then that he's Neshanti. I immediately want to berate myself for my little vision of them, but it's going to be a long day. There's meaning in the Kingdom finding strength in the countries it's absorbed but I'm not going to dwell on it. I've never been one for poetry. Right?


    They eat with me and then Ragna helps me with my armor while Donal sits in a camp chair and reviews the order of battle with me. Ragna is just finishing braiding my hair onto my head when a soldier stops by with a message.


    “Yes?” I ask.


    “From Master General Nedwin,” the soldier says. “A runner brought it.”


    Perplexed, I take it from the soldier and dismiss him before breaking the seal and reading it.


    
      To Mistress Commander Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs:


       


      By the Godson's command, the Governor Chordwain of Shraeven will meet you on the field of honor at noon on this day. We trust you will withhold your army in accordance with the laws of war.


       


      —MG N.G.

    


    I stare at it in shock, which prompts Ragna to look over my shoulder and squint at it. She cants her head. “What game is he playing?”


    “What's it say?” Donal asks.


    “Nedwin tells me that Godson has ordered Chordwain to duel me. Chordwain,” I say. “Last I heard, Chordwain hasn't lifted a sword in twenty years. He's a politician, not a soldier.”


    “He has ordered you to execute the Governor,” Ragna surmises.


    “That's the only thing I can assume,” I say. “But why?”


    Donal says, “He's covering his tail.”


    “But that makes no sense,” I say. “If I kill Chordwain and easily, I make my position stronger.”


    “I'm not sure it's going to make your position stronger to be seen cutting down a helpless man in blood cold,” Donal says.


    “He's challenging me to a duel,” I say. “He's getting himself into it.”


    “Correct me if I'm wrong, Mistress, but the Godson is the one who got him into it,” Donal says.


    “Yes, but that's the implicit danger of accepting any political position in the Kingdom,” I say. “You have to be prepared to defend it, personally or with an army.”


    “That may be the legality of the thing,” Donal says. “But what the people watching will see is a man probably wetting himself with terror sidling up to you and dying instantly to your more-than-competent sword.”


    I wince, ears flattening.


    “My people will not like it either,” Ragna says. I glance over my shoulder at her and she shrugs, the barest flick of her whiskers. “We won't be sad to see the Governor die, but your reputation is for fairness, Mistress. You are a hero—”


    “And a hero doesn't execute her opponents without a trial,” I say with a sigh. “But if I refuse people will wonder if I'm a coward. It will give my people pause.”


    “It seems like the better course, yet,” Ragna says.


    I squint, press my thumb between my brows. And then it occurs to me. “Colblain…still under guard, isn't he?”


    Donal looks startled. “Yes?”


    “Bring him,” I say.


     


    They march him in beneath Donal's wary gaze, Colblain Sixblood of the Snowflower Vale. He looks well-kept: bathed, barbered and fed. While his animosity isn't significant enough to reject my hospitality, he no longer regards me with any courtesy, a fact he demonstrates amply by speaking before I can address him. “What do you want?”


    “I believe it's mine to ask the questions now,” I say, unperturbed.


    “I'm not interested in helping you,” he says.


    “I would never have imagined.” I lean back, folding my hands over my ribs.


    He glares at me. Such a pity, Colblain's loss…he's a good man. Upright, intelligent, fierce. Useful. And a beautiful melange of species…for a sixblood, he's unusually mixed. They crossed species lines with him.


    “Well?” he asks when the silence unnerves him.


    “You remember Chordwain,” I say.


    His ears slick back. “The rightful governor.”


    I nod. “I'm supposed to kill him.”


    He stares at me.


    “A duel,” I supply. “Am I wrong in recalling that Chordwain is no duellist?”


    “No,” Colblain says, clipped. “That was never his interest.”


    I nod. “You were always good with the law, Colblain. Is there any way out of this?”


    “It's possible,” he says after an extended pause.


    “Yes or no, Colblain?” I ask. “I really don't want to have to kill him. And I will.”


    “The only way out of it,” Colblain says, “is if he has a champion fight for him. But he has to decide he needs one.”


    “Why wouldn't he, if he doesn't want to die?” Donal asks.


    “Some people prefer death to dishonor,” Colblain says stiffly.


    Donal snorts. “Somehow I don't think Chordwain is one of them. So why's he not picking a champion?”


    “Because one is required to compensate a dead champion's family,” Colblain says. “And a winning champion can ask a boon, and the boon can be very expensive indeed.”


    “Ah, now that makes sense,” Donal says. “He's being a miser.”


    “There's no way for me to force him to do it,” I say.


    Colblain shrugs. “You can encourage it by choosing a champion of your own, but people will wonder why. Typically military personnel only choose champions if they are injured, are noble and without an heir…or are pregnant.” He eyes me.


    I ignore the barb. “Thank you, Colblain. Dismissed.”


    He doesn't stand as fast as the soldiers who escort him like, and they guide him with hands on his arms. He leaves me thoughtful.


    “So,” Donal says. “Going to try to ’encourage’ the governor to do the prudent thing?”


    “Yes,” I say, and sigh. “Get me a scribe. Then my armor.”


    “You could choose a champion yourself,” Donal says.


    “Stop bucking for a promotion, mister,” I say. “You're already second. You don't want to end up Shraeven's minister of war.”


    He laughs. “A Neshanti in charge of a liberated Godkindred province's army? Oh yes, indeed I would.”


    “Go!” I say, exasperated but amused.


    He goes.
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    I send my message strongly urging Chordwain to choose a champion, in as delicate a way as possible. And I send Colblain to deliver it, because Colblain will do his damnedest to encourage the governor to choose the course that will leave him alive at the end of the day. I am not surprised when Colblain doesn't return: I'd been hoping he would plead for amnesty and save me the trouble of having to guard, feed and shelter him.


    Ragna helps me don my armor in silence. I reflect that it no longer matches my bizarre coloration: white leather suited when I was white and gold and red, but now I am…well, every color but green, and that also if you stare in my eye long enough. I feel odd when she's done, as if I've put on someone else's clothes. Almost I want to tell her: take it off me. Strip me and let me fight naked.


    But sense wins over mysticism. Properly accoutered, I head out with my entourage to the designated field. Chordwain's people are waiting for us, and I hope, hope that he has done the smart thing.


    I see him: he is not dressed in armor. My chest loosens in relief. Master General Nedwin has drawn the rectangle, and Casandre stands outside it with the governor. Their people shift in discomfort as we take our places on the other side.


    “The challenged shall step in place,” Nedwin says.


    I step over the line.


    “The champion of the challenger shall step in place,” Nedwin says.


    I look up, wondering—


    —and I choke on my next breath as my heart skips once, twice, thrice.


    “Silfie,” I whisper.


    She wears brown leathers accented in brass and black; her bright curls are drawn back with a leather tie, leaving her sleek face exposed, like an unsheathed knife. She advances like a predator, sword already naked in her hand. I look for softness in her gaze and find none; confused, I look for insanity, but see only her eyes, her fierce and angry copper eyes.


    “This duel ends at the killing blow,” Nedwin says. “Begin.”


    “Don't hold back,” Silfie hisses. “You know I'm better at this than you are.” And then she lunges for me. I retreat, wings flaring in shock, and she backs me all the way to the end of the strip.


    I can't fight Silfie. I can't. I can't kill her! But I can't lose Shraeven either!


    Her blade slices through the leathers at my leg, leaving a skin wound that smarts all out of proportion to its severity.


    “If you want me to humiliate you before you die, I can oblige,” she says, baring her sharp little teeth at me…and slaps my cheek.


    I understand then. This is my life and Shraeven's, and she would do her best to take them both. I don't have to understand why to die. I shove her aside with a wing and dart past her, winning myself the room on the other side. Flexing my fingers on the hilt of my sword, I growl, “Come on, then.”


    She leaps for me. This time I am ready. This time I am willing to face her as an opponent, rather than as a lover I still hope to save. This time I put my heart into it.


    ...but she's right. She is better at this than I was; she's always been. Even when we sparred during those first months of our acquaintance, she was better. Time and bitterness have only improved her, while time and exhaustion have made me slow. I become aware that I am laboring, that sweat is slicking my hair to the back of my neck, that I am panting so hard my exertion has become nausea. My arm is shaking. My entire body trembles. The next time she lunges for me, I ignore it for a feint—


    —but it's no feint. She ducks past me, beneath one lifted wing, and I feel her blade rip up my back, across the dense muscles there, so richly supplied with blood. I feel one of those wings go limp, dead weight dragging. And then I feel steel at my throat—


    —pulling across my throat—


    She shoves me forward and I fall onto my palms and knees, then my elbows. Blood pours from my body, puddles around my fingers. I stare at it, shocked. I can't die like this. I can't. It's just not possible.


    “The duel goes to the challenger,” Nedwin says. “The champion may now ask her boon if she so wishes.”


    Spots are beginning to cloud my vision, but I find myself staring at Silfie's back. Betrayer. My murderer. She is wiping her sword. “I would.”


    “What may I grant you?” the governor asks, smugly pleased.


    “This,” Silfie says, and there is the flash of metal and the gurgle of shocked breath bubbling in a throat. Chordwain falls heavily at her feet. His blind, shocked eyes face mine, but there is nothing left in them. She says, “I am repaid.”


    My head strikes the ground.


    Hands on my shoulders


    husky alto: hara hara anghara


    dont go


     


    you abandoned me, you all abandoned me


    flash of copper eyes and curls


    so sorry i'm so sorry you were getting so strange i was afraid


    flash of blue water against copper cliffs


    you left you left us you didnt belong to us and you left us


    flash of rolling plains beneath blue skies


    we werent sure of you we werent sure you were new and alien we had to know you had conviction


    flash of blue skies above black waters


    who says we abandoned you?


    i saw it


    did you?


    …flash of copper blood splashing from the wing muscles


    ...head held so hard in place, thin slice across skin


    ...being pushed so hard forward that the blood spurting from those wing muscles spills forward over shoulder and neck, so that it looks as if a white throat is bathed in blood—


    ...!


     


    “Wake up, wake up, Angharad, Angharad!”


    I focus on the pebble near my eye. Right next to my eye. It's blood-soaked. So is the earth.


    “Gods!” I hear her curse, realize dimly that weight on my back is her pressing on the giant rip she made in my body. “Someone get a damned healer! Branden, get Branden!”


    Bran-who? Flash: mongrel, chirugeon, griffin-shaped. Oh. It occurs to me that I have my cavalry commander back.


    “What the blue hells did you think were you doing!” I've never heard Donal so angry.


    “Killing Chordwain!” Silfie snarls. “And keeping this province in one piece!”


    “You made her lose!” Donal bellows. “How is that going to help?”


    “She didn't lose,” Silfie says. “She's still alive! The person who loses has to be dead!” A pause and then a whimper. “I think she's alive, anyway. Angharad! Stay with us, the healer's coming!”


    “This,” a voice says behind us, “is most irregular.”


    “Shut the hell up, Nedwin,” Silfie says. “He got what was coming to him.”


    “And get away from us with that sword or I'll kill you myself!” Donal growls.


    What protectors I have. Gods save my enemies. Gods save me!


    “If she lives—”


    “She will!” Silfie says. “I knew what I was doing!”


    “If she lives,” Nedwin continues, “this duel will be forfeit, you know. You'll have used it as a convenient way to murder the governor. Made a mockery of tradition.”


    “You want to know what mockery of tradition is?” Silfie says. I can almost hear her spitting. “Mockery of your tradition, Nedwin? It's the governor of Shraeven spilling himself in the wombs set aside for the Godson's use. How's that for mockery?”


    Even I can sense the shocked stillness then, past the distraction of hot blood matting on my neck and shoulders.


    “He did what?” Nedwin whispers.


    “He raped the women meant for the Godson's harem,” Silfie says. “Don't blame me for sticking a sword in him. He stuck his in me first.”


    “Sssilfie—”


    Is that me? I guess it is.


    “Angharad!”


    “Love you,” I mutter, and then lose the world entire.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 12
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    Pain. Numbness. Pain again. Darkness.


    The whistle of the wind over deep, deep pots.


    And then voices.


    “What were you hoping to accomplish?”


    “Damn it, Donal…I don't know. I was angry. I wanted to escape. I knew we needed Chordwain dead. I was just…just trying to make it all work.”


    “’Was’ angry?”


    “Fine, I am angry. I'm angry at her for changing. I'm angry at Ragna for existing. I'm angry at Shraeven for hurting her. I'm angry at you for being a man. I'm angry at life for being so damned difficult.”


    A sigh then. Such a soft sigh. “Silfia—”


    “Look, I did the best I could with what I had—” She's crying now. “And…and I'm scared she's not going to wake up, and it'll all be for nothing...”


    Comfort her, Donal. I don't think I can make a sound yet.


     


    I lose the world for a while then. When I wake next, it's to warm, soft arms cradling my head. I am flat on my stomach, so numb I wonder what they drugged me with.


    “Welcome home,” Ragna murmurs.


    “Uhn,” I say, all eloquence.


    My tent is washed in sepia shadows and faint yellow candle-light, straight flames spearing the still, close air. I feel as if the world had been sealed away, leaving me in this comfortable cocoon. Silfie is sleeping on the floor nearby; I can smell her, familiar and comforting. It takes me a while longer to sense Donal on a sleeping mat unrolled across the entrance, barring it.


    “Am I alive?” I manage then.


    “Yes,” Ragna says.


    “Ah,” I say and lapse into silence. My head is in her lap as well as her arms. No wonder I feel safe. But eventually I come up with a new question. “Why hasn't she woken up?”


    “I made her tea,” Ragna says.


    I roll an eye up to look at her.


    “She was hysterical,” Ragna says. “She was doing no one good, least of all herself, crying almost to vomiting.”


    “And Donal?”


    She smiles. “He knew the tea would make him sleep. He looked at me, looked again, and then drank it.”


    Good to know my people trust one another. Some of them, anyway. I sigh a little. “The camp?”


    “Will be much relieved when you walk out of this tent on both feet,” Ragna says. “Negrat and Gavan have been calming them.”


    “And the enemy—”


    “Confused,” she says. “They have withdrawn to the city.”


    Wonderful. I would have to pry them out again. I sigh. Then, “I…I don't suppose I'll be able to fly again.”


    “The mongrel healer says you should recover,” she says.


    That is more than I was given to expect. Particularly since I hadn't anticipated being alive at all. “Chordwain is dead.”


    “Yes,” she says.


    “Gods,” I say. “What an unholy mess.”


    Even after all this time living among us, Ragna still smells of pine and musk and primal things, just as she did when I met her on that mountain. She is brushing her thumb against my cheek. I think of those first days.


    “Ragna,” I murmur. “Do you remember…the stones and bones?”


    “That Negrat read for you,” she says. “Of course.”


    “Tell me again,” I say. “I think…I think I've forgotten. I should have written it down, but the moment was so intense, so portentious, I thought I would never forget it…and I have.”


    She smiles.


    “Does that happen to you?” I ask, rolling an eye up to look at her.


    “Of course,” she murmurs. “I too am mortal, and things slip from me.”


    “But not the divination,” I say.


    “No,” she says, and quotes, and I can hear Negrat's cadence in the words: “You. Your company. Your challenge. Your future if you decline. Your future if you accept. The end of all things.” She pauses. I realize she is remembering this exactly as it happened, and I feel a touch of wonder. “You, the Phoenix. Your company, the Thunderstorm. Your challenge: the Betrayal. Your future if you decline…Death. Your future if you accept…the Quest. And the end of all things—”


    “—Sovereignty,” I breathe, remembering. I recover my sense of humor. “Well, not much choice between those two…Death or Sovereignty.”


    Ragna arches her whiskers. I'm glad to have made her laugh.


    “Do you suppose I was the betrayer?” I ask.


    She says, “Or perhaps the betrayal is yet to come.”


    “Mmm,” I say, glancing toward the tent flap.


    She follows my gaze.


    “Just making sure Negrat isn't about to pop out of the shadows,” I say.


    That gets me a chuff along with the arched whiskers.


    “Either way,” she murmurs, “we approach the end of all things, Angharad. You know this.”


    “Yes,” I say. And smile. “Glad you're here to see it with me, Od Ragna.”


    “I am glad I came,” she says. “Mistress Governor Godkin Woman.”


    I am just thinking of how nice it is to be in Ragna's very softly furred, very solid arms when the tent flap parts at its base and the corvid messenger waltzes, all insouciance, inside…over the top of Donal's body. Donal jerks upright, scanning for the intruder with a knife in his hand, only to fasten his eyes on the bird swaying over toward me.


    “By the six blue horns of the bull god!” Donal says. “Did he just walk over me?”


    I can't help it. I start laughing, a choked whistle around my bandages.


    Ragna arches her whiskers.


    “Uhn,” Donal mutters and rolls onto his knees and from there to his feet. I'm not in the habit of noticing his body but he moves it so well, cutting through the sepia shadows, so sinuous. It distracts. I wonder what I look like when I move, what it says about me. Probably that I am old, creaky and wounded. I smile and look down at the corvid messenger.


    “Well?”


    He hops up onto the edge of my cot. Ragna is the one who unfolds the message and scans it.


    “What's it say?” Donal asks, having come to crouch alongside, shading Silfie's face.


    “It's from Nedwin,” Ragna says. “He wants to meet with you, Angharad. To see if you live. And to discuss…irregularities.”


    Wonderful. “When?”


    “He doesn't suggest.”


    I sigh.


    “How exactly did you come to have this message?” Donal asks the bird, who preens a wing and ignores him. I wonder myself.


    “How badly off am I?” I ask. “I can tell I'm drugged. How badly?”


    “I don't think you'll want to be walking around tomorrow,” Donal says. “You're…ah…not entirely whole.”


    I glance at him. He looks at Ragna. Along with the corvid messenger's seeming ease with the enemy, I begin to wonder just what has been passing between Donal and Ragna in my absence.


    Ragna twists to reach behind herself, toward the stand where she keeps my grooming tools. “Your knife?” she asks Donal, and he hands it to her. She positions its broadest surface near my eyes and then tilts my mirror over my back.


    I stare in shock at the slice of myself reflected in the blade.


    “My gods,” I whisper.


    Swallowing takes a long time when you have a neck as long as mine. Particularly when you are doing it because your throat has gone dry from tongue to collarbones.


    “Branden says I'll recover?” I ask, hoarse.


    “Yes, with care,” Ragna replies. The giant crevice in my back vanishes from the surface of Donal's blade. She sets the mirror back on the table.


    “Gods!” I whisper. “Was she trying to cut my wing off completely?”


    “She would have had to dig around a little more to manage that,” Donal says with a crooked smile.


    “Ah…how much laudanum am I on, precisely?” I asked.


    They looked at one another.


    “Oh, enough,” I said finally. “What is it with you two?”


    This time Ragna was the one who smiled with her whiskers. Donal said, “She's a practical woman. I like practical women.”


    “If you steal my squire's virtue,” I say, “I'll—”


    “Horse-whip me?” Donal says innocently. “Draw-and-quarter me? Throw me in the stocks and pelt me with Magwen's excellent food!”


    “That would be a waste of his cooking,” I say with asperity.


    “Exactly,” he says. “It would break my heart.”


    Ragna chuffs a laugh and Donal says, “Don't worry, Mistress. We're not bedmates. We have a stronger bond by far.”


    “And that is?” I ask.


    “We're your nursemaids,” he says, and ducks when I lift an arm. And then I squawk and tears flood my eyes, because that arm is connected to that wing and that deep rift in my back and it hurts by all that's holy, gods! Does it hurt!


    “Fine nursemaids,” I say as they hover. “Beating you for insolence renders me insensate.”


    Donal laughs—softly, I notice even while my head swims—and Ragna covers me with a blanket. There is a cup with a spout at my beak; one of them is tipping my head back, the other is pouring. The last thing I see is the corvid messenger's bright, bright eye.


    “Sleep, Mistress,” Donal says. “We'll figure Nedwin out tomorrow.”
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    I wake abruptly from dreams of blood and steel, my hand reaching for a weapon. The muscles along my spine tense over what feels like a row of bright white caltrops, but that's not why I swear.


    “How long was I out?” I ask.


    Both Silfie and Donal stare at me.


    “How long!” I ask.


    “Another day,” Silfie says, ears flipping back.


    “Damn it all!” I say. “Get me Nedwin.”


    “What?” Silfie asks, eyes wide.


    “Nedwin!” I say. “Get me Nedwin. Right now!”


    “You're a bit off still, Mistress,” Donal says, his voice low.


    “Go,” I say to Silfie, and she goes.


    He cants his heavily horned head. “Something bothering you?”


    “He's coming,” I say, my eyes losing their focus. I hear the Winds over my feathers, the rush of the desperate Sea…


    ...the pounding of hooves on the unwilling Land.


     


    I lose some time between my demand and Nedwin's arrival, and I know it only because after I blink a parley table appears in my tent, with tea, incense and a camp chair. The corvid messenger is gripping the edge of the canvas chair and staring out the tent flap.


    “The Master General,” Donal says, parting the flap for him, and Nedwin enters like a block of heavy shadows. He comes to a halt across from my cot, looking down at me with those brilliant turquoise eyes.


    I make an exasperated noise. “Sit. For the sake of the gods.”


    “This is irregular,” he says, but he pulls up the camp chair, dislodging the messenger with an idle wave. “Very irregular.”


    Not exactly what I expected him to say. “The Godson is coming.”


    His eyes snap into focus, but I see no signs of surprise.


    “You knew,” I say.


    He says, “What are you hoping to accomplish, Angharad?”


    “Damned if I know,” I say. “I'm flying by instinct here, Nedwin. I'd appreciate not having to cut my way through my own countrymen to have my little showdown with the Godson.”


    “Will you cheat in that confrontation also?” Nedwin asks.


    I bristle and that…oh, that is a mistake. The world shatters in my eyes, jagged puzzle pieces edged in glass and agony. When I come back my eyes have spilled like cups and Nedwin is half out of his chair. With asperity, I hiss, “You can kiss my bare backside if you think I planned to have Silfie almost kill me and almost certainly bar me from the skies. And I mean it, Nedwin. You can lift the blanket and put your lips on my furry hind end right now.”


    He stares at me, eyes wide, and sinks back into his chair. Then he looks away.


    It takes me a while to realize his shoulders are shaking.


    “You're laughing at me,” I say.


    “I'm laughing,” Nedwin says. “I'm not sure what at anymore.”


    “Let's come to an arrangement,” I say. “You sit back and let me have my ’discussion’ with the Godson. If I survive it, then you and your army can try to kill me and my army. How's that?”


    “And what's to stop you from using your army to kill the Godson?” he asks. “I would be derelict in my duty if I didn't protect him.”


    As if he deserved protection from someone like Nedwin. “I'm not allowed to use my army to kill the Godson.”


    “Because?” he asks, brow lifting.


    “Because if I do that, then the Kingdom would rise against me,” I say. “I have to meet him on terms that leave no room for outrage. People have to be able to accept the outcome, Shraevenaese and Godkindred alike.”


    “Politics,” he said, studying me thoughtfully.


    “Common sense,” I say, exhausted. “Will you stand aside?”


    He says nothing.


    “Nedwin, do you believe in our cause?” I ask.


    He looks up. “’Our’ cause?”


    “The Godson's. The Kingdom's.” I meet his eyes. “Do you believe in the righteousness of our cause? Do you believe that we are destined to reach the godhead?”


    “Yes,” he says.


    “Then nothing you do and nothing I do will make a difference,” I say. “You might as well save the lives of your men and let destiny destroy me on its own.”


    “Sometimes men are the tools of fate,” he says.


    “Sometimes,” I say. “But not today. Agreed?”


    He is silent a while longer, then stands.


    “Agreed?” I ask again.


    “Agreed,” he says, and leaves.


    I am left with the messenger and my egg for company, and so I think that I am (more or less) alone.


    But I am wrong. Of course.


    O my Kith.


    I close my eyes. One of my hands drifts from the bunk to brush against the ground. I can't help it; as the warmth slowly embraces me, I have to answer. “Brother.”


    Danger uses me to reach you. I am sorry.


    “It's not your fault,” I say. “You can't toss him off his mount and swallow him in a quake. Or…can you?”


    Hesitation…I feel it as a slight withdrawal of that warm embrace.


    “I have to know,” I say. “Can you destroy him before he reaches me?”


    It…it could be done. But it is not in my nature, sister.


    I sigh a little. “Well, I can't ask it of you anyway, for the same reason I couldn't overwhelm the Godson with my armies. Any victory bought cheaply and without honor will be contested. I want peace in this land, not simmering resentment.”


    The embrace creeps back up my arms, flows through my back. Strange how a flighted creature can feel so safe cradled in the arms of the Land.


    Truly you love me. Truly you make the right choices.


    “I'm not sure about that,” I say, morose, folding my hands beneath my cheek. “I can only do what seems to make sense, and sometimes even that isn't enough.”


    “Talking to yourself again?”


    Just what I need. “No,” I say to Silfie. “To the gods.”


    “Again with the gods,” Silfie says with asperity.


    “Yes,” I say, tired. “Like it or don't, Silfie, but they are a part of me.” Indeed, I can still feel the cradle of the Land, and I wonder that he stays...


    O my sister!


    I begin to say, “Now is not the time,” when Silfie stumbles, reaching blindly for the parley table.


    “What was that?” she whispers, copper eyes wide.


    O, how you bleed, my kin! Let me hold you, please. Let me comfort you.


    I meet her eyes, just as stunned, as she sinks to the ground beside Nedwin's recently vacated camp chair. Her fingers twitch on the edge of the table as she presses her free hand to her belly, to her thighs, her knees. “What...?”


    I clear my throat. “That…ah…would be the Land.”


    “What!”


    Please, my sister. Let me comfort you. You have been through so much.


    Silfie's ears slick back. “Angharad! Something's wrong with me! I feel—”


    “—warm?” I ask. “Your bones loose in their sockets. A little sleepy, maybe.”


    “Drugged!”


    “No,” I say. “That's the spirit of the Land, holding you. Can't you hear him?”


    “Y-y-yess...”


    I nod a little. “Relax. If there's a honest and gentle god in the set, it's the one that's got you now.”


    “W-what!” Silfie exclaims. “I didn't ask for this!”


    “And I did?” I ask, ascerbic.


    “Didn't you?”


    “No,” I say, eyeing her from my bunk. “I was a good little Godkindred Kingdom soldier. My only religion was us. I wasn't hunting for a new one.”


    My sister...


    “Which of us are you talking to?” I ask, irritated. Silfie squeaks. I glance at her sharply only to find her cradling her midriff. “Silfie?”


    I am sorry, the Land whispers, and in it I hear the mournful sussurus of the wind in a forest. I know you hurt.


    “Sorry?” Silfie asks, her unease patent.


    There is another pause I feel as a slight withdrawal of the warmth around our bodies. I sense it glide off her in every place but one…and then, suddenly, I know.


    “Oh no,” I whisper.


    “Angharad?”


    “Tell me it's not true,” I say. “Oh gods! Tell me!”


    I will care for you, sister mine…and your progeny. For the good of us all, from end to end.


    “Angharad?” Silfie asks, eyes round. “What's wrong?” More angrily. “Tell me!”


    “Chordwain,” I whisper. “Damn him to all the hells in every province.”


    “Angharad! Tell me what is going on right now!”


    “Silfie,” I say, soft. “When was the last time you bled?”


    “I'm not due until…wait, no…it should have been last—” She trails off, looking as if someone has stabbed her.


    No matter how old or injured I am, in emergencies I always believe I have the body I had when I enlisted. So when Silfie leaps for the tent flap, I burst from beneath my blankets and grab for her…and then fall flat on my chest with stars in my eyes and her tail in my hand. She trips and sprawls. I snatch her ankle, she wiggles out of my grasp and staggers to the tent flap.


    “Silfie!”


    Half her body falls through the flap. I swing for her tail and miss, haul myself to my hands and knees and collapse, passing out for several seconds before my vision clears and my head stops wobbling on my stalk of a neck.


    By that time I find her pinned on the ground beneath Donal and Ragna. She's wailing, long high-pitched howls of rage and despair. The noise is harrowing, better suited to phantoms struggling free from their graves.


    “Angharad!” Donal calls over the noise. “What the glass-sharded hells is going on?”


    Uhn, having him here is probably the wrong thing. “Back off, Donal! Please.”


    “I can't hold her alone,” Ragna says calmly. She's sitting on Silfie's back, pressing her elbows into the ground. Donal has the vixen's legs. “She's too strong.”


    I crawl over to her and stroke her hair back. “Silfie, Silfie, listen to me. Listen to me. It's not the end of everything.”


    She snaps at my fingers, but I don't withdraw.


    Donal says, “As long as you're out of bed, Angharad…lie on her knees here.”


    I glance at him, then manage it. He leaves then, and I do my best to soothe her in his absence.


    When he returns, it's with a sloshing bucket…which he up-ends over her head. The wailing stops abruptly. Silfie hiccups on her next breath, then falls silent, ears dripping and sodden curls flattened against her face. Ragna nods her approval.


    “Now,” Donal says. “What's this about?”


    “Chordwain got her pregnant,” I say.


    Donal stares at me, eyes wide. Then his jaw clenches and he tosses the bucket aside. “God's horns! How I hate you Godkindred!”


    And as I stare, shocked, he gathers Silfie's head and shoulders into his arms and cradles her, and she…she allows it, just as shocked (perhaps) as I.


    I want to find my tongue. I want to ask. But I am paying for my over-enthusiastic rescue with crackles of pain so sharp I feel them as sparks, as white hot things I can't name or anticipate or even fight. Without even drawing breath to protest I trip into the dark.


    When I wake I am back on my cot, there is a wind tugging at the walls of my tent and Negrat is perched on a stool beside me. I squint up at him and say, “It makes no sense.”


    “It makes every kind of sense,” he says.


    “Now you will tell me that my son is destined to marry Silfie's daughter and this is some sort of divine plan,” I say.


    “Your daughter, her son,” he says. “And no, though that would be very tidy and I imagine quite popular. What I meant by that is that you have created a society that places such value on the bloodline of your progeny that you cannot expect to be surprised when its adults seek their salvation in getting children.”


    “Not like that!” I exclaim.


    “Yes, like that,” he says. “Truly, Godkin woman, your kind have always disappointed me. There are gods enough in the world. Why must you worship yourselves?”


    “Negrat,” I say, covering my eyes with my spread hand. “I am not in the mood for philosophy.”


    “I am only trying to prepare you for your task.”


    “Which one?” I ask. “Wait, let me guess. Convincing Silfie not to abort the baby.”


    “No,” Negrat says. “Chasing down your second in command.”


    “What!” I exclaim, throwing off the blankets and trying to rise.


    “You will only hurt yourself that way,” Negrat observes.


    I ignore him and call to the watch outside my tent, “GET ME FOUR STRONG MEN!” Then I return my attention to him. “What are you doing here, Negrat?”


    “Seeing to your vixen,” he says. “Ragna asked me about dosing her without harming the baby.”


    “Ah,” I said. “Better strap her down, or we'll have another crisis on our hands when she wakes up.”


    “Shall I have her brought to your tent?”


    “You'd better,” I say with a sigh as my tent flap parts for four likely looking soldiers. “Which way did Donal go?”


    “East,” he says. “Northeast.”


    Naturally. He's probably heading straight back to Aneshet by the shortest route possible. “Thank you,” I say to the shaman. And then to the soldiers, “One corner each. You're going to have to be my legs.”


    Negrat's brows lift. “You are going out thus?”


    “It's either this or let him run off into the night, because I certainly can't walk,” I say and add, irritated, “Don't ever tell me I don't work with my limitations.”


    He laughs. “The Mistress Commander paraded through her camp on a palanquin carried by beautiful males! Truly a vision without price!”


    “If this is a palanquin,” I say, “I want some grapes and a lapdog.” I nod to the men. “Let's go.”


    I'm not sure what the camp makes of their mistress commander being paraded past on a cot; certainly the four soldiers carrying me are expressionless. I have no doubt they'll be welcome at any campfire later tonight, though, with the coin of this story in their pockets. No, the only one whose opinion about my unusual mode of conveyance I can divine is Donal. When he sees me coming he blinks and shakes his head a little as if there's something in his eyes. By the time the men set me down he's laughing.


    “Angharad! What's this, now?”


    “You tell me,” I say. “Negrat tells me you are discontent.”


    “Did he?” Donal says, and the words are casual but his eyes are anything but.


    I sigh. “Come on. Out with it.”


    He sits next to me; we're on the edge of the army side of the camp and as I expected, he's looking east. “I never wanted to be a part of your kingdom,” he says.


    “Well, no, I imagine not,” I say. “That's how it goes with annexed provinces.”


    “Annexed provinces,” he repeats. Silence, then, for a while. I let it develop until he breaks it. “Do you know how galling it is to have lost to you people? You're so arrogant. Wealthy. Self-righteous. And you don't even throw us a sop by having a culture I can respect. I can't stand your religion. I can't stand how you treat mongrels. I hate your inheritance laws. I find how you treat women and children disastrous. And your king is a madman with delusions of godhead.”


    I cock a brow at him. “Do you want me to apologize?”


    “What would that help?” he asks, resigned. He rubs the roots of his forelock, and for once he looks haggard. “Tell me, Angharad…when you become Shraeven's queen, will you impose all these things on your people?”


    “Some of them,” I say. When he glances at me, my voice hardens. “I don't care what god you worship, Donal. But no one is going to have a culture like the mountain people's, where women are slaves and there are gangs of men wandering around like rabid animals. It doesn't matter to me how long a weight of tradition is behind it. It doesn't matter to me that they were here first and I'm the usurper. And it certainly doesn't matter to me that it works for them. Some things are always barbarism. Some things are always evil.”


    “How are you going to decide which thing is evil and which thing is tradition?” he asks.


    “Gods, Donal,” I say. “If reasonable people can't agree that raping women to get children on them is wrong then we have bigger problems than me being a cultural imperialist.”


    He laughs a little. “I suppose we do at that. But I'm not glad of this whole thing, Angharad.”


    “I'm not either,” I say. “Believe me, the last thing I wanted was to be where we are now. But we are…and so we'll have to work with what we've been given.” I tilt my head. “You're not going to run off, are you?”


    “I ran off a long time ago,” he says. “I've been gone since Aneshet fell. But I'm actually considering coming back.”


    “Good,” I say.


    “So,” I say. “This thing with you and Silfie...”


    He squints at me. “This what?”


    “This thing,” I say. “With you caring about her.”


    “I think you mistake me, Mistress,” he says. “And see your own feelings in others.”


    “That moment in the tent—”


    “—was all anger at your travesty of a culture, and how it ruins people,” he says, voice hardening.


    “Silfie's not ruined,” I say, willing myself to believe it.


    “Not for women,” he says. “Or at least, not quite yet. But it's too late for any man.” He glances at me. “So what are you going to do?”


    “Do?”


    “The baby,” he says. “How are you going to make her keep the baby?”


    I open my mouth and close it, looking away.


    “You know she won't want to,” Donal says.


    “I know,” I say, hoarse.


    He is silent, waiting for me to advance an opinion on a matter on which I feel only conflict. We are Godkin: every child is sacred. No matter how depraved Chordwain's character, no matter how vile the method of conception, the child is blameless and in this case, of superior lineage. I can hardly conceive of him or her being aborted. Despite having confronted my uncertainties after my own rape, I couldn't imagine what Silfie was feeling. My own brutalization had been an act of chance, impersonal as a force of nature. Hers had been the opposite, constituting yet another proof that the men of the world were cruel and vicious.


    “I don't know,” I say at last. “I don't know what to say.”


    “But you will say something,” he says.


    “Yes,” I say. Because I must…not just for the child's sake, but because that is our way.


    “She may not love you for it,” Donal says.


    “She already has reasons not to love me,” I say, closing my eyes and seeing behind them all her anger, her unreasoning anger over my choice to keep my own baby. “A few more won't make any difference.”
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    Not long after I have my bunk carried back into my tent, inspiring yet another round of curious glances. Silfie is still unconscious in one corner; the egg is still warm. There is not much more I can do, save to heal. I close my eyes, arrange myself oh-so-carefully, and drop to sleep. I dream terrible fragments of dreams, all on the same theme: The Godson is coming. The Godson is coming. Pounding hooves, the groaning road, the silent, staring sky.


    When I wake it is to the comforting drip and splash of contained water. My eyes open, but I do not resolve what they spy for quite some time. I disbelieve.


    Ragna is bathing Silfie. Copper fur, wet. Large white hands, coarse fingers against elegant spine. Combs and sea sponge and bubbles. The flare of sunlight rimming the edges of the tent, suggesting a bright and beautiful morning.


    “Are you awake?” Silfie asks.


    “Ah…yes,” I say.


    “So, what's your plan?”


    “Plan?” I ask, feeling the slowest mongrel idiot.


    “Yes,” she says. “For assaulting the city.”


    I blink.


    “I'm not going to assault the city,” I say after a long pause.


    “You're just going to give up, then?” Silfie asks, ears flattening. How she can contrive an air of menace while covered in soap bubbles I can't imagine.


    “No,” I say. “I arranged for free passage into the capital to await the Godson.”


    “Nedwin is going to let you waltz into the city, just like that?” Silfie asks, incredulous.


    “Yes.”


    “Why would he do that?” she asks. “Why would he do something that makes him look like a stoneless eunuch?”


    Because of course, she must believe that all men are vicious scoundrels merely because they're male. I don't sigh, but it is an act of discipline. “Because it's a waste of his people. We fight, we kill too many of our own…why, with the Godson on his way? Better to pass him the burden of untangling this mess.”


    “You really believe that,” Silfie says. “That the Godson has an interest at all in untangling anything.”


    “Actually, I'm afraid he does,” I say. “A clean fight would be easier.”


    “I would just walk up to him and stab him,” Silfie growls. “Through the gut. Make it take a while.”


    I do sigh then. “And then what would happen to the Kingdom, Silfia? The idea is not to plunge another country into chaos.”


    “If we can't survive the death of the Godson, then we don't deserve to,” she says.


    I glance at Ragna…as usual, the pard keeps her silence. I look back at Silfie. “So you come to treason in your own way, at last.”


    “As if that should matter to you,” Silfie says. “You're practically the Queen of a rebelling province, and a heretic to boot.” Before I can even begin to come up with a reply to that, she says, “So when is the Godson arriving?”


    “Not long,” I say.


    “Fine.”


    “Silfia, about the baby—”


    “Don't. Don't say anything.” She takes a breath. “You have no right.”


    So I don't.


    For now.


     


    My work, then, is to recuperate…as quickly as I can so that I'll be in condition to handle whatever the Godson plans for me. And I have no idea what he might be planning for me: it could be anything from single combat to a purely political or emotional duel. I can't predict him because quite frankly I don't believe in his sanity anymore. His power…most certainly. His sanity, most certainly not.


    I rest. I sleep. I eat whatever Ragna brings me, no matter how vile it smells or tastes. I do ginger exercises under the stern care of Healer-mongrel Branden; I submit to re-stitching of my wounds. I watch the men who've earned the duty to turn my egg. I send out reconnaissance teams from my throne on my bunk, and take reports, and sense that all is well for now.


    And I pray. Usually to the Sea. Sometimes to the Land. The Winds…well, our conversations sound more like dialogues between warring siblings; to be expected, I suppose, as we are all creatures of the sky. Sometimes I even address the Stars, but they don't respond, and I think for that I am grateful.


    Perhaps the oddest development during my convalescence is Nedwin, who returns to my tent with a game board one afternoon, and makes a habit of it thereafter.


    After two weeks of this, I dream and know that the Godson will arrive before I finish healing. I will have to meet him bearing Silfie's wounds, no longer crippled but not at my best. Over my game with Nedwin that afternoon, I say quietly, “It will be over soon.”


    Nedwin nods. “It will be good to go home.”


    I envy him, with a pang of jealousy and longing, that sure knowledge of where home lies.


     


    I dream of the thunder of hooves every night until the noise is deafening, so oppressive I wake up with ringing ears—


    —and then one night, it's gone.


    I lift my head in the dark, blinking away the empty dreams, and hobble to the tent flap to look out at the night sky. There I almost trip over Negrat.


    “Is he here?” he asks.


    I stare down at him, then say, “Yes.”


    “Took him long enough,” he says, turns over and goes back to sleep. The stoic soldiers guarding my tent don't even look down at him.


    “Go to the perimeter,” I tell one of them. “Tell them to expect the Godson.”


    He obeys; from behind I see the tension in his shoulders. I sigh.


    Ragna prepares tea and helps me dress.


    “Are you ready?” she asks.


    “No,” I say. “Yes. I'm tired of waiting.”


    Ragna nods.
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    CHAPTER 15
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    It's a fine, bright morning with a spritely coastal breeze when the Godson rides into my camp…with no fanfare at all, which I admittedly expected, without even a bodyguard or an entourage. Just himself on a tall mount with simple tack…the only mark of his rank the quality of the gear and the single gold medallion on the martingale.


    I'm not sure what I expected of the Godson. I'd only ever seen him from a distance, too far for anything but a vague impression of thinness. His increasingly erratic decisions led me to expect someone contemptible, someone with no presence…a weak-willed, easily-distracted pansy.


    Instead, I find him…taut. Like a bowstring drawn hard to. Vibrating with a power and charisma that makes the obvious mania in his eyes all the more arresting—and terrifying. He does not present like an inbred cur…but like a prophet maddened with vision.


    “Fine camp you keep, Angharad,” he says easily, dismounting before my tent. His eyes glide over Negrat, never focusing. “Except, of course, for the riffraff.”


    Overcome by the sheer vitality of his presence, I can only stare at him, at the eerie eyes that never seem to track and his bizarre flat face. He smiles, grasps my shoulder easily and indicates my tent with a wave of his hand, as if it is his. Which it would be…were I the woman I was when we begun this. “We have so much to talk about. Come.”


    I allow him to steer me inside.


    “Ah, lovely,” the Godson says. I assume he means the tea awaiting us, but I realize he's not looking at the table.


    He's looking at Ragna.


    “My squire,” I say, claiming her before he can make any assumptions.


    “Your squire!” he laughs. “I suppose. Well, we'll return to her later.” When I lift my hand to dismiss her, he sets his on my wrist. “No, let her stay.”


    Gods, I should have hidden her. Too late now. The Godson has a seat—my seat, the one facing the tent flap—and pours his own tea. “So then. Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs. What a work you've done here.”


    When I remain standing, he squints up at me with his mad eyes and smiles. “Sit, won't you?”


    My knees give, depositing me on the chair opposite his. He pours tea for me, polite as you please. Had I respected and believed in him, the honor would have stolen my tongue. Being afraid of him has much the same effect.


    “You don't talk much, do you?” the Godson says, sipping his tea. “Ah, this is perfect.” He glanced at me. “Do you?”


    “Sir?” I ask, startled.


    “Talk much,” he says.


    “Ah...,” I say. “It depends on the situation.”


    He laughs. “A sense of humor. Lovely, lovely. But we are busy people, me and thee, Angharad. So I shall save us some tiresome small talk…for later, for surely we'll want to indulge in it later. Shraeven…not so much luck with it, pacification-wise.” He sighs. “But so much good blood here. Look at her!” He nods at silent Ragna. “Nearly purely blooded. I smell it on her. Perfect for our cause. We're quite close. We could do it, with Shraeven, within a generation or two. So I could use Shraeven. You seem to have a way with it.” He sips his tea. “Be my queen.”


    “Excuse me?” I ask, stunned.


    “My queen, my consort, my ruler of half the empire…whatever title you prefer. Empress. High Lady Angharad. Her Perfection, her Grace, your Majesty the collector of Pulchritude and Pillowgirl Pards. Whatever pleases you,” he says, waving a hand. “Stay here, help me manage the rest of this project. We can die peacefully, knowing our grandchildren will be gods.”


    I gape at him.


    “Good plan, yes?” he says, trying one of the scones. “I like it myself. No unnecessary bloodshed, though you'll get tired of bed-hopping after a while. I know I do. Are these currants or some local berry? Very tasty.”


    “You want me to marry you?” I say before I think. “You can't be serious.”


    “Marry me!” The Godson shakes his head. “No, no. I looked up your bloodlines before I left. I have all your species already. Marrying you would make no sense. Our children, perhaps, if they have the proper mixes.” He cocks a brow at me over one of those staring eyes. “I said make you my queen, not marry you.”


    Somehow his casual rejection offends me. Can you imagine? Me, offended at having been turned down by the Godson. How did he do that? “You can't blame me for the assumption,” I say. “They usually do go together.”


    “Not in this case,” the Godson says. “It would be a contractual arrangement. Besides, we're too alike to share a suite.”


    Now he's offended me by suggesting we're similar. I am not an egomaniacal fanatic. I think. Silfie's accusations come back to me, ring in my ears. Uneasily, I say, “And of course such a contract would favor you.”


    The Godson squints at me now. “Why, Angharad. I do believe you think I am here to take advantage of you. How unfair…have I not given you free rein here in Shraeven?”


    “Pardon me?” I ask. There's so much to be offended at in that statement that I can't even decide which part offends me most.


    “I haven't struck you down, despite the advice of my counselors.” The Godson pours himself more tea. Healthy appetite, the Godson.


    “Nedwin—”


    “Operating under standard orders to put down native rebellions,” the Godson says, buttering another scone. “You must admit, you look rather like one.”


    “Casandre!”


    The Godson wrinkled his strange flat nose. “Chasing a personal agenda. I shall have to Do Something about her.”


    “Chordwain...”


    “Good riddance he's dead,” the Godson says with a sigh. “Though what an ignominous way to die. As you recall, Angharad, I sent you here to replace him. With good cause, wouldn't you say?”


    “You don't seriously expect me to believe that you're on my side,” I say.


    “I don't need to expect you to believe anything,” the Godson says. “I'm here, making a reasonable offer…rather than riding down on you and slaughtering your people to the last camp follower.” He smiles. “You see, I even call them ’ your people.’”


    I am saying a lot of stupid things during this conversation, but none of them are quite as stupid as the thing that comes tumbling from me then. “You didn't bring enough people to ride down on us and kill us to the last camp follower.”


    The Godson smiles. “You knew that, of course.” He holds his cup in a web formed by the fingers of both hands, looking over its brim at me contemplatively. “Was it the air that told you? Did you feel it in the ground?”


    I gape at him.


    He sips, mad eyes resting for a moment on the surface of the tea. “It was surely no mortal reconnaissance. You didn't have time.”


    “I have no idea what you mean by that,” I say. Which is a lie. I know exactly what he means by it. I just don't want him to know what he seems to mean by it.


    The Godson's smile is lazy. His brows lift over his unblinking eyes. “You don't have to be coy, Angharad.” His gaze skates over my strange hair, my odd eye, my dark wings. “I know the signs.”


    I flat my ears. “I got a little colorful in my old age.”


    “You're not old.”


    “Stress,” I say.


    He laughs. “Would make your hair fall out, not turn all pretty god-painted colors.” He smiles, eyes thinning. “It's perfectly fine to say it, Angharad. You've been seduced by our rivals.”


    I draw in a sharp breath in a hiss and prepare to object.


    He holds up a finger and shakes his head sadly. “Turn your lovely borrowed senses to the ground now, dear Angharad.”


    I am suspicious, but he has returned to eating and drinking. Land?


    Here.


    What…does he want me to know?


    A sense of sorrow. Come with me.


    I am folded into the earth, gleaming soil and crumbling rock, and we race out, outward, a vast and widening circle from the camp—


    —and strike another. One twice the size of mine, so many soldiers, their booted feet striking hard against the surface of the land as on a drum in perfect time, evoking long-rehearsed drills and perfect discipline. Shocked I come back to my body and stare at the Godson. “You hid them from me.”


    “Yes,” he says. He sets his empty cup down and does not refill it. “I don't plan to use them on you, Angharad. That would hardly be a…useful…battle.” He rises. “If you turn down my offer, it will be me and me alone you stand against.” He holds out his palm and a flame darts from the air above it, tickling. The Winds howl in my ears: It's eating us! The f-f-fire, it eats us! “The powers our rivals have lent you…versus the ones I have by right of birth. A war of two nascent gods…what a spectacle. But such a waste.” He shakes his head. “I hate waste, Angharad.”


    He steps to the tent flap. “Do think about my offer. I'll be waiting.”


    And then he is gone, and I am lefting with the trembling Land and the wailing Winds…and my sudden, horrible understanding that I have underestimated the Godson terribly. His madness isn't because he's failed at drawing us toward divinity.


    It's because he's succeeded.


    For several heartbeats I stare at the tent flap. Then I say to Ragna, “Bring my council.”


    I clear the table, set out fresh tea and food. By the time Ragna returns I have recovered my composure, which required admitting just how badly it had shattered.


    Donal, Gavan, Oweir…Negrat, Ragna and…“Where's Silfia?”


    “I could not find her,” Ragna says.


    Wonderful. To the others, I say, “You might have noticed the Godson waltzing out of our camp.”


    “Hard to miss him,” Donal drawled. “Did he offer to marry you?”


    I stare at him. “No, but to make me the Queen of Shraeven.”


    Donal nods. “Close enough.” He says to Oweir, “You owe me a beer.”


    “Glad you didn't wager your cards the way you planned,” Gavan added.


    Now I stare at them. “Did everyone know about this but me?”


    “Yes,” Negrat says.


    At my expression, Ragna's whiskers arch in amusement. “No,” she says. “But many suspected. Why else would he come here in seeming peace?”


    “Morale is good,” Gavan adds. “The men think the Godson forgives you. Or blesses your actions. Or is afraid of you.”


    “He is not afraid of me,” I say. More quietly, “He has magic powers.”


    Their turn to stare at me.


    Oweir says, “That would have been funnier a few months ago.”


    Negrat nods. “He is part god.”


    “You mean it's actually possible?” Gavan asks, eyes wide. “We can…we can do it?”


    “I saw him call fire,” I say.


    Silence.


    “Does this really change anything?” Donal asks.


    “We could become gods,” Gavan repeats, stunned.


    “Our children anyway,” Oweir murmurs. “It's all real. We can do it.”


    “You'd sure be served by Kazan having magic,” Donal drawls to Oweir. “Almost belted you for winning at dice the other day, eh? Would be great if he could add some fire and crisp you in a fit of temper.”


    Oweir looks at him, jerked from his reverie.


    “And you, Gavan…that bit of a discipline problem you've been having in the men. You really want them to be able to oh, say, bury you to your chin in mud? Drown you on land?”


    Gavan opens his mouth, then flattens his ears. “Donal—”


    “—what about it, friends?” Donal says, leaning back and folding his arms behind his head. “Want godlike powers in everyone? Even the pettiest, stupidest, least disciplined, least thinking people in the world?” He snorts. “All the rest of us would be spending all our time keeping them in check, eh? I'd rather spend my time drinking. Or with a round-hipped girl.”


    Negrat smiles. Ragna chuffs a low laugh. And Oweir and Gavan exchange glances before the former says, “You? You're a priest, man. A girl would need magic powers just to get you to look at her.”


    Donal laughs, but I catch his ears coloring.


    “But if this is a bad idea,” Oweir says, turning to me, “then…everything we believe is wrong. It can't be both, Mistress. Either our religion is right and righteous, and we should be driving toward the goal of divinity…or our religion is wrong, and divinity drives us mad, and…we need something new to live for. But what?”


    “You might,” Negrat says then, “try asking us.”


    “We're not Shraevenese,” Gavan says. “We have to find our own reasons.”


    Negrat snorts.


    “You're going to turn down his offer?” Donal asks.


    I sigh. “I think I must. If he'd been wholly mortal, I might have parlayed with him with the help of Shraeven's gods to keep him in check. Now…I don't know how strong he is. I don't know if I can force him to accept my terms. A partnership of equals is the one thing I can't accept from the Godson. If I can't operate from a position of strength, then I have to put him down.”


    “So, you're going to fight him. Your magic powers against his,” Oweir says.


    “More accurately, Shraeven's against his,” I say. “If I'm going to win this it will be because I'm under no illusion that I'm anything but a mortal.”


    Gavan eyes my hair and wings.


    “They have odd notions about fashion, admittedly,” I say. “But in the end all this,” pointing at my eye, “is about them saying 'we trust you to look after our own'. They didn't paint me to empower me to follow my own agenda. They did it because I was willing to guard Shraeven's interests. If I stop they'll pick another champion.”


    “Which is why your religion was never a good idea,” Donal says. “It was never based on the righteous use of power. Only on giving power to everyone, no matter what they wanted to use it for.”


    “'Your' religion?” Gavan says.


    Donal sighs. “Should I go back to talking like a backwater farmer just to remind you that my 'province' was actually a country before you annexed it?”


    “Enough,” I say, waving a hand. “We can worry about what we're going to make of our philosophies if we win.”


    “When we win,” Oweir says. “I might be confused, but I'd rather be on your side when all the fire and lightning's spent.”


    I chuckle. Our discussion turns then to matters of logistics and discipline—I want to hear more about the little problem Donal mentioned Gavan having—and when they leave, they are measurably calmer. Negrat, pausing at the tent flap, says, “That horned boy gets it. You should take him to consort.”


    By now accustomed to Negrat being Negrat, I say, “I'll take that under advisement.”


    He grins and leaves.


    And then I am left with the realization that I am about to undertake a duel—a magical duel!—with the king of my own country. One that will probably end in one of us dead. And that, if I survive this divine disagreement, I will have the unenviable task of creating a new philosophical system to replace the one I will have usurped. I watch Ragna tidy up the dishes and cups and rub my forehead slowly. “Ragna?”


    “Mistress.”


    “What do you live for?”


    Ragna cants her head, pausing with pillow in hand. Then her whiskers arch.


    “Myself,” she says, and goes back to cleaning.


    I am left alone with my thoughts, and as I mentioned, they are uncomfortable. My eyes catch on the egg and I think of another child.


    “You couldn't find Silfia,” I say.


    “No,” Ragna says, tossing the last of the dirty linens into a basket to be hauled out for washing. Something about the set of her ears though...


    “But?” I ask.


    Ragna says, “Silfia does not want to be found.”


    I sigh. “She hasn't run off again, has she?”


    Ragna is quiet a moment. Then she says, “I suspect she will return.”


    My instincts are beginning to clamor. “Suspect? Or know?”


    Again another of those silences…and in it, I see the shape of a heinous thing. I jerk to my feet and lurch for the tent flap.


    Ragna grasps my arm. “Mistress. This is between her and the gods.”


    “It most certainly is not!” I exclaim. “It is between her, the gods and a baby.”


    “That is not how she sees it,” Ragna says.


    “But it is how I do,” I say. “Would you have me stand by and let something happen that I believed was wrong? Would I still be Angharad Godkin, then?”


    Ragna's fingers flex on my arm…then she sighs and lets me go.


     


    By the time I find her, the cup is empty. I stare down at it, wings tightly mantled. That holding them so makes the still healing muscles ache clears my head, and is somehow appropriate: she put those wounds there.


    “It wasn't your choice to make,” Silfie says, staring at the horizon. She is sitting on the ground in a well of her own calm.


    I don't answer her. I can't look away from the cup. There are few abortifacients with guaranteed results that do not entail some risk to the mother. I know about them because I must: a commander of mixed sex regiments becomes acquainted with the extremes to which people will go to cover their mistakes.


    Silfia looks up at me. “It wasn't.”


    No, but this was my decision to make. “You're relieved of duty.”


    “I'll be fine,” she says. “It'll be over by tomorrow.”


    “Perhaps I was unclear,” I say. “I'm discharging you from my army.” I nod at her rank bars. “I'll have those now.”


    She leaps to her feet. “What!”


    I hold out my hand for them. She covers her collar with her own as if to protect them from me, copper eyes burning.


    “No!” she says. “You can't do this to me just because you disagree with me!”


    “I'm not doing it because I disagree with you,” I say. “I'm doing it because you consistently put your personal goals above your duty.”


    “What!”


    “You were due at a conference today, which you skipped to attend to personal matters,” I begin.


    “That was today!”


    “—which resulted in you taking a drug that may or may not put you out of action in the next few days, which may well be critical to our success in Shraeven,” I continue. When she looks to leap in again, I hold up a hand. “This is not the first time. You have abandoned your post several times without informing me first. And you killed Chordwain out-of-law—”


    “He deserved it!”


    “Silfia,” I say, “This is a pattern. It's not a pattern I can afford in an officer, much less one of your seniority. You're erratic, you're out of line, and I can't make excuses for you anymore.” I hold out my hand again. “Give me your bars.”


    “This is my life,” Silfia whispers.


    “Then you should have made it your priority,” I say.


    She unpins her bars and gives them to me. Her hand is trembling. Mine isn't.


    I watch her limp away. And then I close my eyes. So many endings in such a small cup.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 16
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    The nice thing about being responsible is that duty often interrupts you just when you're about to sink into melancholy. My heart wants to linger on Silfia's decline; my head tells me I now have a cavalry unit without a captain, which is not a situation I can allow for long. So I take myself to that part of camp and do my commander's stalk, the one where you meet no one's eyes but you can see them straighten and work harder anyway. After a time I have a casual seat, as if to rest—not a pretense, that, as I'm still mending—and I watch the unit.


    And I am surprised to find Tam Vinter, the native from Black Vines, among them. Talking affably with those who can talk back, patting those who have no speech and showing that great simplicity of manner that seems to come so much more easily to the Shraevenese than it does to us Godkindred. We are embarrassed at the mistakes thrown by our quest for godhead; the people of Shraeven have no such guilt.


    I study him for a time, then go to find the mongrel healer. While he checks my wing and back, I ask about the youth.


    “Good child,” the griffin says. “Still a child, of course. But with potential.”


    Perhaps not as much of a child as we think; he's old enough to be out on his own, and farm children grow up quickly. I thank him for re-applying my bandages. By the time I reach my tent I know what to do and send a messenger out.


    “It's time,” I say when Oweir joins me, “for you to get back to being a captain. You're taking the cavalry unit.”


    “Mistress?” Oweir asks, eyes wide.


    “And if I were you,” I say, “I'd make your squire your second.”


    His hesitation is slight; I notice it only because I'm staring at him, gauging his reaction. But he salutes and nods. “Yes, Mistress. Thank you.”


    “Go.”


    He goes. I sit back, pleased but tired. Oweir has the military experience and the seasoning to lead the cavalry; Tam has the sensitivity to the mongrels and the wisdom of Shraeven's guiltless relations with them. Together they'll do well.


     


    My satisfaction at having solved the cavalry problem is just wearing off when Ragna appears, followed by two men and a tub. I eye it as they position it in the tent; when she sends them off to get hot water, I say, “Is that a good idea?”


    She says, “We'll keep your wound above the water.”


    It's been a long time since I've had a proper bath. Come to that, didn't I start this entire venture by bathing in a barrel? I sigh and let her organize things, me included, until I am sitting hunched forward in the steam, eyes closed and wings splayed carefully over the rims.


    As she washes me, Ragna asks, “Will you go yourself to tell the Godson your answer, or send a messenger?”


    Good question. “I'll go myself. I want to look around.”


    “He won't do something dishonorable,” Ragna says.


    I shake my head. “He doesn't need to. He has something to prove if I defy him, and he can't do it if he takes me without displaying his extraordinary godlike powers.”


    “Then this is the end,” Ragna says presently. “You will fight him and either win, and everything will change…or lose. And you will be dead.”


    I think but don't say that 'dead' is the kindest of the alternative endings to this story. “Yes,” I say. “What will you do if I lose?”


    “I suppose become one of the Godson's harem,” she says.


    I eye her. “That's not funny.”


    “It wasn't intended so,” Ragna says. “I saw his interest. I am not sure there is an easy escape from it.”


    I shudder. “Yet another reason not to lose. Even if I do become Angharad, Empress.”


    “Will you?” she wonders. “Or will you leave the Kingdom to itself, but with a new ruler?”


    “How should I know?” I ask, irritated. “Maybe I'll give it to Donal for a prize and then marry him.”


    Ragna nods. “That would create alliances between Shraeven, the Godkindred and the Neshanti. It is a good plan.”


    “Ragna!”


    “What will you give Silfia?”


    I stop and stare at her. “What?”


    “Silfie,” she says. “What will you give her as a love prize?”


    “A…a love prize?” I sputter.


    “You don't think she deserves one?” Ragna asks, unruffled.


    “I don't love her anymore,” I say—blurt, really. And then horrifed, I sink deeper into the tub.


    “Nonsense,” Ragna says. “Of course you do.”


    “No,” I say. “I really don't.”


    Ragna sighs. “You ask me to believe the Godkindred are so different from us, then? That they can just stop loving someone because the path grows difficult.”


    “The path didn't get difficult,” I say. “The path diverged. She went one way, I went the other.”


    “So you don't even write letters,” she says.


    I press a hand to my closed eyes. “I think this metaphor is approaching uselessness. I can't love her anymore, Ragna. She doesn't want to be loved.”


    “Those are different things,” Ragna observes. “What you do, and what she wants. You can still love her, whether she claims not to want love or not. Your loving her does her no harm.”


    “And me…what, much good? I think not,” I say with asperity. “You don't hug thorn bushes.”


    “Love doesn't have to be hugging,” Ragna says. “Love can also be pruning. Or watering.”


    I stare at her. “I don't think that metaphor is working either.”


    “We don't need metaphors, Mistress,” Ragna says, meeting my eyes with her insufferably calm ones. “You will always love Silfia until you are dust, whether that love brings you pain or joy, whether you are together or not. Love is never done. It only sleeps. So…what will you give Silfie for a love prize?”


    “She can't even handle her own duties,” I say. “What could I possibly trust her with?”


    “Is this about the baby?” Ragna asks.


    “What, don't you already know?” I ask.


    “No, on this I have no understanding,” Ragna says. “You will have to tell me.”


    I sigh. “She shouldn't have done it.”


    The pard tilts her head, sponge in hand. “This is your belief.”


    “This is our belief,” I correct. “Which is why it is not allowed in the Kingdom.”


    “If it is not allowed, how did she know to find the herbs?”


    “Because the military is the only place in society that looks the other way if an ‘accident’ happens,” I say.


    Ragna is silent. Then she says, “It is…not allowed, in the Kingdom. So males always choose when females have children?”


    “No!” I exclaim, surprised. “It's a mutual decision.”


    “How do you stop them from lying with whomever they please, when they please?” she asks.


    I remember abruptly that where Ragna comes from, most males roam in wild packs, dumb beasts half-mad with unbridled desires. I shake myself. “Ragna, men are not animals.”


    “Silfie seems to think so,” Ragna says.


    “One bad man does not make all men evil,” I say. “Or shall we punish the Donals and the Magwens for the acts of your brothers?”


    “That is perhaps more nuance than Silfie is capable of,” Ragna says.


    “It's a complicated world,” I say and rub my forehead. “You don't always get to choose the path you find yourself on.”


    “That,” Ragna says, “is the first wise thing you've said in a while.”


    I eye her. “Thank you. I think.”


    Ragna arches her whiskers in amusement.


    I am still thinking up a rejoinder when a brown blur swoops into the tent with a rattle of feathers. I duck, Ragna sways to one side and the corvid messenger drops with a self-satisfied squawk on the edge of my cot.


    “Well, well,” I say. “You've been missing a while.”


    The messenger preens while Ragna unties the note on his leg. She brings it to me wordlessly and begins washing my hair.


    
      Godhead in a person presents itself very differently than it does in gods.


       


      I am uneasy.

    


    No more. Just that. I frown and look at the messenger. “Who did you get this from?”


    A gaping grin, but no response.


    “What does it say?” Ragna asks. After I read it to her, she says, “Unrest in the Godson's camp?”


    “I wonder,” I say. To the messenger, I say, “Can you take something back to this mystery person?”


    The messenger bobs his head.


    “Strange,” Ragna says. “One would have thought this would be a thing of celebration, to have the Godson express the powers your people are working toward.”


    “Sometimes,” I say, “what one wants and what one thinks one wants are not the same.” Before she can say anything, I add, “Don't worry. This penchant for wisdom will wear off.”


    Ragna arches her whiskers again.


     


    Later, I pen the response to my anonymous contact.


    
      What is given by gods can be taken away.


       


      What is bred into blood and bone is forever.


       


      Who will guard us when some become gods before others?

    


    It is, I think, heretical. But I'm damned for our religion anyway. I watch the messenger wing into the purple evening sky and wonder.
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    As I walk through the Godson's camp, I wonder if my malcontent is among the common soldiers tending their fires and their armor. I wonder that even as I observe the effortless discipline of the rank and file…and the quality and condition of their weapons, tents and leathers.


    “Gods of Shraeven,” Gavan mutters at my shoulder. “He's brought the marching army.”


    “Yes,” I say, because no other part of the army would be so large, nor so obviously battle-conditioned. This is the army that made the Godkindred Kingdom an empire. And then I say, sotto voce, “When did you start swearing by the gods of Shraeven?”


    “When it became prudent,” Gavan says wryly.


    I huff a laugh and we walk through camp toward the center, where the Godson awaits my reply. No one pays us any mind…almost as if we are still considered part of the army, even if we are not dressed in its uniform. Another of the Godson's arrogances, perhaps. My answer to the Godson is still “no,” but I find myself relieved that he has made it personal between us. To take this force on directly would be suicidal.


    “Want me to mingle?” Gavan asks as we reach the inner circle.


    I shake my head minutely. “They won't talk to you. Just be watching for anything unusual.”


    He nods and I give myself over to the guards with their slender, deadly polearms, there to be escorted into the tent of the Godson.


    I am expecting ostentation, but the guards bring me to a tent not much larger than mine. Inside I find some concessions to opulence: embroidered cushions, a much nicer bed, incense and wall hangings…but nothing on the order of what I expected from a traveling god.


    The Godson is draped across a mound of cushions with his back to me. He's wearing a pale metal waist chain with rubies and black pearls…and nothing else. His back is fine enough, if rather narrow, but the taillessness strikes me as very odd. Whatever the case, I am very glad his back is turned.


    “Ah, Angharad,” he says. “Come to me with a dire decision, no doubt.”


    “How well you know me, sir,” I say.


    “Sir!” He shakes his head. “I was hoping for at least 'my lord.'“


    “If this works, you won't be my anything,” I say.


    “I can't convince you,” he says. “Even with my lovely self.” He cocks his hip. I suppress the urge to cover my eyes.


    “Trust me when I say I am completely unmoved. The last thing I need is one more man, woman or natural force trying to have a significant relationship with me.”


    He laughs and turns onto his back, giving me a coy smile. I keep my gaze on his face. “So the answer is no.”


    I nod.


    “You realize it's for me to choose the terms of this duel,” he says. “You are the challenger.”


    I say, “I understand.”


    He folds his arms behind his head and stares at the tent's ceiling. “Good. The duration of the duel shall be a week.”


    “A wee—”


    “If in a week's time, the capital of Shraeven is still intact and the people still alive, you'll have won,” the Godson finishes. “You may use any resource at your disposal to keep me from destroying it.” His eyes slide toward mine and his smile is distinctly reptilian. “You'll need it.”


    “Is th—”


    He yawns and says, “You might want to look into that fire.”


    I dash from the tent and halt, staring at the black smoke billowing from the city. I leap for the sky—


    —and fall, sprawling, when my wounded back fails. Gavan swoops to my side. “Mistress!”


    “Curse it all!” I hiss. “Get back to camp. Tell Donal we're moving to the capital, get them on the march now!”


    “Yes, ma'am!”


    I haul myself upright and take off running.


    I am not built for running—everything in me is made to be lifted from the ground. But run I must and run I do, and running I grind the edges of my beak together and think vile thoughts about the Godson and his power-mongering, Silfie and her sword and the gods for leaving me grounded. Now, I think, would be a wonderful time to have help. Particularly if the gods of Shraven want the capital of Shraeven to be standing in a week—


    —and at some point during this aggrieved litany I find that I am skimming the earth.


    We are listening, the Winds say. When it suits us. A hiss of giggles carries on the choppy breeze that slaps my eyes with my hair. I claw it out of my face, growl, and ascend. The gods are carrying me aloft, but it still hurts to steer—tears drip constantly, streaking my temples.


    My first view of the Godson's opening strike in our duel is from above…and gods help us, but he is not a minor power. A full fourth of the town is burning. People are dashing up and down the streets, and their screams are carried to me by the capricious Winds. Squinting toward my camp I can tell with my long eyes that it's also in disorder: moving, as I commanded. But they will come far too late to help me with this particular issue.


    This one is up to me.


    The knot of people in the streets begins to untangle. I glide unsteadily toward the head of the line. A soot-streaked woman with focused eyes is organizing a bucket brigade when I land beside her.


    She eyes me, then nods. “Crowned.”


    I look around and say, “Is this procedure?”


    She nods, then squints up at the sky. “I don't think it'll do much good this time. It's too dry…it hasn't rained in weeks.”


    “Keep it going,” I say, nodding toward the line. “I'll do my part.”


    She doesn't seem surprised by my determination, though I'm sure my gracelessness as I wobble back into the air does not inspire confidence. The Winds bear me up enough that I can look at the spreading damage. Gods save us. I sigh and think of the coast.


    “Sister—”


    Here.


    “You and the Winds together might make a rain to succor your people.”


    That is true enough, the Sea says.


    We don't like the Sea, the Winds interrupt. Why should we mingle with her? She is heavy. We are light.


    “If you don't,” I point out as the fire leaps onto a new roof and hisses with pleasure, “we're going to lose the capital.”


    No, the Winds say.


    “You will do this,” I say, wondering how one goes about strangling something intangible.


    Or what? A snickering breeze. We could just drop you, you know.


    Threat or cajole? “Please,” I say. “We need you both.”


    We don't like to touch the water, the Winds say again.


    “Fine!” I light on one of the roofs, fighting my anger. Being nice to the Winds isn't going to work, so I will have to bluff them. “Sister, you and I will do this on our own!”


    Speak your mind, the Sea says.


    “A great tsunami!” I cry, lifting my arms. “Dash your waters against the buildings. Slap the flames with the fingers of the tides!”


    You can't do that! the Winds protest.


    “We don't need you,” I say, prim. “We can do this on our own. Right, Sea-sister?”


    Speak the word, the Sea says, and I think I detect humor in the undercurrents of that voice.


    “All the adulation will be yours,” I continue as the burning drafts from the nearby buildings suck the moisture from my skin and dust me with char. “The Sea will be known as the savior of Shraeven. We'll erect a shrine—”


    No! the Winds say, and I am bowled over by a gale that almost scrapes me off the roof. I cling to a few tiles and squint at the horizon and the sudden mass of clouds whipping to a frenzy there. WE will help. Shraeven cannot have a single god!


    “Right,” I mutter. Vanity applies even to the supernatural, it seems…and logic, not so much. A flood vast enough to put out the fires would also destroy the capital, but the Winds didn't seem to think of that.


    The first droplets of water darken the tiles next to my arm, and then abruptly the sky opens. I am plastered to the roof by the force of it. As lightning and thunder chase one another with sharp detonations, I reflect that I wasn't asking for quite this violent a rain…but I dare not nitpick now. With my cheek against the cold tile, I think with satisfaction: Your move, bastard.
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    The storm puts out the fires but creates a chaos of its own, and so I spend the rest of the day in the capital, either trapped by the weather or helping the Shraevenese assess the damage and begin the process of resolving the mess. Fortunately, the Godson failed in his first attempt, and the damage is more nuisance than catastrophy.


    Nevertheless, by the time I drag myself back to camp—in the rain, still, as the Winds well and truly have the bit in their teeth—I feel all my age in every joint and not even the support of the Land makes me feel any better. Somehow it seems fitting that my first exchange in a duel between gods leaves me feeling very, very mortal.


    “Well, you're looking particularly bedraggled this morning,” Donal says, tossing a blanket over my shoulders and drooping wing arms as I trudge into sight. “Gavan tells us you were off saving the province.”


    “With a little help,” I say, letting him usher me into my tent. My eyes light on the egg, my cot, and then the tea steaming on the table. “Uhn, tea.”


    Donal laughs. “Extra honey.”


    “I don't care as long as it's hot,” I say, enjoying the respite from the wet. The brazier and the egg's hot brick drive the humidity from the confines of the tent and I am…oh, warm, finally. After a few sips of tea I am ready to towel off my fur and feathers and wring out my hair. “Bring me the council, will you, Donal?”


    “They're on their way,” he says.


    “Do you really read my mind?” I ask.


    He laughs. “No. You just think so clearly that you're easy to anticipate.”


    I put the blanket aside. “That's not good.”


    He tilts his horned head. “Isn't it?”


    “I'm fighting a duel here,” I say. “Part of winning is being unpredictable.”


    “You're not fighting a duel, if I understand correctly,” he says. “You're playing a defensive game.”


    “Am I?” I wonder.


    I mull Donal's question over until everyone arrives. Ragna is one of the last, so Donal takes over the tea, pouring for those who need it after slogging through the rain.


    “The duel is on,” I say. “In the next week, the Godson will try to destroy the capital and I will try to stop him. If the city's still around at the end of the week, I win.”


    “That's…irregular,” Oweir says.


    “But appropriate,” Negrat opines. When the others look at him, he says, “It is a contest to see which of them will make a better protector. One by trying to destroy all challengers, and the other by proving she can prevent other powers from destroying her charge.”


    “You actually approve,” I say, bemused.


    “More to say, I am not surprised,” Negrat says.


    “Hardly meaningful,” Donal points out, “as a shaman is rarely surprised by anything. So this is…what, a duel between gods? Your power versus his?”


    “In basic,” I say, feeling all my exhaustion. If one day of this is enough to make me feel all my bones in their sockets, what will several do? Destroying is far easier than maintaining: I have to worry about supplying a city under siege conditions, keeping the infrastructure intact and resisting incursion with as little collateral damage as possible. The Godson only has to set things on fire.


    “Can we help?” Oweir asks.


    “It sounds like it's supposed to be about the two of them,” Donal muses.


    “But it's not.” That from Gavan…we all look at him. He says, “Tent walls aren't that thick. He gave you terms, didn't he? 'You may use any resource at your disposal.' Surely we count?”


    After a long pause, I start laughing. “Yes. Yes, certainly you do. So shall we discuss how to defend a city under siege from a fire god?”


    And then we have one of the more amusing but useful strategy sessions I think I've ever moderated. I am happy with the plan and all of us are getting tired when Gavan says, “One final thing, Mistress. You'll never guess who stood guard over me while you were in that tent.”


    “I have a suspicion,” I say, and I do suddenly—


    “—Colblain.”


    Of course. “And what did Colblain have to say to you?” I ask.


    “Nothing,” Gavan says. “But…he was there.”


    “Of course he was,” I murmur. Then I look up and say, “Thank you all.”


    After they have scattered, I thread my fingers together and rest them on my ribs, leaning back. Colblain. Who liked everyone to follow the rules. Who liked the status quo. Who placed a high value on pride and honor and how things seem to others.


    I won't even bet he's the originator of my mysterious message. I'd win that wager. The question is how do I leverage his discontent? And is he the only one uneasy with the Godson's powers?


    A while later Ragna finds me still in that camp chair, ruminating.


    “What is it now?” she asks.


    “I don't think the Kingdom's people actually want to be led by a god,” I say.


    “I imagine not,” Ragna replies, unflappable.


    “Does Shraeven?”


    “Unlike the people of the Kingdom,” Ragna says, “We do not mistake mortals for gods.”


    I eye her; she continues her tidying.


    “This is important though,” I say. “As it means that the culmination of centuries of religious and secular work will bring us to a place we'll abhor.”


    “And then what?” Ragna asks.


    “And then,” I say, imagining it with a stomach cramped with anxiety, “the Kingdom implodes.”


    “Or finds some other means of governance and guidance,” Ragna says.


    I know where she's heading with that and I don't follow her there. Instead, I say, “What a mess.”


    “And it has been since you crossed the border.”


    “Yes,” I say.


    “You could have made it less complicated.”


    I sigh and run my hand through my parti-colored hair. “But that would have been false.”


    She arches her whiskers in amusement. I, personally, give up. It's a mess but it's what I have. I'll deal with it the way I have with messes all my life: one step at a time, until it's fixed. I turn to my work-table and start drawing up plans to move us to the capital on the morrow, and I am not half-done with them when I hear noise outside my tent.


    The messenger who arrives is out of breath and sooty. The soldier escorting him looks pale in the ears and pole-axed. I sigh. “What now?”


    “There's a ring of fire, Mistress Commander,” the messenger says. “It's sprung up around the city, and damned if it's not three man-lengths high.”


    “A ring of fire,” I repeat. The two messengers stare at me. “Well,” I say. “That's worth seeing.” I haul myself from the chair and say to Ragna, “With me, please.”


    She arches the whiskers on one side of her muzzle, as if wryly laughing. I can't blame her. It sounds ridiculous on the face of it. I exit my tent and into the tension of the camp…and stop.


    If anything, they were understating the matter. The capital is surrounded by a wall of flame, twirling columns that stab the air and twine toward each other, as if trying to form a dome. My eyes catch on the little droplets of fire that sag off the bending tip of one column. How long before those start catching the roofs of the city…again?


    Donal appears at my elbow, looking tired. “Under or over?” he asks.


    I squint at the rising fire. “Under,” I say. “Get the shovels.”


    “I don't suppose you can summon more rain,” he says.


    “I'll work on that,” I say. “But we need to get in that city.”


    “We could make a firebreak….”


    I shake my head. “We can't chance that. His element is fire. Making a new one will only give him more to work with. Better to dig.”


    “I'll get it started,” Donal says, and leaves my side. I fold my arms and stare at the wall with narrowed eyes. I am still standing there when a whisper caresses my joints. Instinctively I look down.


    I will help, my sister, comes the voice, hushed, as if sharing a secret.


    I grin.


     


    The soldiers charged with digging the first cut are dubious.


    “They say it's river delta, Mistress,” Gavan says. “We can't expect it to hold.”


    I nod. “Just do it.”


    A pile of wet sludge grows on our side of the wall of fire. The rhythm of their digging pauses and I crane my neck to look past them at the opening. The ground is as solid as a well-graded road.


    “Gods!” Gavan exclaims, returning from examining it more closely.


    “Yes,” I say, stifling a chuckle. “Put in support struts, though.” Unnecessary, I thought, but it would help the men feel better.


    “I can't decide if I like supernatural aid or find it disturbing,” Gavan admits.


    “Just so long as we don't count on it,” I say. “Divine aid is like negotiating with foreign powers. They want concessions. Usually large ones.”


    Gavan chuckles.


    The work continues. Whether the men like it or find it disturbing, they make good progress, and they believe the evidence of their senses when they can walk into a tunnel and tap its walls and find them sound. As they dig, I eat and take a survey flight. The ring goes all the way around; at the mouth of the river, the flames lean toward one another from either bank until they join in the center. It would be beautiful, if it wasn't so damned annoying.


    I am spiralling in to land when I see a commotion at the mouth of the largest tunnel.


    “Mistress!” Oweir says. “They're trying to get out!”


    “Excuse me?” I ask, then stop. “Ah, no, don't tell me. The people of the capital.”


    “I'm afraid we're going to have a riot if we don't get in there and tell them what's going on,” Oweir says. “I've already had to send people through to guard the tunnel mouth.”


    “Then tell them I will,” I say, and stride past him, tucking my wings in and going into the tunnel—


    —and stopping in the middle.


    I am no creature of Earth. The plot of land and people bequeathed to me with my bloodline sings to me only because the cliffs jut high into the sky, because they seem to exist solely so I can throw myself off them and spiral onto the rising winds that coil above the sea. If there are caves in the Sunblood Cliffs, I know nothing of them, and would hardly consider entering them by choice.


    But here…here I am crouched in a tiny hole in the ground, barely the length of two men lying down, surrounded by soil and blocked from the sky…and I feel…embraced. As if the earth is a blanket I can pull up around my shoulders and cuddle into.


    Is this what my child feels, swaddled in that warm egg?


    “Hello,” I whisper to the Land, feeling shy and somewhat ridiculous.


    Sister, he whispers back, and I don't want to go.


    Perhaps the townsfolk on the other side could be forgiven for back-pedaling when I emerge from the ground, for I'm sure I look entirely fey. The only thing that probably saves me is that I am as confused as they are.


    “The governor,” one of them says as the soldiers at the tunnel's mouth stare at me.


    Says another, “The Crowned.”


    I want to tell them not to be superstitious, but what if they're right?


    “Come with me,” I say instead. “To the square. There is something I have to tell you all.”


    It is a strange procession, then, that heads for the center of town, gathering people as it wends. Bedraggled, grim and tired citizens, issuing from their homes and places of business beneath a smoke- and flame-streaked sky, past buildings with waterlogged roofs and ash-smeared walls…following a weirdly-colored conquerer who is, herself, trailed by soldiers in foreign uniforms. It could not be more absurd without the gods becoming more obviously involved: a meteor shower, perhaps, or portentious thunderheads over the ocean.


    Fortunately, none of that is forthcoming. So far.


    By the time I reach the center of town, the capital has emptied a good portion of itself into it to meet me. There is no podium, so I have the men roll a barrel into the center of the square and clamber onto it.


    “Citizens of Shraeven,” I say, and stop.


    I look out over their upturned faces, worried, angry, uncertain, determined. I've never thought of myself as an orator; most of my stirring speeches have been delivered to people who volunteered for uncomfortable beds, bad rations and difficult lives. These people signed up for none of that…may even have preferred a quiet exchange of power between foreign governors to being subjected to the kind of nonsense the Godson has mandated solely because I can't keep a passel of meddling gods from tinting me colors. They deserve a quiet life, free from manipulation and mischief.


    They also deserve freedom, and well I know that freedom must be paid in blood.


    There's no one else to help them…no one else who can stand between them and the Godson. Had the Godson been someone worthy of his throne, I would have been the first to bow my head to him…but he's proven himself nothing of the sort.


    I am the woman of the hour. No one else will do.


    “I am Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs,” I say. “Called Crowned…once governor of Shraeven. Camped outside our door is the Godson of the Godkindred Kingdom, whose fire it is what rings your city...


    ...and I am here to stop him!”


    It's good that I pause here, because they roar. Not a cheer: nothing so enthusiastic, so light-hearted. The Godson and I have barely been at this two days and they've already gone from confused to angry. Glancing at the plumes of fire I can just see over the buildings, I can hardly blame them.


    “The gods of Shraeven are with you,” I continue. “With their help, I will protect you from the Godson's fire…and if in a week we remain, then he has promised to withdraw.”


    Murmurs—they are skeptical. So am I, but the time to discuss that is later…when I see just what Shraeven's capital has to offer by way of militia. On that point I am not hopeful, since the Godson has brought the entirety of his conquering army, battle-hardened, seasoned, and probably contemptuous of the task of putting down such a minor provincial town.


    “I am moving my people into town so that we may better guard you,” I say and cast about for something inspiring to finish with. “Together, gods and men will prevail against tyranny and oppression, and Shraeven will be free!”


    There is a shocked silence, and I am stunned no less than they. Then they give me the cheer they held back at the beginning.


    Gods! Did I really promise them a free country? They are a province of the Godkindred Kingdom! What did I just do?


    Not much to do for it now but brazen it out…I lift my arms and spread my wings and they cheer again. I try not to think how much I could get to like this. Where is my Silfia now, to knock me down a few rungs?


    “Well,” Gavan says with a suppressed sigh, “we've done it now, haven't we.”


    “What's that?” I ask as I climb off the barrel, ringed by my men. They must have arrived during the speech.


    “Committed ourselves,” Gavan says, almost glumly. I clap him on the shoulder and squeeze, then look out across the square at the milling people.


    “Him,” Ragna says.


    “What?” I ask, blinking. “When did you—”


    She points a thick finger into the crowd. “You want him.”


    We have known each other long enough by now that I send someone to pluck “him” from his peers. Then I look down at Ragna. She continues. “He was always a little bit too snide in court,” she says. “He's head of the merchant's council. He has power.”


    I had forgotten that Ragna was a court translator. I turn with interest to this fellow as he comes to stand before me. My fleeting impression is of a solid body moved with the flicker-swiftness of fish in a stream, and then he turns fierce eyes and a belligerent mouth to me. “Your intelligence is good,” he says. “I don't know how you know me, but you seem to. All right, then. My name is Benett. What can we do?”


    “You're head of the merchants,” I say. “Tell me about the trade routes into this city, what gets imported and how often. I need to know where he can cut us off and how serious it'll be if he does. And I want to know if we can cut him off…what he can't get from the land around here if we burn or foul or spoil it.”


    A broad grin flashes over Benett's mouth. “So you can think as well as talk.”


    For some reason it doesn't offend me. I grin back and say, “Well, I've only been a politician for a few months. Give it time.”


    He laughs and we get down to business.
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    Hours later I am well pleased. The day has been productive: Ragna's merchant chief has given me all the information I need, and with his help I also managed to find places to house the soldiers while inside the capital.


    So I am back outside, supervising the work involving the fire curtain. Even to me it is uncanny. The men are digging beneath it…and behind them, the earth collapses in on itself, smothering the flames. The Land's gift to me and to Shraeven…I don't even bother to explain, and the men don't bother to ask. By now I suppose they're accustomed to this bizarre campaign. One more miracle to tell their children, if they live to have them...


    ...or if they can bring them out of the Kingdom.


    Not a productive thought. Instead I ask Donal, “How long?”


    He shakes his head. “Until midnight, at least. It's not a small city.”


    “Make sure the shifts rotate out into the city for rest and leisure,” I say. “There's no reason for them to suffer. If we're about to become exiles, we might as well start thinking of these people as more than allies.”


    Donal rubs the back of his head. “Do you really think you'll depose the Godson?”


    “What?” I asked, startled. “No! This isn't about deposing him, this is about kicking him out of Shraeven.”


    “I know,” Donal says and lapses into silence.


    My eyes narrow as I glance at him. “What?”


    “I was just wondering if Aneshet will revolt, once Shraeven has set its example,” Donal says. “I'd like to go home.”


    “You can go home now,” I point out.


    “To my country,” he appends, with subtle emphasis on “country.”


    I grin. “Well, when we're done here you can go back and be Donal Crowned for your home.”


    His silence is unexpected and charged. Again I glance at him, suddenly nervous. With the firelight flickering on his face and in the grooves of his heavy horns, he looks different. Dramatic. Determined.


    Like someone people would follow.


    “Oh Donal,” I say, and sigh. “I'll miss you.”


    “I'll miss you too,” he says.


     


    When midnight rolls around the men are still at it. I look out the inn's second story window at the plumes of flame still writhing against the black sky and sigh, turning away to my bunk. Ragna is setting out the blankets on her pallet. I watch her in melancholy silence until she looks over her shoulder at me and arches a brow ridge.


    I hold up my hands. “Sorry. I didn't mean to stare.”


    “What is it?” she asks.


    I perch on the edge of my bed and look at the box across from me where the egg is cocooned in its blankets. The last soldier lucky enough to draw the egg ticket has already come by with a hot brick.


    I think of Silfie, gone to self-destruction.


    I think of Donal, who is apparently planning to go home.


    I think of my parents, who I will probably never see again.


    “You're not going to leave, are you?” I ask finally.


    Ragna glances at me…then her ears fold down and her whiskers sag. She reaches over and pats my knee with her thick hand. “This is my home, Angharad,” she says.


    I look out the window again and wonder if I can somehow make it mine when almost all the people I care about are gone.


     


    I fall asleep maudlin and wake to angry shrieks, explosions and a confusion of blankets and limbs that aren't mine. Struggling upright, I whack Ragna in the head with a wing and wonder when she ended up in my bunk…but she's not thrashing, she's pushing me out of bed so I can stagger to the door, fling it open and demand, “What's going on?”


    “Flaming meteors, Mistress,” is the curt answer.


    I lunge in the other direction and stare out the window and…curse it all, he's right. It's hailing fire.


    “Isn't this your bailiwick?” I growl at the sky, but it's daylight and even my eyes can't pick out a Star. I rake my hand through my forelock, then turn to find Ragna holding out my clothes.


    Dressed, I head downstairs, only to be blocked by Oweir.


    “No, Mistress,” he says. “You might be hit.”


    I squint at the sky. “It's not coming down that thick.”


    “You don't understand,” Oweir says firmly, “it's being aimed.”


    “For the love of all that's holy,” I growl. “There's no time for this.” I push past Oweir and jog around the edge of the building, squinting at the sky. There are new columns of smoke rising from the city, thin this time, like trails of incense. I am struck by the sense of being in a desecrated temple when a streak of heat and light smacks into the lane beside me, spraying me with cobblestones and ash. I dive to one side, one wing trapped behind my back.


    “Curse it all, Mistress!” Oweir says, running around the building after me. “I told you!”


    “He's got bad aim,” I say, brushing myself off. I peer up into the blue; before Oweir can catch me I vault into it and flap onto the roof.


    No doubt I make a splendid target. But I'm not planning to stay long.


    Rising to the balls of my feet, I spread my wings. “Stop this!” I tell the Stars. “The sky is yours!”


    I'm not expecting an answer, at least not immediately. This habit the gods have of only responding after I've exhausted my throat haranguing them is tiresome but predictable. So when the answer rolls on the heels of my words, I am stunned speechless.


    THESE ARE NOT OF MINE.


    “What?” I manage after my heart hammers the inside of my ribs into a new shape.


    ROCKS ARE NOT MY KIN.


    And then nothing, a nothing I can feel, a vacuum of presence so abrupt it sucks me forward, as if I'm caught in the resulting draft. Staggering after it saves my life, because it moves me out of the way of the ball of flaming rock that punches through the roof where I'd been standing.


    It doesn't save me from being blown off the building, though.


    I am surrounded on all sides by brick buildings with sharp-edged roofs, bristling with narrow window ledges and cruel, hard chimneys. By no rights should I have landed, safe if completely without grace, on the edge of one of them. I have enough time to look at my hands and then my wings in startlement, but not quite enough time to catch my balance when the second flaming rock knocks me off that roof.


    As I sail through the air, I espy the dark figure of Oweir, crazily twirling as I go spinning past. I bellow, “DAMN IT, HOW IS HE AIMING?”


    Oweir is there when I land (a little less easily) on the cobblestones. He grabs the shoulders of my jerkin and starts dragging me to shelter. “What?”


    “Aiming! How by the gods is he aiming? Fine, fine, he's got a passel of rocks and he's setting them on fire and flinging them. From where? By whom? How is he seeing me??”


    Oweir stares at me. “I assumed it was some god that was just plucking them out of the sky and plinking them. At his behest.”


    “Get someone on Branden's back with a bow,” I say. “And send them to find out...! If the Godson is being carried on a palaquin by winged slaves, squinting down at us with a spyglass, I want to know!”


    “That's a hazardous mission—”


    “This is the bleeding army, Oweir,” I say, irritated. I get to my feet, every bone aching. “Did the men think they were signing up for a picnic?”


    “No, but I'm not sure being pelted with meteors was something anyone could have asked them to anticipate,” Oweir says as I stalk into the inn.


    “More fool they,” I say. “You never know when they enemy's going to have a better weapon than you. Send them.”


    “Yes, Mistress,” Oweir says, and is gone.


    And I…I stand in the middle of the common room, covered in ash and stinking of ozone. Ignoring everyone's stare, I say, “I'd like a drink.” A pause while I fulminate. “Immediately.”


    As the barkeep scrambles to get my drink, I add, “And Ragna. Get me Ragna.”


    And then I sit and seethe, ears back, and only by chance catch the murmur from one of the tables: “That's our Commander. Pelt her with flaming boulders and she'll shrug 'em off and ask for a beer and her woman.” The others guffaw.


    I am trying not to laugh when Ragna appears at my elbow. Right, to business. Before she's even fully seated, I ask, “Is there a fire god?”


    As always, there seems to be no catching her off-guard. “There may be in some communities. But the most accepted Shraevenese pantheon does not have one, no.”


    “Why?” I ask, frowning. “Fire is a great power.”


    “Fire is considered...” She trails off, then turns a coarse hand palm-up. “A capricious spirit. Petty. Dangerous.”


    “And the Winds aren't?” I ask, wry.


    “We worship wings,” Ragna says. “So the Winds are useful.” At my look, she says, “Don't ask it to make sense, Mistress. Not like that. It serves us, that's all.”


    “So there is no fire god for me to kick in the rear,” I mutter.


    “Not that we know of,” Ragna says. I glance at her sharply. She shrugs and finishes, “We didn't know about the Stars either.”


    “I need Negrat,” I say.


    “I'll get him.”


    I nod. “Bring him to my room.”


     


    Upstairs, I sit on a stool and finish my beer, glaring out the window at the innocuous-seeming day. How did he come up with the idea, I wonder? And what's next? How do you top a curtain of flame and then a hail of meteors? I don't like the way this is escalating. I've done some defensive campaigns and I hated all of them…so few options. My instinct is to take the offensive because otherwise this is a waiting game I am not sanguine about winning.


    Ragna enters with Negrat, who is dressed in colors so bright my eye mazes at the sight of him, turquoise, orange, crimson. I have to work to stare at his face. “How do you call a discussion with a god you're not sure exists?” I ask him.


    “One should be careful what one asks for,” Negrat says. “One sometimes creates it.”


    I restrain myself from saying what I'm really thinking. Oh, what the hell. “What, am I going to make the fire god exist by telling him he should?”


    Negrat folds his fingers together over his belly and beams at me.


    “You must be joking,” I say.


    “You are not a single mortal woman anymore, Godkin woman,” Negrat says. “You are Angharad Crowned.”


    “And that means what, exactly?”


    “That your prayers have the weight of several people,” Negrat says, grinning at me.


    “Several people,” I repeat.


    “Several thousand people. You are the voice of a nation now. You should be careful what you say.”


    “He likes saying this kind of thing, doesn't he,” I say to Ragna.


    “He's a shaman,” Ragna says. “I don't think they're allowed any other style of humor.”


    I eye Negrat. He smiles beatifically. Or he tries, anyway. There's a little too much mischief in his eyes.


    “Fine,” I say. “I'll attempt to be more mindful when I shake my fist at the gods. What do you think of this flaming rock attack?”


    “I think he's trying to rattle your nerves, Godkin woman,” Negrat says. “Is he succeeding?”


    “Only in making me angry,” I mutter.


    “Maybe you should try making him angry back,” Negrat says.


    “The thought had crossed my mind,” I say, “what with me being a military general and such.” Ragna's whiskers arch. I ignore her laugh to continue, “But I have to spend more time thinking about my attacks. Unlike the Godson, I don't want civilian casualties.”


    “Ah,” Negrat says. “You could blame any such on the gods. They're often quite poor at aiming their power.”


    “But I know they're poor at aiming their power,” I say. “Which makes it my responsibility to come up with plans that take that into account.”


    “You are a stubborn woman,” Negrat says, bouncing on his heels with what I could swear is glee.


    “Yes,” I say.


    “Poor Godson,” Negrat says, laughing, and goes out the door.


    “He's rather confident, isn't he?” I say.


    “He's a shaman,” Ragna says. “Uncertainty does not become them.”


    I sigh. “I wish they'd get back from their reconnaissance.”


    “Fidgeting doesn't become Mistress Commanders, either,” Ragna says, slipping her arms around my waist from behind.


    “Are you trying to distract me?”


    “Is it working?”


    I chuckle and shake my head. I love Ragna.


    ...but she's not Silfie.


    We are still standing that way when someone knocks on my door. Ragna steps back and I arch one wing over her as I turn to face the entrance…she's good at getting out of the way that way. Or maybe we're just used to one another...


    No time to ponder that. “Come in.”


    A sentry opens the door for Benett, the merchant chief that Ragna plucked out of the crowd for me.


    “You look surprised to see me,” he says.


    “Did you not get pelted with flaming rocks on your way here?” I ask.


    “Oh? No, that's an honor reserved for you Godkindred,” the merchant says, mouth twisting in a faint smile. “We Shraevenese are the spoils of war, yes? Not actual principals in it.”


    “Let's hope the Godson keeps making mistakes that stupid,” I say, but I wonder. “What brings you by?”


    “I thought we could begin discussions on a constitution.” He draws a leather folder from beneath one arm. “I've brought a copy of the original tenets of Shraevenaese law so we could examine them, perhaps use them as a base for discussion….” He trails off at my expression and then, very deliberately, cocks an eyebrow at me.


    What could I say to a challenge that obvious? I pull a chair out from the table and say, “Let's talk.” At least it'll keep me occupied while I wait for news from Oweir.


    Unexpectedly, I find the legal discussion engrossing…it has been quite some time since I've engaged in any of the…shall we say, less exciting aspects of ruling. The merchant and I are haggling over the recognition of a middle class in the form of two electoral bodies when Oweir shows up on my room's threshold, looking sooty and triumphant.


    “Got him!” he exclaims. And then as if realizing this is not a very complete report, goes on to say, “He was up there, riding the back of a winged mongrel and…well, picking targets. And then lobbing them down himself. Damnedest thing I've ever heard, Mistress.”


    “Someone shot him?” I ask. “Please tell me he fell to his death and we can dispense with this nonsense.”


    “I'm sorry to say not,” Oweir says. “But I've set up an aerial patrol pattern. That will stop him from doing this again…hopefully.”


    “Good!” I exclaim. “Good thinking. Well done.”


    He grins, pleased with himself.


    “Call the other captains,” I say. “It's time we took this game to the opposition. I'm tired of soaking all the attacks.”


    “On my way,” Oweir says.


    “Stop,” I say. “You…you go wash off and get a beer. Tell someone else to get the others, you could use a break.”


    He grins wryly. “Will do, ma'am.” And then steps out.


    The merchant, having watched in silence, asks, “What will you do?”


    Since 'I have no clue beneath the sky' doesn't seem like a good response, I say, “How do you fight fire?”


    “With water?” he says.


    “With earth,” I say. From where she is silently taking notes, Ragna looks up with a gleam in her sea-colored eyes.


    “I need Negrat,” I say, almost to myself. Then I rise from the table and go to the door. “Get me the shaman.” When I come back, both Ragna and merchant are staring at me. I ignore them, sit back down at the table and wait, tapping my fingers on the surface. When Negrat shows up, I say, “I need help.”


    He spreads his hands. “Yes?”


    “This is a superstitious culture,” I say, ignoring Ragna's snort. “So there must be some kind of ritual whereby you can curse someone.”


    “Now this is interesting,” Negrat says. Then, louder, “You wish to curse the Godson?”


    “Yes,” I say, firm. “But in a particular fashion. I want him to be unwelcome.”


    “Unwelcome,” Negrat repeats, but I am beginning to sense a glee simmering beneath the surface. The merchant's brows rise; Ragna's whiskers are arching.


    “Unwelcome,” I say. “I want Shraeven to reject him. I want the wind to blow against his sails, milk to sour when he tries to drink it, bricks to fall on his head when he walks through town…insects to eat his food, that sort of thing. There has to be something like that we can do, yes? What good are all these gods if they can't have a tantrum?”


    “That is very, very interesting, Godkin woman,” Negrat says. “But it is not a matter of the gods, you understand. That is a matter of the will of the land.”


    “So the earth can't do it...?”


    “The will of the land is the will of its people,” Negrat says.


    “Well, the people of Shraven already have an opinion of the Godson,” I say. “So…what's missing?”


    He chortled and tapped the top of my beak. “Smart woman! Yes. They are missing focus. And for focus, they need—”


    I sighed. “A leader.”


    He nods. “You can direct that energy. I can teach you.”


    “How soon?” I ask. “How long will it take?”


    “We can do this tonight,” he says. “And it will take as long as it takes.”


    “Of course,” I say. “After dinner, then.”


    The shaman threw open his arms. “Ah, you are so entertaining, Angharad Crowned!” And then he leaves, still beaming.


    “There,” I say. I tidy up the documents the merchant and I were working with, put them back in their folio and hand them to him. “My captains are due. We can discuss this again tomorrow, if you wish. Make an appointment.”


    The merchant grins. “Angharad Crowned, eh?”


    I snort. “Not until all this is done with. Tomorrow.”


    “Tomorrow,” he agrees in great good humor. Passing him on the way into the room, Gavan asks, “What was that about?”


    “Just some minor administration,” I say.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 20
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    “Well, we have an army,” Gavan says in the conference that follows. “The problem is, if we throw it against the Godson's…well, it's going to be messy.”


    “Messy,” Donal repeats.


    “We'll be fighting against people we're used to fighting with,” Gavan says.


    Donal glances at me and drawls, “And who in the name of the great blue bull would ever want to do something like that.”


    “While I'm aware that the Godson has no problem pitting countrymen against one another, particularly when he wants to acquire a new province,” I say, “I'm not very enamored of the idea myself. The fact remains, gentleman, that I don't want to know what the Godson plans as an encore to meteor strikes. We need to cut this off before it goes any further.”


    “Can we use magic, then? Have you talked to your gods?” Oweir asks.


    My gods. Of all things. “We can't expect divine intervention to solve all our problems.”


    “Why not?” Oweir asks. “Divine intervention got us into this mess.”


    “He has a point,” Donal says.


    “I was thinking of a more straightforward operation,” I say. “For which we'll need a few volunteers to infiltrate their army.”


    “Infiltration is going to be our straightforward option?” Gavan says, ear twitching.


    “It is if we enlist help from the inside,” I say, eyes hard.


    They meet my gaze and I watch comprehension dawn.


    “So, let's talk about what they're going to do when they're in,” I say, and we get to work.


    I dispatch them when we're all clear on the plan so they can make assignments and send the men out. I'm satisfied…it's a better idea than marching in there and doing head-to-head battle with an army I am well aware is the best on the continent.


    I'll have to do something about that. If Shraeven wants to remain free, it needs to have nothing to fear from the army next door.


    “So,” Ragna says behind me—she's so quiet during these conferences that we often forget she's there—”now what? Rest?”


    I think of lying down beside her on the bunk, of all that soft, long hair beneath one of my hands…of the peace of listening to her breathe as we fall asleep.


    “Now,” I said, reaching for my boots, “I go out and survey the damage those blasted meteors did to the capital of my province.”


    Ragna arches her whiskers in a grin and gets up to follow.


     


    I tour the capital with Ragna at my tail, talking with the townsfolk, stooping to examine craters or scowl at destroyed roofs. But my anger doesn't boil over until I see the infirmary with its victims. Either the Godson's aim is very poor, or he grew spiteful in frustration, or both…but I hardly care. By the time I get back to the inn, I am fuming, and finding the shaman waiting does not calm me.


    “Negrat,” I say. “I'm not sure I'm in the best mood for this.”


    He lifts a brow.


    Ragna says, “She was looking at the meteor damage.”


    “Ah!” Negrat says. “I imagine you are angry.”


    “Angry,” I repeat, clenching the muscles of my jaw.


    “Very angry,” Negrat says.


    The length of my swan's neck feels as taut as hauled rope.


    “Seethingly angry,” Negrat suggests.


    All the way into my back, my muscles are wracked with strain. “Do you want me to explode?” I ask, wings quivering.


    “No,” Negrat says. Then cheerfully, “At least, not yet.”


    “What?”


    “Come, Godkin woman,” he says, taking my elbow. “You are now in the perfect mood for this rite!”


    “Are you sure I should be doing this in anger?” I say, looking down at his head.


    “Crowned woman,” he says, laughing, “do you not believe in righteous wrath?”


    “Fine,” I say. “Tell me what to do.”


    He passes me a little knife of chipped stone, connected to a bone handle by a mound of stretched sinew. “I cannot go with you for this.” He nods up toward the ceiling. “Go, fly. Overlook your city, Crowned One. Stretch your vision out to the borders, as far as your uncanny eyes can see.”


    “All right,” I say. “And then what?” I glance at the knife with one lifted brow, then back at Negrat. “What do I use this for?”


    He pats my arm. “You will know.”


    “Negrat!”


    “Go on, Godkin woman,” he says with a grin that is more teeth than pleasure. “Your country awaits.”


    With a scowl I stomp out of the inn and stare up at the night sky; the distant stars seem too small for the voice I associate with them.


    Distant and small…but so many. A multitude of whispers joined makes a noise as loud as an ocean roaring, doesn't it?


    Doesn't it?


    I run down the street, cupping my wings, until the air beneath them luffs the feathers out and with a painful snap of my pinions I'm aloft, soaring unsteadily up along the capital's main thoroughfare and cursing my still-healing injury. Instead of heading directly upward, I skim the street all the way to the courtyard where I made my speech. It's afflicted with broken cobbles and holed roofs, as if the Godson wanted to vent his spite on the seat of the government.


    I fly, and look on the damage from above, and seethe. But the cold wind blows the steam off my anger and chills it in the marrow of my bones, until it becomes something dense and hard, a core more solid than my own flesh. By the time I spiral up over the city, I feel like the point of a spear.


    I didn't ask for this. I didn't want it. I loved my country—love it still—but I cannot be faithful to it and its ruler both without betraying one of them. I don't want to be Angharad Crowned. I miss being Mistress Commander Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs. I resent that I will never see the Sunblood Cliffs again.


    The wind is cold over me as I soar upward. The world spills beneath me, black canopy dotted with lamp-light and camp-fires. My focus expands until it encompasses everything I can see from horizon to horizon, mountains dark bulks against a blue-violet sky.


    This is mine. For better or worse. This is my compensation for all that I have lost and will lose: my home; my identity; my self-determination. I know better than to think becoming the queen of Shraeven will free me, even before tangling with the gods. Nothing has been the same since this campaign. Nothing will ever be the same again.


    Hatred, grief, anger…I feel so heavy. And the proximate cause of all my pain is there at the gates of the capital. I turn my gaze toward his fires.


    “You,” I whisper. “You did this to me. You betrayed me.”


    The wind whispers under my wings, licks a flame over my cold anger.


    I know it's wrong. I know I should be thinking of Shraeven. Of justice for its people. Of the wrong the Godson has committed by conquering them. Of the damages done to their capital, to their lands, to their freedoms. But all I can think of in this moment is myself.


    “You,” I say, louder. “You didn't deserve me.” I flush with the anger that is part embarrassment, of being forced to admit to having been fooled, played, used. My blood pounds in my temples, behind my eyes. “You don't deserve me now. You don't even deserve to breathe the air I breathe, or sit on the land I've claimed.”


    I struggle with the words and yet they win free of me, barbed as iron wire: “I hate you.”


    Like a flash fire, I erupt. I think I scream; I don't remember now. It is as if all the wrath in me explodes outward at once, scorching me on the way out.


    I know then that I have done what I told Negrat I wanted to do. Spent and shaking, I am afflicted with a sudden remorse. Such pettiness…I reduce myself to his level. I suppose I am mortal and fallible yet. It doesn't comfort me as it should.


    As I bank to head for the inn, though, I see some of the fires in his camp gutter and die.


    I run down out of the sky, bleeding momentum all the way to the front of the inn again. Beneath my feet the earth feels different. Not the Land…the Land is still a warmth in my bones, a gentle presence. But above it, like a skin…a stinging discontent. It's not directed at me, but I recognize it anyway. It's just like the feeling I had when I rode into Shraeven, that sense of being unwanted, that simmering resentment of a country fighting its subjugation. That feeling that drove me to follow a shaman's advice and climb up onto a cliff with my bare hands so that the Winds could speak to me for the first time…could call me names and accuse me of coming to conquer.


    Magic can be crueler than simple steel, and so much more complex.


    You wanted to play at godhead, I think in the direction of the Godson's camp. Well here we are.


    The bone-and-stone knife Negrat gave me is still in my hand. If I'd opened a vein, would I have compelled the world to swallow the whole of the Godkindred's army?


    The idea nauseates me. At least I'm still mortal enough for that.


    ...but I still tuck the knife into my belt before I head inside.


     


    When I enter my room, it's empty and dim; no one lit the lamp against the falling night. I leave it off and prepare for bed on my own, exhausted from having strained my still healing body.


    Then I sit across from the egg. The nest the soldiers made for it has only become more colorful: it has feathers in it—is that one of the corvid messenger's?—and bits of yarn and ribbon. I touch one of the latter, fingering the satin. When did they add these? I never noticed.


    I don't look at the egg much.


    I'm still sitting there when Ragna enters. Her arms slide around my waist from behind. She doesn't ask…but I know by the quality of her silence that she's waiting for me to explain myself. And because I love my quiet pard, and because I value her stark wisdom, I do. “I've been avoiding it. Not because I feel shame at how it came about…but because I'm scared.” I pause, drawing in a breath. Finish, “So few eggs succeed. The winged Godkindred don't often have viable young.”


    “So you think, if you do not allow yourself to become too attached, you will not mourn it if it is stillborn,” Ragna says.


    I nod.


    “And yet it is far too late, yes?”


    My shoulders stiffen, even as I nod again.


    Someone else might have attempted false comfort. Platitudes. Someone else would have told me it would be well, or to trust fate, or the gods, or…something.


    Ragna just holds me.


    That's all I need.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 21
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    The following morning finds me craning my head out the window, scanning the skies. After a quarter-hour of fruitless searching, I duck my head back into the room, string a handful of metal coins, a belt buckle and a gold-plated barrette Magwen packed in that ridiculous trunk onto a leather loop and attach it to a stick. No one asks me why I'm climbing out my window because they don't notice me doing it. I heave myself onto the roof, wedge the stick between two tiles and wait.


    Not long after, the corvid messenger glides in, landing with impudent grace beside my offering. “I have a job for a messenger,” I say. “But not you. By now everyone knows you've thrown your lot in with me.”


    He cocks his head.


    “If your native mate is willing, I'd like her to make the delivery,” I say.


    Something in the way he regards me tells me he is considering my request with rather more gravity than an animal should. But in the end, he is kin to ravens, and what raven could resist a secret mission? He hops off the roof and heads into the morning.


    I return to the desk in my room to compose my message.


     


    I know you want to talk. Third-moon-dark, where the governor died.


     


    When the messenger returns with his gray girl, I attach the slip of paper to her black leg. “Thank you,” I say to her. “This should help Shraeven.”


    Perhaps she approves. Either way she and her mate dive out the window and are gone.


     


    Later that morning I have a look at the men chosen to infiltrate the Godson's camp; unsurprisingly, they're all Donal's men or natives from Negrat's unlikely army of civilians, since they'll have to skulk around in the dark. They look like stalwart fellows. I hope they survive, but it's a dangerous task. Not for nothing has the army camped outside our doorstep conquered nearly every country left on this continent.


    As the afternoon swells, it brings a heat wave strong enough to parch the throat and make my fur feel dry as straw. I squint past the sun at the shimmering air and wonder if the Godson is trying something as obvious as stealing all its moisture. What does he expect to accomplish? Reduce us to irritable squabbling because of the heat? It's ridiculous. I take a quick flight to the shore and dance on the winds over the Sea, and when the two of us are done playing She sends a cool rain.


    He will have to work harder than that. Be more clever. The flaming rocks…that was unexpected. Today's attempt was half-hearted at best.


    What is he doing? What is he saving his energy for? Or do I give him too much credit? Maybe he's bored of our duel already. I sit in my room and I wonder…and then I dress for my clandestine meeting, my inevitable meeting. I think of the rock Negrat turned over for me, the challenge that keeps returning again and again.


    The Betrayal.


    I leave through the window. For this, I cannot have company.


     


    He doesn't keep me waiting long. We stand across from one another, doubled shadows drawn out by the moonslight, until at last he barks a laugh.


    “I don't know what to call you. Mistress Commander? Governor? Traitor? Goddaughter?”


    “How about 'Angharad,'“ I say.


    “Angharad,” Colblain Sixblood of the Snowflower Vale says…my former captain, now part of the Godson's army. “Do you know why I'm here?” When I don't immediately respond, he says, “You must know, or you wouldn't have sent that bird.”


    “I guessed that you'd come,” I say. “But I was hoping you'd be able to tell me why.” I cant my parti-colored head. “Are you here because you have doubts…or because you want certainties?”


    “I have no more certainties,” Colblain says bitterly. “And you know it.”


    I study his face, then say, quieter, “I'm not here to gloat about it, Colblain.”


    He bares his teeth, then looks away, still grimacing. “I know. You're not the type.” Looking up again, he says, “So why are you here, Angharad?”


    “Because I need your help,” I say.


    “I won't betray my country,” Colblain says.


    “And is serving the Godson the same as serving your country?” I ask. Then hold up my hands. “No, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to start down that road. Particularly since I'm here to ask for advice.”


    “Advice?” he says, eyes widening. “For what?”


    “Long, long ago,” I say, sitting down with a thump on the grassy plain, “we talked, you and I, about what it meant to be a noble. Do you remember? You said that it was a form of slavery.”


    By his stare, I have succeeded in taking him completely off guard. Even his body language is loosening.


    “Do you still believe that?” I ask. “Because…serving the gods doesn't feel much better to me than how you described serving the people of a province.”


    “Blood and gods,” Colblain says. “Are you telling me it's no better from the other side?”


    I sigh. “You tell me. The Godson is nearly a god himself, the way he's flinging fire around.”


    He stares a little longer…then relents and sits beside me. “Maybe the only way we can be safe is to give everyone the same power, so no one can subjugate anyone else.”


    I shake my head. “That won't work. There will always be people who accrue power faster than you, or inherit more of it. What I need to know is…how do you deal with it? How do you make a healthy relationship out of it, when one party is so much more powerful than the other?”


    Colblain is silent a moment. He has his knees up and his arms draped over them, hands hanging loosely. “Do you really know that they have more power than you? The gods, I mean.”


    “They bring thunderstorms, floods and open holes in the earth,” I say, wry.


    “They don't seem to do it without you, though,” Colblain points out. “If the Shraevenaese gods were so powerful, why didn't they stop us from conquering the country?”


    “I'm not sure we did conquer the country, at least, not completely,” I say. “But I take your point. You think they need me.”


    He nods. “Maybe all nobles need peasants and all gods need vessels.”


    “I feel less like a vessel and more like a target,” I say, rueful.


    Colblain laughs. It’s a pained laugh, but at least he’s comfortable enough to make it. “You look like one.” He glances at me. “You really don't want this, do you.”


    “No,” I say. “None of it. I didn't ask for any of it. I want to see the Sunblood Cliffs again. I want to believe in my religion and my country's purpose again. I want to live in a world where the Kingdom didn't decide to become an empire just so it could rape its way to the right bloodlines.” I shake my head with a faint smile. “I was about to retire when the Godson handed me Shraeven. Would you believe I was planning to travel, go looking for ruins and knowledge of the gods we were trying to breed back to?”


    Colblain studies my face, then looked back over the moonlit field. “That's a rough trade you were made.”


    “What would you have done in my position?” I ask.


    His jaw hardens. “I don't know. But I wish…“


    I glance at him.


    “The mounts have fled that stable,” Colblain says. “It's too late to shut the door. But who now is going to make sense of what our beliefs have become? Now that we know what the Godson is capable of…you would think that the closer we came to our goal, the more peace and prosperity we'd have. Instead...”


    “Instead, we have this,” I say.


    “You will fight the Godson,” Colblain says. “And you may win. But whether you win or lose, who will make all this right? Everything's changed. You can't go back to the Sunblood Cliffs, Angharad. But I don't think I can go back to the Snowflower Vale either. The foundation of our world has changed…has been shown to be flawed. Who will make that right?”


    “I don't know,” I say slowly. The words feel like stones, heavy and awkward on my tongue. “I wish I did.”


    His smile is twisted. “Thank you for not saying 'just ask the Godson.'“


    “The Godson's answer is obvious,” I say. “Asking him would only warn him of your doubts.”


    “Was that a criticism?” Colblain said, staring fixedly out at the plain. I can hear the clenched jaw in his tone.


    “No,” I say. “A warning.”


    “I'm not that stupid,” Colblain says. And then, shoulders easing. “But…thank you. For being concerned for my welfare.”


    “You're still one of mine,” I say. I nod toward the Godson's camp. “And all of them too.”


    “So you won't attack us.”


    I snort. “Now who's fishing, Captain?”


    He holds up his hands. “Sorry. Asking you to trust me is too much.”


    Is it? I meet his eyes, wondering. How much faith do I have in my judgment? He betrayed me before…but things have changed. And if I'm serious about the people in that camp being mine…if I make it plain by confiding in him….


    It's crazy.


    “I'm sending people to deal with your supply lines,” I say.


    Even in the tricky light of the two open moons, I can tell his ears pale. “Sabotage?”


    “Better than knifing them in the back while they sleep,” I say, letting my dissatisfaction show. “They are my countrymen, Colblain. I don't want to kill them, even if that limits my options.”


    “You mean that,” he says.


    I let him study my face. “I do.” I manage a lopsided smile of my own. “I also cursed the Godson.”


    “Cursed him—as in wishing him evil?” Colblain asks, distracted from his uncertainty by the sheer strangeness of this comment.


    “Something like that. I told the land he wasn't welcome…I don't know what effect it'll have, but I'm hoping something will come of it, even if it just makes his underwear itch.”


    “That's insane,” Colblain muttered. And laughed. “Perfectly in keeping with this gods-damned campaign.”


    “Yes,” I agree.


    He glances at me one more time. “Some people say Shraeven is your country now.”


    I think of Ragna's commentary on who I am and how well I've adapted to the customs here. “I was born Godkin, Colblain. And no amount of paint will ever take the Godkin blood out of me. Even if I live through this…even if I end up in Shraeven, even if I end up its ruler…I'll still be Godkin.” I stand up, brushing off the seat of my pants. “We shouldn't linger, it's not safe.”


    “No,” he agrees. He hesitates, then says, “Good luck, Angharad.”


    “Thank you,” I say. “And for your advice.”


    He smiles…then sketches a bow. “At your service.”


    I watch him mount and ride back into the fields…and I think he is a man of very precise words. My infiltrators might come back safely after all.
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    The following morning Oweir and Donal bring me report of the sabotage attempt. Their men compromised as many wagon axels as they could reach and left some of the food stores open to the elements, but they were not as successful as planned.


    “That they were able to succeed at all was amazing enough,” Oweir says. “Even with the moons confounding the look-outs.”


    “They did manage one thing they were proud of,” Donal says.


    “What's that?” I ask.


    “They drilled holes in the bottoms of the beer kegs.”


    I burst out laughing. The army's weekly beer ration was ostensibly handed out to boost morale and reward good behavior, but in practice soldiers expected their shares and got surly when they were withheld. “Very clever.”


    Donal laughs. “We thought so too.”


    Oweir is looking out the window now. “The week's almost over, Mistress. Do you think there's a grand finale planned?”


    “I don't know,” I say. “But I'm betting on it.”


     


    I am still wondering at the end of that day. There has been no new attack; I wandered the town, reassuring the townspeople, talking to my people, supervising repairs from the Godson's missiles. Short of asking the Sea to cover the town with a bubble of water, I don't know what else I can do to prepare. I've cursed the man—formally—and I've made my attempt at infiltration. I'm hoping my discussion with Colblain will bear fruit, somehow. But all of this is still waiting. I'm grateful that the trial is almost over, but the closer we get to the finish the more concerned I am.


    He's going to make a move. He has to.


    The following day it finally begins.


    “Breakfast, Mistress,” the servant says at the door. “Apologies, it is cold. The cookfire went out this morning and not all the tinder in the world will restart it.”


    I stop, my hands just outstretched for her bowl. “No?”


    “No, ma'am,” she says. “Nor any other fire in this inn.”


    I take the bowl, thanking her, and send for the nearest captain. Gavan's the one who shows up.


    “Well?” I ask.


    “Not a fire to be found in the entire city,” Gavan says. He looks as puzzled as I feel. “What does it mean?”


    “It means instead of fighting us with fire, he's fighting us by withdrawing it,” I say.


    “But that makes no sense,” he says. “It's spring, and a fine warm one at that. He's not going to kill anyone with cold in weather like this.”


    “I know,” I say, but I feel a chill in my marrow that has nothing to do with the lack of a hearth-fire in my room.


     


    We spread out through the town, attempting to gauge the scope of the problem. Once in a while the air grows taut and dry, or abruptly emptied as if all the heat had been sucked from it, but these experiments don't last. Each one makes me glance up at the sky with increasing unease. I find myself fingering the bone handle of Negrat's knife, still stuck through my belt.


    He's working something out. I can feel him concentrating from here.


    In the evening we meet in my room: Gavan, Oweir, Donal, Negrat in his capacity as head of the civilians who followed us, Benett the merchant chief, and Ragna.


    “So,” I say. “Everywhere?”


    They look at one another. Gavan says, “Everywhere, Mistress.”


    “Even in our camps,” Negrat says.


    “It makes no sense,” Oweir says. “Not having fire will hurt us, but it's going to take time…time or bad weather.” He glances at the merchant.


    “Springs here are mild, and summer is tempered by the winds off the sea,” the merchant says. “The capital doesn't really see bad weather. Not even in winter.”


    “Maybe he's planning to sneak people in at night?” Gavan says. “Since we'll have no lights.”


    “Both moons are full,” Donal says. “And the third will be waxing soon.”


    “Disease?” Oweir murmured. “Or…making our medicine less effective? We need heat to cauterize wounds and clean instruments we use on them.”


    “That would require more of us to be wounded,” Gavan says. “At very least it would take time. The duel will be over in two days.”


    Oweir glanced at me. “What do you think, Mistress?”


    “I am thinking of the terms of the duel.” I look across the table at Ragna and lift my brows.


    “ 'If in a week's time, the capital of Shraeven is still intact and the people still alive, you'll have won,' “ she repeats.


    Gavan glances at her. “How did you know that?”


    “I told her,” I say. “Her memory is better than mine.” I lean forward, hands flat on the table. “The Godson has two days—less than that now, it's evening already—to either raze this town or kill off all its people. He knows he's running out of time. So why is he spending what's left of it on this? There has to be more to it than we're seeing.”


    There is a tense silence. I glance at Negrat. “No wisdom from the gods?”


    “That is your province now, Godkin woman,” Negrat says. “Go and ask them, if you want it.”


    I sigh. “My province is apparently Shraeven, and a damn lot of trouble it's turning out to be.” I smile wryly at the natives. “No offense intended.”


    “If you didn't want Shraeven's damn lot of trouble,” the merchant drawls, “you shouldn't have conquered it. No offense intended.”


    “It wasn't my decision,” I say. “But here we are.”


    My captains fall silent, no doubt thinking that they are, indeed, here, on the wrong end of their own country's army. What my native allies are thinking, I have no idea. I say, “Well, let's call it quits for tonight. No use flogging the question. If you come up with anything, or any report of interest comes in, see me at once. Dismissed.”


    They go. My eyes are drawn toward the door and the nest on the pedestal there. No soldier has come by to change the brick…there is no way to heat it. I wonder what incentive the captains will use now for especially good behavior.


    I turn and open the window. Watching me, Ragna says, “Where do you go?”


    “To see if the gods have any wisdom to offer,” I say grimly. “Since it is, after all, my province.”


    It is a short flight to the top of the roof, but I climb it because it's easier than trying to get clearance in such a narrow alley. Once up there I stretch my legs out in front of me and lean back on my palms, squinting up at the three moons: two eyes open, one closed. I see the Stars…feel the Winds skirling high overhead as the faintest of disturbances against my fur and my sensitive nares. The Sea I can smell in the air, we are so close. And the Land…the Land is all around me.


    I am tired of talking out loud, like a lunatic. That things respond when I do doesn't make me feel any less crazy. I think of Colblain's words: Maybe all gods need vessels. If that's true, then they need me.


    So I wait.


    I'm up there a long time before a star streaks across the sky.


    YOU WANT HELP.


    “Yes,” I say.


    AND YET YOU IGNORE MY GIFTS.


    I flip my ears back and narrow my eyes. “What gif—”


    —the eye on my Star-smacked side waters from a flash of light, and in that ear I hear the roar of the wind over the pots.


    “Oh,” I mutter, flattening the ear to my head and pressing it down. “Those gifts.” I frown and peer upward. “They were a little distracting. I need to concentrate to do my job.”


    USE THE GIFTS.


    I sigh. “To do what? I can't stare the Godson to death.”


    No answer. No doubt that's the last I'll get, too, but I wait up there a while to be sure. A while later I struggle not to saw my beak together from sheer frustration as I climb down. I've been ignoring the weird light-and-sound festivals in that side of my head, yes. Have you ever tried to do anything useful while tiny sparkles are bursting over your field of vision and a loud wind is drowning out the noise in one ear?


    And yet, this was supposed to be a help to me. To me now, when I am at my most helpless.


    I let myself back in the window to find Ragna curled up in my bunk around the egg. I stop, my rump on the windowsill.


    “No brick,” Ragna says, yawning. I admire the coarse fangs in her red mouth. “Did you learn anything?”


    “No,” I say, trying not to be sour. “Is there room for Mother in there?”


    “There's always room for Mother,” Ragna says, scooting over. I slide into bed alongside her and press up against her back, wings relaxing. She huffs, a soft contented noise, and then falls back to sleep. Her ribcage rises and falls under my arm, steady as the tides.


    I don't feel like sleeping, but tomorrow's the final day. No matter what comes, I'm going to need my rest. I close my eyes and compose myself, metering my breath: in when Ragna breathes out…out when she breathes in. In. Out. Like the Sea, in and out…in and out….


    Am I dreaming? I see the city as from above. And I see…see with that eye thousands of fires, hear with that ear a symphony, like the wind over thousands of pots, different sizes and shapes. Had there been fewer of them, it might have sounded mournful…but so many! The harmonies are so dense. They rise and fall on the wind and I, hovering above them all, am sole witness to this mystery, this beauty.


    So many voices. And the fires…so many fires. The people of the capital, most of them sleeping.


    ...it's so gradual I almost don't realize it's happening. I wonder if in fact it's my vision tricking me. I hold my eyes open as long as I can, until even in dreams they begin to water and the water facets all those fires so perfectly that I know, I know it's not my imagination.


    They're dimming. They're all fading...!


    I fling myself out of bed so quickly I almost knock Ragna over with a wing as she sits up. “Angharad?”


    “He's killing them,” I say, grabbing my pants and jerking them on. “He's going to kill everyone, at once. I have to stop him!”


    She darts past me out the door; I ignore her to pull the rest of my clothes on. The stone knife I shove into my boot, my sword I thrust through my belt and then I'm running. I'm just outside the inn when Oweir, Gavan and Donal erupt from the door, following Ragna. Ah, Ragna, my so good woman, my mind-reader.


    “Mistress!”


    “I have to stop the Godson,” I say. “He's going to kill everyone. I don't have time to explain—”


    The night explodes. I duck away from the sky, it's so bright. The roar when it comes is so loud my ears throb.


    “What in all the hells!”


    Donal curses suddenly. “That was the granary!”


    “Isn't there more than—”


    Another explosion. Flaming ejecta is slamming down from the sky; the screams start. In the distance I can see the roofs catching fire.


    “Curse it all!” I say. “Deal with this, and send someone after me as soon as you can!”


    I don't give them time to object; there's no time, no time to spare, none to lose. As I make a running leap into the sky, ignoring the white pain in my back, I can feel the dimmest of the lights in the city gutter and then die: really die. Who was it? Someone's grandparents? One of the wounded? A young mother's infant? The loss doesn't hurt me, it crazes me.


    I fly. I fly harder than I've ever flown. This is it, the Godson's final move: a two-prong attack on unexpected fronts. But fire I can trust my men to contain.


    I am the only one who can stop the Godson.


    The Winds are neither for me or against me, and I curse them in this hour even as I know that it's going to be me versus the Godson, me alone. If I fail, then the gods will know their choice was flawed. They will not grant me more aid. So I ignore the barbed white pain flashing down my shoulders and the sides of my ribs to flap my wings faster and faster, my bill pointed at the distant camp of the Godkindred army.


    As I draw closer, I hear other wings: the corvid messenger and his mate, streaking above me; below the broad silhouette of Branden, the mongrel healer from Oweir's cavalry unit. I can't spare the breath to acknowledge them, so I don't. But I am glad of their company as I swoop toward the enemy's camp at last, toward the largest and most heavily guarded tent in its center.


    I draw my sword.


    I dive.


    My sword tears through the top of the tent, collapsing it. I run down into the billowing folds, shoving them aside. The guard rising from the fabric lifts a sword; I turn my scabbard flush along my forearm and use it as a vambrace to catch the blow before I plant my boot in his gut and shove him away. The broken tent fouls his feet and he trips. The guard behind me I bash with my wing-arm, and as he shrieks through the blood streaming from his broken nose I promise myself I will thank Donal for teaching me that trick.


    The Godson, who is still murmuring with his eyes tightly closed, I kick viciously in the back. He sprawls forward, then flips onto his spine…and my sword is there, pointing at his throat.


    “Don't move!” I hiss.


    “Do it,” he says, his flat, alien eyes meeting mine, “and I'll kill them all.”


    Is he bluffing? Gods! I stare down the point of my sword at him, my body poised to lunge.


    “Go ahead,” he says. “I can do it before I take my last breath. It takes more concentration to do it slowly.” He smiles, eyes narrowing. “The difference between gradually blowing out a candle-flame and snuffing it with your fingertips.”


    “Stop this,” I say. “We'll finish it one-on-one. Just like we should have at the start.”


    “Making it personal?” the Godson asks. Blood and gods, he is infuriatingly calm for someone at sword-point!


    “It was always personal,” I say. “Say 'yes'.”


    “Or what?” he asks, amused.


    “I'll kill you,” I say, voice hard. “And if Shraeven's capital goes with you, then that's the price I'll pay to remove you from this flesh where you can do more harm to the world.”


    He laughs. “All right. Yes.”


    “Yes?” I say. “You and me. A circle. Just us. Right? And that will end it all?”


    “Yes,” he says, grinning. “You and me, and that will end it all, on this final day of our little trial.”


    So easy.


    Too easy. My ears flatten. “You wanted me to suggest that. You want a personal duel.”


    He presses the back of a finger against my blade, nudging it away from his throat. I hate the look on his face, so smug. “Ah, you're such a smart woman, Angharad. I deeply regret that you rejected my first offer. What a magnificent queen you would have made.”


    “Why?” I ask. And then I step back, my heart cold. “It's the only way to prove you're one of them, isn't it. The Godson versus a vessel of the gods. If you can best me, then you'll prove your own godhead, to yourself and everyone.”


    “You won't mind if I arrange for a large audience, will you?” the Godson asks, casual.


    What have I done? But it's the only way. We have to end this. And…I…I need the answer too. I need to know if our religion, our way of life, all the things we've believed as a people, have truly led to this: that we have spawned a god, and he is as petty as the worst in all of us.


    “As large as you want,” I say, sheathing my sword. “When?”


    “How about three hours?” the Godson says, rising and stretching for all the world as if he'd just woken from a nap. “I'd be delighted if you'd be my guest until then.”


    I eye him. “Because you're not going to let me leave, are you? And I'm surrounded by your loyalists.”


    “You can leave if you want,” the Godson says. “That would be far more advantageous to me, actually, as flying all the way back to the capital and then back here would surely tire you.” He smiles. “Rest assured, Angharad. I won't harm you. Where then will I get my proof?”


    “So confident,” I say. “What if you lose?”


    “But I won't,” he says, smiling. “You are merely a vessel for gods, my dear. And I look forward to using you properly.”
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    Once esconced in my guest tent, I send Branden to the capital with instructions; no one stops him since the Godson wants word of his glorious test to spread. So it is that I have only my two corvids to attend me when Colblain rings the bell attached to the flap and ducks inside.


    We stare at one another a moment, then I say, “Of course. He charged you with my safety, yes?”


    Colblain smiles faintly. “He knows.”


    “You never were any good at dissembling,” I say.


    “I fooled you.”


    “Because I was lying to myself,” I say, rubbing the pale half of my brow. “I didn't want to believe I was betraying the Kingdom, so I couldn't allow myself to see that other people did.”


    Colblain sits across from me in one of the camp chairs. At very least it's a roomy tent. “You always were honest with us.”


    “Once I realize my mistakes,” I say heavily.


    “And you think you're about to make another,” Colblain guesses.


    “I'm afraid so,” I say. “But I can't see any alternative.”


    “If your company was larger….”


    “But it's not,” I say. “It's not, Colblain, and I'm standing against the most powerful army on the continent, maybe in the known world…and its king.”


    Silence then. We both meditate on my situation.


    “What do you think?” Colblain asks. “Will it be regicide, or deicide?”


    “That's what I'm fighting him to find out,” I say.


    Another of those quiets. Then he stands up. “Can I get you anything? Water? Food?”


    “Water would be good,” I say as he steps back toward the tent flap. “And Colblain...?”


    He stops to glance at me.


    “Thanks,” I say. “For assuming I'm going to win.”


    He flashes a twisted smile at me and then leaves the tent. Above on one of the tent poles, the corvid messenger clacks his beak; derisively, I think. Maybe he finds all this amusing. On another pole, his mate puffs out her feathers and settles back down again to wait…and so do I.


    I pass that three hours in quiet, resting as best I can...thinking that I am older than I like, to be indulging in personal duels…thinking about how the last one went with Chordwain's “champion” (oh, firespice vixen!). Remembering how much my joints ache when the Land isn't cushioning them, and wishing the gods were exerting themselves now on my behalf—and Shraeven's!—after whipping me all the way across their bloody province to get to this moment now when a single wracked muscle could plunge the province back into servitude…and certainly kill me in the bargain.


    By the time I must begin preparations for the fight, I've worked myself into quite a pique, and maybe that's not a bad thing. I exit the tent, wet and cold, and find…what appears to be everyone in the bloody province. I can see the dueling circle, but only because a line of soldiers is stationed along the camp's edges keeping the crowd clear.


    Colblain joins me. “Are you ready?”


    “As ready as I can be,” I say. “Given that I flew here in no armor.”


    He glances at me. “You should have told me, I could have sent for it...”


    I shake my head. “Unless I'm gravely mistaken, this duel is not going to be won by a sword. Not by him anyway. Besides, my armor never did fit properly after the baby.”


    He only then notices that I'm dripping. “Oh, that's clever.”


    I smile at him wanly. “Yes, well…us old people have to make up for slow bones with something.”


    We advance toward the circle; as we walk, the soldiers part for…ah, gods. My captains. I hold up my hands before Gavan can finish whatever he's going to say. “It has to be done.”


    Gavan flicks his ears back and says, “We know. We just wanted to say 'good luck.'“


    I clasp his hand—Gavan, subtle and steady as the Land itself—and then Oweir's; how Oweir has grown since I gave him Silfie's cavalry unit! He and Tam have made a good team, very close and very harmonious, and there is a settled look to him now that I like very much.


    Donal…Donal takes my hand and kisses the palm, evoking again that courtly ease that so surprised me when first I saw it. I wonder how now much of his initial country-boy facade was just that. Perhaps every Neshanti farmhand is disguising the bearing of a prince, lacking only circumstance to bring it forth.


    “Now, now,” I murmur. “Does Aneshet bow to the Godkindred Kingdom?”


    “Hopefully not after you're done here,” Donal says fiercely.


    I cup his jaw with my fingers, then release him and turn to Ragna.


    “The egg survived,” she says. “We have it with us, under guard. Negrat's overseeing it.”


    I sigh. “Mind-reading pard. Thank you, esquire.”


    Ragna arches her whiskers and touches my shoulder with her thick hand, no more. The time for embraces will be later, if I win this thing.


    I go to the circle, where the Godson is already awaiting me. I hope for nervousness, for overconfidence, for some sign of an amateur. Instead he is standing with languid ease, wearing nothing but a pair of pants and holding a polearm tied with an orange scarf. A casual onlooker might mistake this for stupidity, but not me: a fire god wearing almost nothing that can catch fire, and carrying a weapon that tells me he knows how long my reach is, both with sword and with my unexpected weapon, the bill on the end of my crane's neck.


    “Step into my circle, Shraeven,” the Godson purrs, with mad eyes and a madder grin.


    Squaring my shoulders, I do.


    “So obedient,” the Godson says, laughing.


    “That's the last command of yours I'll obey,” I promise, drawing my sword and crouching, my weight settling onto the balls of my feet and my wings partially extended. They're heavy waterlogged…but better that than burnt off. He doesn't mimic my fighting stance; as I circle he turns to face me but makes no other move.


    I feint to see how quick he is; he bats my sword away with the side of his polearm, the scarf a distracting orange blur.


    The Godson, I remember sourly, is at least ten years younger than I am. But I hope I have learned something in those extra years. I feint again, and when he moves to beat the blade to one side I disengage, dropping the point and trying to bind the polearm and jerk it out of his hand. I think it will work—


    —and then he snaps the fingers of his other hand, points and sends a lance of flame directly at me.


    I lunge to the right, back-pedaling. And as I expect, no shield of water shoots up to protect me; the Land does not leap to my defense, nor do the Winds blow back his attack. I am on my own: the gods will not help me. I wonder if this is because the Godson is mortal after all…I pray to all the gods that are listening that he is, or this will be a very short duel.


    I circle to the opposite side now, wary. There is no angle I can present that narrows his target; if I face him, I expose the entirety of my body, but if I turn to the side he can burn my wings off. Even completely healed I can't fly with wet wings, and  if I could I would still forfeit the outcome if I flew over two man-heights up, since our dueling laws address the matter of winged contestants.


    The Godson smiles at me and then stamps a foot. When I don't flinch, he lunges—but that's a feint too. His foot lands exactly where it was, he just leans over it to make it look convincing. Then he sways back, as if to regain his balance, and flicks his hand.


    Five darts of fire spray from his fingers. Because I am trained to respond to physical attacks, I try to parry them.


    I notice the crowd at last when they cry out at the fire that splashes against my throat and shoulder and arm. A cloud of steam rises from my fur with a horrific sizzle…but I don't burn. The water saved me from that mistake…but it won't again. The fire was hot enough to dry me to the skin.


    “Very nice,” the Godson says. “Let's see how long that little trick protects you, Angharad.”


    And then he begins in earnest.


    No more feints. No more tests. No more coyness. He flings fire from his fingers. He throws it from his polearm. The scarf trails it in arcs hot enough to burn afterimages into the world. He blows it from his pursed lips like a dragon out of legend.


    And I…I cease to think of attacking at all. All I can do is defend, retreat, run. I have never in my life fought this hard just to get away from someone. And I realize just how out-classed I am, and that's before I begin to tire.


    His near misses burn the water from my fur. As my limbs grow jerky with fatigue, his near misses no longer miss.


    Gods, oh gods. Is there any pain like fire?


    The first time I catch the splash of it on my hip I fall involuntarily. Turning that fall into a roll saves me from severe damage, but it's now a matter of time. Unless I can disable him—kill him—within the next few exchanges, I'm going to die.


    I remember Silfie teasing me about not being her equal in one-on-one sparring. I remember being unhappy that she was right. But I don't need to be better than Silfie today. I just need to be better than the Godson. I dive to the side to avoid a fireball and when I rise I lunge for him: really lunge, with all the length of my legs and all the power in them, closing the distance in a bid to get inside the polearm's range. I don't make it, but I catch the head of the polearm near my hilt, the strong of my blade.


    With all the force in my arm, shoulder and side, a muscle group made powerful by flying, I wrench the blade outward—


    —the polearm lurches to the side...! Exultant, I grab the scarf to complete the disarm, just as it disintegrates into ash. The polearm bursts part, the wind scattering it, and in its place a new weapon spits in the Godson's hand: a duplicate of his polearm, made of flames. The heat of it sucks the water from my eyes and I stumble back, blinking furiously.


    “You would have made a most glorious queen,” the Godson says, advancing on me.


    “I still can,” I say.


    The Godson laughs. “Ah, no, Angharad. I won't give you time to recover while you draw me out in fruitless discussion. This is over.”


    “Not until I'm dead,” I hiss, putting my ears back.


    He shrugs. “Your choice.” And slashes at me with his new weapon. My sword flashes to meet it in a perfect parry, only to pass right through it. There is no more water to protect me from the fire that punches my shoulder. Distantly I hear the crowd shouting, but it's immaterial now. I fight for honor, not because I expect to win. I don't even have the will to curse the gods for abandoning me.


    So it is that I can blame only myself for what follows. Had I held still for the Godson, he would have executed me in a single thrust; or had I surrendered to him, I could have earned a quick death after a trial for treason. But I can't stop trying. And my attempts make what should have been a graceful ending ugly and slow. I take a burn at the calf when I throw myself from his sweeping blow. I lose the skin over my wrist when the fiery scarf flickers over it. He stings my hip and my gut and part of my upper arm and still I can't, just can't let it go.


    I am frustrating him. I can see it. But not frustrating him enough to make mistakes. He's still younger than me…younger and far, far too strong. After defending against so much fire, I am completely unprepared for him sweeping his foot out, hooking my ankle and tripping me. I land hard on my burned side and can't see for pain.


    “Finally,” he says, lifting his weapon...


    ...and then a sword point erupts out of the front of his gut. Behind him, someone says, “Damn it, I missed!”


    I lurch to my feet, pressing a hand to my leg to keep it from giving out from under me. “Silfie?”


    Silfie puts a boot against the Godson's back. “Not now, Hara, I'm saving your life.” With a grunt, she kicks the Godson off her sword, sending him staggering forward. He's choking on blood—did she hit a lung? It looked like a gut wound. He's not going to survive that, but it's a long and ugly death.


    “You can't do this!” I say.


    “Watch me,” she growls, pulling her arm back for the final blow.


    The Godson abruptly blocks my view of her as he straightens, flings himself around and bashes her with an arm wreathed in flames, so hard that she flies backward out of the circle with a shriek. Then he turns to me, caressing his gut with a fiery hand.


    I watch the wound close.


    Blood. And. Gods.


    The crowd is stunned into silence, leaving only the crackle of flames to fill the void. A look of triumph flashes over the Godson's face, and he spreads his arms wide and laughs aloud. He doesn't need to speak: when he meets his eyes, we both know. We've succeeded. At long last, our centuries of fanatical eugenics have borne fruit. We have made a god…and he stands before me in this circle, utterly unmoved by a wound that should have killed him. He no longer needs this flesh.


    He no longer belongs in a body.


    I draw in a breath in a hiss. This…this is why I'm here. Me, Angharad Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs, Mistress Commander, Governor and god-beleaguered. I have been plagued with nearly every god Shraeven worships, and at least one it distrusts; been mistaken for a god-blessed vessel because of my wings and then hectored for policing an unwilling truce in my own head with the triad that earned me a title I didn't want and a destiny I thought ridiculous. For weeks now, I have fought with gods, cursed them, begged them for aid…and for the most part done my own will.


    Why?


    Because the gods need a vessel…because they have no earthly form. Rei said it himself: “Perhaps flesh is too weak a vessel for divinity.” And he's right.


    If we have succeeded—if the Godson has succeeded at last in fulfilling all our aims as a people—then there is one last step in his transformation. And he can’t make it… without me.


    I grope in my boot for the stone knife and advance, limping, on the Godson. He smiles indulgently at me and lifts his brows as if to ask, 'What could you possibly do now?'


    I cut the earth at his feet. “The Land will not hold you.”


    I cut the air around him. “The Air will not hold you.”


    I cut the sky above him. “The Sky will not hold you.”


    Spitting, I cut the droplets as they fall. “Water will not hold you.”


    “Angharad—” the Godson begins, and I swear he looks excited. Does he know? He must, or wouldn’t he have tried to stop me?


    “You are not of this world any longer,” I say. “God of fire, I banish you from this earth!”


    With a gasp, the Godson bursts into flames…and then thins out, upward, and is sucked out of sight, leaving nothing but ash and the sound of me panting. I am…oh gods, I am very, very badly off, and I don't have long for consciousness. But the utter silence is a bad sign. No one knows whether I've won or lost or what it all means, and if I just collapse now the pandemonium will be complete.


    So even though it hurts almost past bearing, I straighten, throwing the knife to the ground. Holding up my hands, I say, “Let the gods crowd the heavens. This realm is ours!”


    And then…then I fall down. The last thing I hear before I pass out is the crowd cheering.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 24
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    The first time I wake, they're trying to separate my pants from what's left of my skin. I congratulate myself for surviving an unwinnable duel and pass out again. The next time I wake, it's to dim lighting in a palatial tent, the astringent scent of antiseptic unguents and the disturbing sense that my body is a frail cage of bones and blood, barely held together with bandages.


    Naturally, I try to sit up. I almost make it, too. Donal's the one who catches me and lowers me back down, propping me up on several pillows. Before he's done arranging them I croak, “Situation.”


    “Never rests, does she,” Colblain's voice says from out of sight.


    “You'll live,” Donal tells me, ignoring him. At my baleful glare, he continues. “You've been moved into the Godson's tent at the insistence of just about everyone. But the situation is…delicate.”


    “Curse it,” I say, struggling to sit up again despite the way it drags against my skin like nettles. “Delicate how?”


    Colblain comes into view over Donal's shoulder. “The Shraevenaese are dancing in the streets of their capital, toasting their liberator. You've vanquished their conqueror; gods they can handle, but mere mortal men with vast armies are another matter. Meanwhile, here in the vast army, you've been accepted as the Godson's military replacement. The men are discussing the duel with great zeal…but I give it only a few days before the implications of what's happened begin to make trouble.”


    “Here, anyway,” Donal says. “We've grounded all the messenger birds and stopped all travel. For now, the news of the Godson's…death? Ascension? Is limited to the people here.”


    “Blood and gods,” I swear.


    “Exactly that,” Colblain says.


    “The fires?”


    “Doused,” Donal says. “Otherwise it would be a rather ill-advised night for that celebration they're having.”


    I ignore him and continue down my check-list. “The egg?”


    “It's behind you,” Donal says. “We sent Ragna out to walk, she's been here for seven hours straight, or she'd tell you so herself.”


    “No stars falling, tidal waves, earthquakes...?” I ask.


    “You mean 'have the gods objected to you shoving your problems off onto them?'“ Donal says. He chuffs a low laugh. “No. Everything's quiet on that front.”


    Finally, I allow myself to think of the personal. “...Silfie?”


    “Broke a few ribs, but she'll live too. She'll be back on her feet before you,” Donal says. “She's in a tent near yours.”


    “Damn near ruined that duel,” Colblain adds. “What was she thinking?”


    She was thinking that she loved me, and that I was about to die. But I don't say that. I am exhausted, burnt and.. gods, but I feel hollow inside. How do I feel about all this? We have made a god, and he was us. And I…with a single stone knife I declared all the hopes and aspirations of an entire society void. Everything I have believed in my entire life…is true…and wrong.


    But there's work to be done. I can wallow later. “Good thinking on the travel moratorium. We shouldn't have to keep that running long, though. As you noted, Colblain, we don't have much time.”


    “What do you intend?” Donal asks, and I hear a trace of that unexpected formality. My farm-boy prince. Or was he a blacksmith?


    “I intend,” I say, closing my eyes tightly, “to think very hard about this and figure out a way to sew it together before it explodes.”


    “Good plan,” Colblain says dryly.


    “Go,” I say. “I need time.” I grimace. “And send a chirugeon. Whatever the hell you've done to me is wearing off.”


    “Hasn't changed a whit,” Colblain mutters to Donal on the way out.


    “Not a feather. More or less.”


     


    One great advantage of being installed in the Godson's tent: I have access to some of the best chirugeons in the Kingdom. Still, I begrudge the amount of time I am forced to spend with them. I have too much else to do, and instead of doing it I'm trying to bargain my way out of mind-clouding opiates and arguing about how much rest I need.


    My body takes that choice from me. I've borne a lot of wounds in my decades in the army, but most of them were inflicted by steel, not by fire. I'm not used to recovering from burns; they hurt far out of proportion to the actual healing to be done. I end up needing the laudanum anyway.


    So I'm not sure how much time has passed when I open my eyes and find her leaning over me.


    “Silfie,” I say.


    “Hara,” she answers in that velvety contralto, the one that can still lift the hairs on the back of my neck. I have a very long neck.


    She traces the edge of my bill where it meets skin. “Glad to see you're alive.”


    “Same,” I say. “You were gone a long time.”


    “Not that long,” she says.


    “Feels that way.”


    “To me too,” she says.


    There is a…a numb place I am talking around, and I have recovered from too many hurts not to recognize it. I still love her. I love her so much. And everything between us has gone so wrong. Where do we go from here? Because there's never any going back. Until there's a god of time, there will never be any going back.


    “I'm sorry,” Silfie says. “But I had no choice. Everything I cared about, they took from me.”


    I open my mouth, but she shakes her head and touches a finger to the tip of my beak. “Hear me through, please. You owe me that, Angharad.”


    I swallow and nod.


    “My family arranged my marriage to get an heir to the Dale,” Silfie says. “And my husband was such a bastard I had to kill him to keep him from hurting me or my offspring. But I was the one who suffered for that, not him. I'm the one eyed askance in my own town. Which isn't mine anymore, because my parents have the child Sixblood of the Dale to inherit my land.”


    She looks at me, eyes flat copper. “So I went back to the army…and there you were. But I realized I couldn't have you either, because you had to marry someone to have the child Godkin of the Sunblood Cliffs. When you kept that rape baby, even though I thought it was wrong, I had some hope…that maybe you would feel you were done with duty and I could be with you. You wouldn't need a man. But the longer I stayed, the more I realized…you still wanted it. To have a father for your child, to have a…a thing that looked proper from the outside even though your child was a bastard. Maybe particularly because of that.”


    My hand curls into a fist beneath the blanket, but I force myself to listen without interrupting.


    “But then,” she says, meeting my eyes again, “I ended up in the governor's custody. He took away my freedom…raped me and put a child on me. And when I fixed that problem, you took the last thing away from me that mattered, Hara. You sent me from the army.


    “So yes,” she says. “I've turned outlaw. And outlaw I'll stay. There's no place for me in the Kingdom, in the army or with you. But make no mistake…it would have taken an outlaw to break the dueling laws to try to save your life. No one else dared.”


    What do I do? What do I say? I still love her, but I don't know where to go from here.


    Hasn't that always been the way with us?


    She's right. Not about everything…but about the two of us…I love her, but I don't know how to be with her. How to reconcile being with her and my desire for a father for my children. Because it's become that now: no longer a duty, a burden, but a desire. I look around me at the good men I've worked with and find myself thinking how good it would be to have children with a male I selected, that I think worthy! And I surprise myself by wanting a family. If I even can…but I want my baby to have a sibling. And for that, I need a man…a man I want to be a part of my life, and my children's lives.


    “If you were willing to share with Ragna,” I begin, tentative but desperate to salvage something.


    “Ragna is not a man,” Silfie says. “Ragna would never give you a family, a family that would take you away from me. But a man who could give you a family, and that family…soon enough there would be no room for me.”


    Oh gods. What a ruin this is. I don't dare look up at her, knowing what she'll see in my eyes.


    “I love you, Angharad,” Silfie says, low.


    I reach for her hand and caress it when she gives it to me. “I love you too,” I say, wondering how you can love someone so much and regret it so painfully. We remain thus, for how long I don't know. But she sets my hand down on the covers and rests hers on it for a heartbeat…and then she goes.


    I am grateful when the chirugeons return with the laudanum. If they wonder why I don't fight them this time, they are gracious enough not to ask.


     


    Even as it happens, I know that waking after this conversation is going to be one of my most painful memories. Struggling toward consciousness past the opium fog, aware of an emptiness behind my breastbone and not remembering why it's there…and then recalling, in fits and starts, pieces of the conversation, the memories sharp as splintered glass grasped through the dullness of the drug.


    Hateful, just hateful. I don't cry because I feel a numb, distant indignation at the unfairness of having to deal with it at the same time I'm recovering from the most cataclysmic fight of my life.


    “But life isn't fair,” Ragna says, voice low, as she settles beside me.


    I know I didn't say anything out loud. But then, we once had a full conversation while her tongue was a mess of knife cuts. Long ago, that was…so long ago it seems. “No,” I say. “But am I allowed to be sour about it? Just for a while?”


    Ragna peels the blankets back from my body and inspects my bandages. “No,” she says. “No, Angharad, and you know why.”


    “Tell me,” I say. Anything to keep from contemplating the amputation of any possible future with Silfie.


    “Because you have work to do,” Ragna says. She offers me her thick hands and I find myself taking them.


    “Is this a good idea?” I ask.


    “Yes,” she says. “You can do this.”


    She's right. I can get up. I can walk, even if that leg isn't very steady. My whole body hurts but it hurts a lot less than my spirit does. I remember once being proud of how quickly I heal—that seems like very long ago also.


    I have work to do.


    “How can I help?” Ragna asks once I'm tentatively upright.


    “I need to get out of this camp,” I say. “Somewhere I can be alone.”


    “All right,” she says. And just like that, she trusts me; trusts that I'm not going to do anything stupid, that I'm not planning to run away or kill myself or…gods know what. And amazingly that helps. Not a lot, but it does.


    Together we hobble out of the tent, which is large enough to have a second entrance near the back for servants. It's not that I want to avoid people. I just don't want the healers to stop me. Or to be followed. Or to have to explain what I'm doing when I'm not sure what that is myself.


    All right. I want to avoid people.


    Still, there's no way to get out of a camp this size without being noticed. I let Ragna handle the soldiers between me and the perimeter. “She goes to talk with the gods,” is what she says, and with renewed respect for the whole concept of godhead, the men let us by.


    When we reach the broad, wind-ruffled plains and the camp lies behind us, I say, “Am I here to talk with the gods?”


    “I don't know,” Ragna says. “But it seemed the thing to say. When should I come back?”


    “I don't know,” I say. “An hour. Two hours. Just…I don't know.”


    She nods once, touches my shoulder and withdraws, without questions or hesitation. If there's one thing Shraeven seems to breed in its people, it's an ease with ambiguity. Or is it resignation? Acceptance? Something. Perhaps living with gods makes you more pragmatic about the inexplicable and the numinous. We Godkindred…we love to question and plan and experiment and control. I would have had to give my captains an exact answer…if they would even have been comfortable leading me out here at all.


    I hang my head, exhausted. Again, it comes back to this. Who are we? And what will we be now that we have to choose a new path? And who will shape that path?


    There on the plain, then, I sit, with my injured leg stretched out before me and the other knee up. I rest my arm on it and look out over the grasses as they bend beneath the wind. That same breeze pulls my mane over my shoulders and ruffles my fur…but doesn't speak.


    The Stars don't shake the heavens either. The Land, the Sea…all of them, absent. I see only the thin shadows of the partial moons, the gray and purple of the plains…smell new flowers and that delicious, dusky scent of a grassland cooling off by night. The crickets are creaking, and in my ears the low whorr has nothing to do with my god-painted ear: the song of the wind over land.


    I think I'm glad. It is relaxing to be alone for a while. Besides, didn't I just claim this realm for mortal souls?


    I close my eyes and concentrate on just being here…here in Shraeven, after a long and winding career bringing me to this moment now. After a duel so intense I can barely remember it: like a traumatic wound, my mind's eye keeps veering away from the sight of it. I feel all my years in my bones…and all the heavinesses of my heart like weights pulling my chest down toward my knee. And I am struck by the beauty of a world beheld by senses uninterrupted by divine quarreling...


    My eyes are wet but I don't realize that I'm crying for a long time.


    I know then. I know what has to be done.


    Ragna does not come back for me until long after that epiphany has settled, and that is good also. But she does come for me…sits beside me on the cool grass, in a companionable quiet.


    I say, “I'm going home.”


    Ragna does not answer, but her silence has a resigned quality. So I continue.


    “Shraeven still needs a queen. How about it, od Ragna?”


    Her head jerks up and she meets my eyes, her own wide. I laugh at her expression. “Don't tell me you can't do the job.”


    “I...” She trails off, then says, “But why?”


    “Because I'm going home to restore the Kingdom…and that means dismantling the empire,” I say. “I need a few allies I can trust not to stab me in the back while I'm dealing with the provinces convinced that our withdrawal is a sign of weakness.”


    “Isn't it?” Ragna asks, curious.


    “Yes,” I say. “But not a military one, and gods help them if they try it.”


    Ragna is silent again, this time a very self-reflective quiet. “Me. Queen of Shraeven?”


    I nod. “Surely it will go over if the liberator of Shraeven crowns her faithful esquire, the native guide who brought her to the capital to free the country.”


    “Yes,” she says, musing. “I think it will.”


    “I'll want to sign a treaty,” I say.


    “Of course.”


    “You can keep Negrat,” I say. “You might need him.”


    Ragna's whiskers arch into fans. I laugh with her.


    She says, at last, “They won't take it amiss? Your countrymen. Do you even have the right to do this?”


    “I don't know,” I say. “But someone's got to go home and fix this. Our whole way of life, our religion, the things we hold dear, our goals as a society…all of it has to change. And since I'm the one who put a sword through its chest, I have a duty to help make it right.” I take in a breath and let it out. “Besides, I have personal experience with what we were trying to become. I know gods. I can tell people what they're like.”


    I can't describe the nature of Ragna's last silence. She breaks it to say, “That sounds like a lifetime's work.”


    “Yes,” I say. And then I grin. “That's why I decided to spread the misery around and give you Shraeven. How's that for a love-gift? Endless toil unto the grave!”


    “For a free Shraeven? It's worth it,” Ragna says. And smiles. “And you will free the Godkindred also. It will be a good work for us both.”


    “They'll sing songs about us,” I say.


    “My daughter will have to marry your son,” Ragna says, whiskers fanning.


    “If he doesn't marry Donal's first,” I say.


    “Ah! You will give him Aneshet?” Ragna asks. “Of course. Another ally to guard your back.”


    I grin. “Want to go back and tell him with me?”


    Ragna laughs aloud this time, a low chuffing sound. She rises and offers her hands to help me to my feet. “Let it not be said the queen of the Godkindred was not generous to her lovers.”


    I huff. “Donal hasn't been quite that lucky.” At Ragna's raised brow ridge, I add, innocently, “Yet.”
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    By the time Ragna escorts me back into the tent I am feeling every one of my injuries and glad to sit on my bunk. She leaves me there, perhaps sensing my need for privacy while I wrestle with my weakness…or perhaps she's off to find the chirugeons for more laudanum. I'm grateful either way. It's been a long night, but a good one. For the first time since I arrived in the capital—since halfway through this campaign, even—I feel…settled. As if I have a goal worth working toward…one that will be with me until the end of my days. It's a lot like the feeling I had when I joined the army, now that I think about it. A destiny properly decided upon.


    Going home, are you?


    The muscles in my back clench. I twist my head slowly toward the shadowed corner of the tent across from my bunk…and see nothing. But when I start to look away, in my periphery….


    “Oh gods,” I say. “Not you.”


    The Godson grins. Who else? So…you're resolved to go back?


    “Yes,” I say.


    To supplant me.


    “Do you have a problem with that?” I say, grinding my beak together.


    No! I think this plan is most excellent. I'm coming along!


    “What!”


    Be sensible, Angharad. It's my country too. I am the Godkindred's first god! Who are you going to call on for aid, eh? The Winds of Shraeven?


    I can just see him, reclining in all his indolence, half-nude. He looks so very pleased with himself. “Don't you have something more important to do?”


    Than oversee my favorite mortals? Of course not. He laughs. I'll be an asset to you, I promise.


    “You must be kidding,” I say, ears flattening.


    He sits up then, leaning forward. Don't be stubborn, Angharad. We both got what we wanted. I achieved godhead for the Kingdom; you sent me away. We're both concerned about the future of the Kingdom. With me along, you'll never have to explain yourself to anyone who questions you. You can arrange a demonstration.


    I narrow my eyes, growing less upset and more puzzled. “Why would you do that?”


    I told you, he says. It's my Kingdom too, woman. I was expecting to sow godhead in one of my children…I was planning it that way. I left nothing in place to compensate for the sudden decapitation of the government and the consummation of our religion. I don't want to see our people in disarray any more than you do.


    “So you'll help me,” I say, uncertain.


    Of course, he says. And grins again. You're going to need it. When I don't say anything, he holds up his hands. Truly. I hold no grudge against you for what you did. It's what I wanted, and how you delivered! Never in my dreams did I think when reviewing your file that you would play your role so perfectly.


    “You reviewed my file?” I repeated, astonished. “I have a file?”


    All the officers above the rank of captain do. I chose you for Shraeven because I didn't think we could keep it, but I wanted to know what the Shraevenaese knew about godhead. So I sent you because from your records you were very good at what you did…and unfailingly, rather charmingly, old-fashionedly noble. Not ambitious, but determined to do the right thing. He smiles. And you did. The smile widens into a grin. My choice was inspired. I impress myself.


    For several long moments I can't speak. Then appallingly I find myself saying, “All the way to Shraeven's capital I questioned you. I thought you were throwing me away. I thought you were unworthy of my allegiance.” I look to one side. “I think I hated you.”


    From the corner of that eye I can see him slowly leaning back, his expression one of regret. But all he says is, Of course you did. You are who you are, Angharad Godkin. A breath-pause, then the confidence wells back into his voice. So, we'll go home together, yes?


    “All right,” I say. “Yes.” I sigh. “I can hardly stop you, anyway.”


    Excellent! Then at last I can do what I've been just dying to do since hearing about it from the Stars.


    My stomach cramped. “What does that mean?”


    I don't at all hold a grudge against you for banishing me, the Godson says pleasantly—almost gleefully, but I am still going to enjoy every moment of this. Drawing himself up, he finishes, Angharad Godkin—


    —Oh, no—


    —I claim you for fire!


    As I fall unconscious, my head full of flames, I curse the Godson roundly…and wonder what the hell color I'm going to wake up.


     


    I wake to Ragna's stare and groan. “Don't tell me. I've got pink stripes, haven't I.”


    “No,” Ragna says, ears flicking outward. “No. How do you feel?”


    “Like strangling something,” I say, drawing in a deep breath to fuel my tirade, “No, strangling would take too long. I don't want to linger, I just want to get it done. Maybe a single thrust of a sword—” I trail off, aware of my ribs flexing beneath my skin. I take another experimental breath…discovering that I can.


    Ragna and I meet each other's eyes. Her gaze is expectant; gods know what's in mine. I sit upright and look at my leg…my arm, my chest, my shoulder. The bandages are gone. I'm whole.


    “Well,” I say.


    “Gift from the gods?” Ragna asks.


    “From one in particular,” I say. And then study my hands, my front. “Do I have pink stripes?”


    “Ah, no,” Ragna says.


    Something in her voice makes me look at her. She's wearing a peculiar expression, peculiar enough that I sigh and say, “It's the Godson's tent. There's got to be a mirror somewhere.”


    The hesitation between Ragna hearing my suggestion and her turning to search for the mirror worries me. When she comes back with the mirror I almost don't want to look but…I have to know.


    I look.


    I turn around and peer over my shoulder, past the wings.


    I face the other direction.


    When I have a look at myself from a fourth angle, I am forced to admit that I'm preening.


    “Don't stop for me,” Ragna says, whiskers fanning a little. When I glance at her, she says, “The Godson?”


    “Obvious, is it,” I say.


    She nods. Then adds, “He is quite the aesthete.”


    And oh, is she right. I sitll have white ventrals, but the gold of my dorsals darkens toward my back to a rich copper-red with gold tipping. The white blotching the Stars left on my head has been reduced to a single white patch around that eye, but in return (did they negotiate for the rights to my buttocks?) I have an appaloosa blanket on my backside and over the top of part of my tail, complete with gold, red and auburn flecks. The white streak in my hair remains, but the red now has a…a metallic glimmer.


    My Land-, Sea-, Winds- and Star-touched eye remains the same. But the other eye now has copper motes.


    “Well,” I say. “I think I'm done. There's no more territory for any new gods to fight over.”


    Ragna's whiskers arch. I hand the mirror back to her and say, “Oh, go on. Tease me, I have it coming.”


    “You'll want your captains now, won't you,” Ragna says instead, wearing too great a look of innocence.


    “Yes,” I say.


    “Donal first?”


    I start to say 'yes' again and decide against it. I'm confident of how Donal will react to my news, but I want to gauge how the Godkindred will take it…and surprising my captains will give me a good handle on what to expect from the army. “No, bring them all at once. And give me enough time to dress.”


    Once she's gone I stand in the center of the Godson's tent and murmur, “That was generous. Thanks.”
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    I am dressed, composed and contemplating a map when my captains arrive. They have a seat around my camp table and Ragna brings them tea. I find it interesting that Colblain is here but Silfie is not. My squire's judgment on their trustworthiness? Or did she invite both and only the one came?


    They wait until Ragna's finished serving before Gavan says, “So…who's responsible for this?” He waves a hand at me, sitting upright without bandages or drugs.


    I tip a little tea into my bill before I answer, “The Godson.”


    Silence. Then Oweir says, “Blood and gods.”


    “He's chosen you?” Colblain asks, leaning forward. “After what you did?”


    I nod. “Yes. We're going home.”


    Another long pause. Then Gavan puts his tea cup down and says, “Why don't you tell us everything at once.”


    I suppress my rising elation. I really hadn't considered just how much my captains have grown with me. They are no longer just subordinates. They are my lieutenants in truth. I can count on them…and that means I'm not going to have to do this alone. I have a team. I set down my cup and say, “Our religion's come to an end, one way or another. And there's no one in charge of the country. So I'm going home and taking over. The Godson approves; he's…ah…excited about the opportunity to become the Kingdom's patron god.”


    “Might work,” Oweir murmurs.


    “The Godson's eldest child is only seven years old,” Colblain says; of course he knows, the only noble among us who'd inherited before joining the officer corps. “I'm not sure who the regent is—”


    —the regent's useless, get rid of him when you arrive—


    “But the heir is still young enough that you could sweep in and effect a coup,” Colblain finishes as I try not to skew my ears at the Godson's comment.


    “If it even is a coup,” Donal points out. “If the Godson himself is willing to give her his divine imprimatur….”


    “It could work,” Gavan says, nodding.


    Oweir asks, “What are you going to do with Shraeven?”


    I say, casually, “Give it to Ragna. Queen Ragna, clan Hegwar.”


    The silence this time is like the emptiness after lightning and before thunder.


    “You're dismantling the empire,” Colblain breathes.


    I nod. And look at Donal, cocking a brow at him, challenging him to make the leap. He doesn't disappoint me. “Aneshet is one of the oldest provinces of the Kingdom.”


    “Quite an example to set, isn't it?” I say.


    He rises abruptly and comes around to my side, going to one knee. But when he meets my eyes there is no meekness there…only a ferocity and a gladness that makes the fur stand up on the back of my neck. He takes my hand but doesn't bring it to cover his mouth in the symbol of fealty…he kisses the back of it, the courtly gesture of two equals.


    “Can you do it?” I ask him, serious. “You're right on our natural border. I don't need an uprising…I need an orderly conversion to sovereignty…and then a truce. Or better, a treaty. I can help you a little, but I won't have much to spare; I'll have my own problems elsewhere.”


    I like that he considers his answer, but that when he replies there is no hesitation. “I can do it.”


    “Well!” Gavan says. “This is certainly going to be exciting.”


    “Not every day you see the political landscape of the continent reshaped,” Oweir agrees.


    I glance at Colblain; I find Donal and Ragna are too. My conservative captain, cleaving to his principles even to the point of reporting me for treason. He looks at the three of us, then says, “You're expecting me to object?”


    “Are you?” Donal asks.


    Colblain sighs. “I don't know what the hell to think. But something has to be done.” He glances at Donal. “Though I find it a little suspicious that you're so good at leading people. Aren't you a farmer?”


    “Blacksmith,” Donal says cheerily. “Though my mother brought a farmstead to the family with her dowry.”


    “As long as he doesn't hold it against me how hard I walloped him in some of those wargames,” Oweir says, “he could be a seamstress for all I care. He's done the job of leading his men through one of the most ass-backwards campaigns I've ever been on while training them in new weapons skills, integrating them with the rest of us and teaching us how to do all the crazy public works projects we've had to do on the way here. If he can manage that, he can damn well manage a country the size of a spitball.” He pauses. “Uh, no offense, King Donal.”


    Donal starts laughing. “No offense taken, Captain Oweir.”


    “When you put it that way,” Gavan says and chuckles. “But I wouldn't want the job, that's certain.”


    “What job do you want?” I ask.


    Another charged silence as they look at me. I grin. “I'm not going to be Mistress Commander Angharad much longer. I'm not even going to be Governor Angharad. But Queen Angharad will need ministers, military commanders and for all I know priest-confessors. I'm hoping you'll choose to come back with me and put our country to rights…but I'm not going to force you. This has to be a volunteer mission.” At their expressions, I lift my hands. “Don't decide yet. Just think about it. I'm going to be here another week, maybe a little more, passing the mantle to Ragna and working out a treaty. You have that long.”


    “Never a boring moment,” Oweir comments to Gavan as they rise.


    “Hell no,” Gavan says, chuckling. They exit together.


    Colblain pauses at the tent flap to look back at me. I can read his ambivalence…so I take a guess at its cause and say, “You wonder why I trust you?”


    His smile is wintry. “No. I wonder why you forgive me.”


    “You did what you thought was right,” I say, meeting his eyes. “And when the evidence suggested otherwise, you admitted it. I need men of your character, Colblain…especially the ones who are willing to tell me unpleasant truths.”


    “You think that of me?” he asks, careful.


    I nod.


    Another of those smiles. “I'll have to be worthy of it, then.” And then he goes.


    ...leaving me with Donal and Ragna.


    I say, “Colblain's right, you know. It is passing peculiar that you're such a leader of men.”


    Donal is still on his knee beside me. “You want me to admit I'm a secret revolutionary, infiltrating the ranks of the Godkindred army in order to collect intelligence on my enemies for my leaders?”


    I eye him, then lean my head over my shoulder to look back at Ragna. “What do you think?”


    Ragna is cleaning the teapot. “He'll do.”


    Donal barks a laugh. “I guess that seals my chances for a treaty with Shraeven. 'I'll do.' Shall I strip so you can evaluate me for stud duty?”


    Ragna rakes him from crown to toe with her eyes, then arches her whiskers at him.


    Donal shakes his head and looks at me, grinning. “I'm sorry to say I'm not a prince in disguise, Angharad. At least, not before you made me one.”


    “But?” I prompt. I push the chair out beside me and add, “Sit.”


    Dusting off his pants, Donal has a seat beside me and says, “There's no 'but'. I really am a blacksmith's son. I just…adapt well to people. If I'm around my family and farmfolk, I mingle, no trouble. If I'm around higher-ups, I can do that too. I went into the Godkindred army to see if I could…I don't know. Learn how you folk got so successful, enough to eat every country around you.”


    “You acted like the most naive country boy I'd ever met when I first met you,” I say, fascinated.


    “It was a good defense,” Donal says. “It let me observe without getting too involved. When I stopped learning anything new that way, I started acting more like you.”


    “What did you learn?” I wonder.


    “That you're a very focused people,” Donal says. “We fell to you because we lacked your fanatical purpose and the discipline it gave you.” He shakes his head. “I was beginning to think there was no way out from under your yoke, not without some crisis of faith…and then you came along and engineered one.” He grinned. “Well done, that.”


    “Not my plan,” I say, chagrined.


    “I know,” Donal says.


    “We have a lot of details to work out,” I say, glancing at the map. “I'd like to know what your plan is for dealing with the existing hierarchy within Aneshet. The Godkindred have a provincial governor, of course, and because it's one of the oldest annexations there's a significant intermingling of the two peoples at the upper echelons, but I imagine you're still going to have trouble convincing the Neshanti lords to give up their power—”


    “The plan can wait,” Donal says, catching both my hands in his.


    “Donal,” I start, and the look on his face makes me suddenly aware that we're not alone.


    “Angharad,” he says, meeting my eyes…and kisses my knuckles without looking away, his breath pluming warm over the thin fur on the back of my hand.


    Rowr, the Godson whispers in my ear.


    I blush as brightly as a teenaged girl. And maybe I love him a little in that moment for giving me that feeling again, so many decades removed from my girlhood.


    “Thank you,” Donal murmurs, each word a discrete warmth on my fingers. I imagine I can feel the shape of his mouth by the feel of each breath on my skin.


    “D-don't thank me,” I stammer. “You're going to have to earn every gem on that crown.”


    Echoing Ragna, Donal says, “For a free Aneshet? I'll go to each day's toil singing.”


    I swallow. “The plan.”


    “The plan,” Donal agrees, leaning back. And proceeds then to shock me by laying out a surprisingly complex program for the re-instatement of sovereignty in Aneshet, based on historical precedents particular to that country that I wasn't even aware of. Donal might not have been some clandestine operative for a secret revolution, but he's obviously been thinking about this for a very long time. He quickly outstrips my ability to give him any but the most generic of advice…which is fine. It leaves me free to notice that he hasn't let go of my hand.


    I admit I don't remember the specifics of the plan. I do remember the smile Donal gives me before he leaves: part respect and part satisfaction, that very male satisfaction of having made a woman's heart flutter. I am still sitting at the table, rubbing my fingers together, when Ragna says, “You could do worse.”


    I glance at her.


    She says, “Much worse.” And arches her whiskers.


    I laugh.


    “Back to business,” I say. “Send someone for Nedwin.”

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 27
[image: dingbat-odd]


    When Master General Nedwin Godkin arrives, there is no war-board waiting to separate us. Instead, there's a light lunch on my camp-table and tea, fragrant steam rising from the spout. He stops just inside the tent, those astonishing turquoise eyes on the set-up. I am not surprised at the complexity of his regard when he looks at me. The man did not make Master General by being stupid about politics. I wonder suddenly what his file looks like.


    “Sit,” I say. “Please.”


    He does so and I pour for him; I've sent Ragna away. Some things are for us Godkindred alone, and Nedwin and I…there is a lot of pain between us, the things we've done for the Kingdom. He watches me, then accepts the cup in dark fingers.


    “Not quite how I planned it,” I say. “When I asked your permission to confront the Godson without having to go through your army to do it.”


    “You had a plan?” Nedwin says politely.


    I laugh. “Point to the Master General.”


    He smiles and puts his cup down. “This is a lovely meal, Mistress Commander. Why have you set it out for me?”


    “Because you're in charge of the men camped outside Shraeven's capital,” I say. “So we need to talk.”


    “About Shraeven?” he says.


    “About the Kingdom,” I say. “Because I'm going home to assume control and I'd like you at my back.”


    Nedwin leans back, resting his hands flat on the table. His wrists are loose but I can see the tension in his fingers. “A coup.”


    “No,” I say. “The Godson is coming with me.”


    “But…isn't he….”


    “...our patron god, now,” I say. He might be the first of many if I don't put a stop to things before it's too late.


    “This isn't a joke,” he says, slowly.


    Well? I think to the presence I can feel hovering at my shoulder. A glowing orb of flame wells into the air above the table, complete with spinning sparks. Nedwin shoves his chair back with a curse…I just watch.


    Impressive, I say. Very nice control.


    Thank you, the Godson says modestly. The orb sucks inward and vanishes.


    “Gods!” Nedwin says, eyes wide.


    “God,” I correct. “Just one.” I lean forward; the space between us smells less like tea and more like air scorched by lightning. “This is no joke, Nedwin. After we're done here I'm going to walk out into that camp and call for an assembly, and I'm going to get up in front of it and tell our men that we've reached the culmination of all our religious aspirations…and that the Godson has chosen me to bring him home and forge a new way of life for the Kingdom. And I want your support.”


    “And if I say no, you'll set me on fire?”


    I snort. “Hardly. We've just evaded an insane tyranny. We don't need to instate a cruel one.”


    I resent being called insane.


    Think of it as the reaction of your emergent divine nature to mortal confinement.


    Hmm. I like that.


    Nedwin eyes me. I say, “Oh come now, Nedwin. You're talking to the woman whose sole response to you accusing her of cheating in a duel was to demand you kiss her backside. Do you think I'm going to have you burned for deciding to step down?”


    At last he laughs. “No, I don't. All right, Angharad. I'm at the Godson's—and your—disposal.”


    “Good,” I say. “Now eat…I didn't raid the Godson's supplies just to waste them.”


    He tucks into the meal with a good will and so do I. We talk, an easy conversation about food and wine and other pleasures long since left behind when we packed our bedrolls and set off on campaign. By the end of it I'm very pleased with where we stand. I hold the tent flap for him as he rises to exit.


    “When do you want the men?” he asks.


    “Give me an hour,” I say.


    “All right,” he says. He pauses at the tent. “Before I go…there's something you need to know, now that you're in charge.”


    “What's that?” I ask, not liking the look on his face.


    “You know you were betrayed,” he says. “When you rode into the capital and found us all waiting for you.” At my curt nod, he says, “That was Casandre's doing. But she abandoned Fort Endgame to follow you not long after you crossed the border, Angharad.”


    My ears slick back against my head. “She did what?”


    He nods. “And the evidence suggests…she made up half the things she said about you in order to get Chordwain to proclaim against you.” He lifts a brow. “What exactly did you do to her to earn her enmity?”


    “I don't know,” I say darkly, “but I'm going to find out.”


     


    But Casandre will have to wait. I only have an hour to prepare a speech for the army and I don't want to spend it in a frustrating interview with what will probably be an intransigent opponent. While Ragna refills the tea at my elbow, I write notes and cross them out, circling phrases I like and discarding ones I don't.


    How well I remember standing at parade rest beneath a hot sun, waiting for my superiors to get to the bleeding point already so I could go back to duty, where I could at least relax my shoulders and have a swallow from my canteen. A speech of this sort should be short…short, inspiring and just detailed enough to reassure the people I'm leading that I can find my tail with both hands and a map. I snort to myself, smile at the reminiscence.


    Don't forget to write me an entrance, the Godson says.


    It's the first thing on my mind, I tell him.


    Ragna helps me dress for the occasion: as I mentioned to Colblain my signature white leathers no longer fit and they don't send the right message anyway. I'm not expecting any fights between here and the seat of the Closest Kin…and I no longer consider myself in the chain of command. Instead I dress as a lord with the right to direct the military: not in uniform, but in plainclothes with a tabard over it, the sword-on-twinned-spiral of the Godson's army.


    “How do I look?” I ask the pard.


    She nods. “Good.” And adds, “I'll stay here.”


    I smile at her—she's deft with politics, my pard woman. Then I step out of my tent, where I find Nedwin awaiting me.


    “May I escort you?” he asks.


    “I'd be honored,” I say.


    So it is that I am in good company when I reach the dais set before the massed soldiers of the Godson's conquering army. Nedwin halts at the stairs, leaving me to ascend and walk alone to the center, my boots thumping on the hollow wooden flooring. There I look slowly over the ranks of the finest soldiers in the continent. My opinion…and I feel a fierce satisfaction when I realize I am again allowed to have such opinions. I am not about to become the queen of Shraeven-in-exile, a rebel and a traitor to my land. These are once again my countrymen, and I'm going home.


    That's how I start my speech. With a lifted fist and spread wings and a voice pitched to carry, hard with triumph. “We're going home: you, me…and the new patron god of the Godkindred Kingdom, the sixty-second Godson and our god of fire!”


    An eye-searing phoenix of flame erupts above me, spreading burning wings as broad as the dais.


    The pause is as brief as a gasp…


    ...then the men erupt into cheers.


    Think they'll hear the rest of your speech? the Godson asks smugly as he curvettes in the air above them.


    Not a word, I say, letting him have his day. And cursed if I don't feel pretty proud myself.


     


    I speak briefly of honor, duty and the culmination of an entire society's dream…and about how we're the ones who are going home with the glorious news. And I let the Godson underscore my authority, which he does with consummate grace by folding himself tight to my back, lending me his fiery wings.


    Damned if I didn't expect him to be a lot less helpful.


    My troops are heartened, and in the process of giving the speech I've buoyed my own hopes up. Which means I'm feeling ready for Casandre, and I send someone to go get her.


    Half an hour later I'm still waiting.


    By the time the messenger returns, I am well and truly irritated. I restrain myself from snapping at the man, who in addition to being an hour late arrives alone. Instead, I ask with what I believe is grim courtesy, “Where is Mistress-General Casandre?”


    “Apologies, ma'am,” he says, back rigid. “But the Mistress-General is nowhere to be found.”


    My ears flick back. “She's not in the camp?”


    “No, ma'am. Her commanders have not seen her since the duel.”


    Since the duel! And they didn't see fit to report this? Didn't they think it passing-odd that their commanding officer had vanished?


    “Thank you,” I tell him at last. “Find Master General Nedwin and send him here.”


    “Yes, ma'am.”


    When Nedwin arrives, I am done with patience. “Do you know where Casandre went?”


    Nedwin's tall ears flatten. “Milady? I didn't know she was missing. The Endgame troops keep to their own side of camp.”


    “Not anymore,” I say. “You're coming with me.”


    Still wearing the tabard as sign of my authority, I stalk to the Fort Endgame tents with Nedwin and together we investigate the disappearance of Casandre. And what I find there makes me more and more disturbed. Her commanders are cowed; they act as if they've been abused, banding together for protection even when interviewed separately. It isn't until we work our way down to the captains that I pierce that fear-bound collusion. And from one woman, I hear something that make me want to gut Casandre and hang her for the corvid messengers.


    “She did what?” I ask.


    “She was the one who told the governor that your officer was meant for the Godson's harem,” the woman says. “And she goaded the governor into using her himself.” She draws in a breath, then finishes, voice hard, “I was there. She said the Godson would think it an appropriate punishment for your treason, to abuse your people.”


    Even the Godson is speechless at that.


    “And now she's fled,” I say to Nedwin once we're outside that woman's tent.


    “And well she should be,” Nedwin murmurs. “If she really did arrange for the rape of your captain, she would have known better than to stay.” He glances at me. “What are you going to do?”


    For a moment, I can barely think through my rage. I struggle with my breathing, my wings shivering with the force of it.


    And then, suddenly, a vicious thought flies through my mind…and it's perfect. Just perfect.


     


    For what follows I send Nedwin away; this is between me and my own. Ragna's the only one in the tent when Silfie enters.


    She looks awful. The hollows beneath her eyes make their copper febrile-bright, and there's a gauntness to her flesh made plain by the deep shadows beneath her collarbones, just visible at her shirt collar.Her fur isn’t as lustrous as it used to be, either.


    She looks at me as if she wants to ask what I want, but no longer knows how to talk to me. Which is fair. We are in a bad place, Silfie and I.


    “Please,” I say, nodding to the chair across from me.


    With a resigned sigh, she draws the chair back and sits, pulling her mare's tail to one side to keep from sitting on it. I watch her, my heart tight and pained. She's still so beautiful…and I hate to see her at loose ends.


    Which is why I'm going to fix it.


    “I have something for you to do, if you're willing,” I say.


    Her ears flick backward. “Angharad...”


    I hold up my hands. “Please, hear me out.” I wait until she squares her shoulders and slowly leans back. Then I continue, “Casandre apparently had something against me. Something very serious.”


    From the furrow in her brow I've engaged her mind again…good. That's what I want. “What's her problem? Jealousy?”


    Her file said she was very ambitious, the Godson whispers. That's why I sent you instead of her, even though she was on the border and senior to you.


    “I don't know,” I say, though the Godson's comments are illuminating. “But she...” I pause, then push on. “She's the one who arranged for Chordwain to put you in the harem, and told him to rape you. To punish me.”


    She freezes in her chair, shocked.


    “But she's fled, Silfie…and so I can't try her for what she did to you.”


    Silfie grips the edge of her chair, fingers flexing…but she forces herself to think, and I remember how much I love her again. “What could you possibly try her for, Angharad? I was away without leave. She could say her actions were a reprimand. Or even claim that she had cashiered me for dereliction and remanded me to the Godson's harem to salvage what was left of me.”


    Tell her that you'll try Casandre for giving false orders in my name, the Godson hisses, and my back stiffens abruptly: that truly is treason, and the offense for a military officer's treason is still death.


    I'll burn her myself, the Godson finishes.


    “The Godson,” I say, “is of the opinion that she committed treason. And from what's been reported to me, I don't disagree.” I lean forward. “I want you to find her, Silfie. As long as it takes. Track her down for me and bring her back to the seat of the Closest Kin. Will you do that for me?”


    She meets my eyes and does not answer immediately…but I see something solidifying in there. Some measure of pride at the thought of being useful…of getting justice for herself. Of knowing that her superior officer—lover or not—thinks that she deserves that justice.


    “Give me a mount and supplies,” she says, “I'll leave within the hour.”


    “That was well done,” Ragna says after she's left.


    “Do you think?” I ask, struggling with melancholy. “I might never see her again.”


    “Or you may,” Ragna says. “Either way, she deserved better than she was given.”


    I glance at her, then say, quiet, “She did, yes. But she made choices also, Ragna…and we are all responsible for the consequences of the choices we make, whether we make them under duress or not.”


    “Harsh,” Ragna opines.


    “Yes,” I say. “But the world isn't fair, and people aren't always kind or just. And sometimes, not even because they're cruel. Some of them are at the end of their strength. If you won't take the blame for your own failures at the limits of your capacity, how can you blame others for the same?”


    Ragna says nothing, and this silence is merely silence. Then she says again, “Harsh.”


    I look past my wing at her. “And you would know all about a gentle world, wouldn't you, Od Ragna.”


    She snorts.


    I sigh and roll my shoulders. “It's about time for us to move camp. What we need to do now has to be done in the capital.” She glances at me. I grin, tired. “Queen Ragna needs a crown.”


    “I'll make arrangements,” she says.


    “For your coronation?” I say.


    “For your moving to the governor's residence,” Ragna says. And adds, “Temporarily.”


    “Temporarily,” I agree, genial. “I wouldn't want your job.”


    “So you have proven,” she says, approval in her husky voice, and goes to that duty. Me, I just stretch and go out to ask for my mongrel-mount Honeydipped and a proper guard escort. Whatever Ragna thinks needs to be packed come after me by wagon.


    On the ride, I think of all that remains to be addressed. Casandre's disappearance leaves all of the Fort Endgame soldiers without a general…I'm going to have to solve that problem soon. I wonder if there's a suitable candidate among her commanders, or if it would be best to promote from elsewhere…or perhaps fold them all under Nedwin? For that matter, my own slot in the command chain is now empty, and I'll have to fix that also—


    —my thoughts come to an abrupt halt. Negrat is waiting for me at the gate to the city, sitting on his fat ram. Beside him on a taller steed is Benett, the merchant chief. And behind them, lining the main street, is all of Shraeven, it feels like.


    “Curse it all,” I mutter. “I'm going to have to give another speech.”


    I can't wait to see what you have to tell them, the Godson says wickedly.


    Ignoring him, I consider. With only a little effort I can turn this into exactly the kind of spectacle I need to hand Shraeven painlessly to Ragna. I beckon one of the members of my escort closer and give him instructions in a low voice. When he is sped, his mount kicking up puffs of dust, I ride to the city gate.


    Dismounting, I go alone to Negrat and Benett. They incline their heads to me, and I to them. Then, I say, “Shaman. Chief. Before I enter the city I would like permission to commune with the gods of Shraeven, to ask their blessing.”


    Benett looks surprised; Negrat only says, mouth stretched in a broad smile, “Of course, Godkin woman. We'd never dream of denying your request.”


    I nod and turn away, walking out of earshot and kneeling amid the flowers and low groundcover of the plains. My men don't move but their confusion is palpable; I ignore them. While this show of respect gives Ragna time to execute my plan, it's not a falsehood. The gods of Shraeven did choose me and I have…I don't want to say forsaken them, but they could conceivably consider my association with the Godson a conflict of interest. I like to think my plan pleases them and their thirst for the liberty of their country, but I could be wrong. Now would be the time to find out…before it's too late.


    So I lean back, my hands folded on my lap, and ask.


    “So…do you approve? I assume you know what I'm about.”


     The Land is the first to answer. It is well, sister, and generous.


    I'm not so sure that parting with something you don't want yourself is generous, precisely…but I suppose some people would have been incapable of giving up the chance to be dictator of multiple countries.


    I heard that, the Godson says.


    “I wasn't talking to you,” I say primly. “Sea and Winds…what say you?”


    It is well, the Sea murmurs.


    Even we are pleased, the Winds whistle, tangling my hair over my throat and teasing at the fur beneath my eye. Strange to hear them in harmony, the Sweet and Vicious Wind and the Cruel, Wild Wind. It seems forever since I've heard them so distinctly and yet so united.


    I take a deep breath. That's three—four if the Winds are feeling capricious—which only leaves….


    YOU AND I ARE NOT DONE…BUT THIS AFFAIR IS NONE OF MINE.


    I try not to clutch my head, hissing.


    Does he always make your skull feel like that? the Godson asks.


    “He's a he?” I manage to ask.


    I'm guessing from his straightforward approach, the Godson says wryly.


    “Because you were so straightforward,” I say as the tinnitus recedes. I dash the water from my eyes surreptitiously.


    If that was an attempt to intimate that I'm something less than masculine, you could work harder on your flattery, the Godson says. I rather fancied myself an androgyne.


    “Not likely with the amount of children you've probably left in your wake!” When I sense he's eager to riposte, I lift my hands. “Enough, enough. We're wasting time.”


    I thought that was the point.


    I snort. “Then you haven't been a god long enough.” Dusting off my pants, I rise and return to Negrat and Benett. “I am ready.”


    “On your mount, then,” Negrat says, studying me with interest.


    I like to think he can't tell what I'm planning…I hope so, anyway. It would be nice to surprise him for once. I may understand gods, a little, but shamans? Not at all.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 28
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    I ride down the street with Negrat and Benett…and I smile…and I wave…and I look. The waving makes me feel faintly ridiculous, but the smiling and looking is real. I meet people's eyes because I want to see what I've done. I was never comfortable touting the liberation of Shraeven as my ultimate goal; I worked toward it because the alternative was wrong, not because I craved it as an end to itself.


    I'll be candid: my feelings about all of this are still in flux. But seeing the happiness on these faces, hearing their cheers...


    It's the children that tumble the last of my resistance. They are too young to know the reason for the celebration; all they know is that the adults are happy, and that's enough to inspire their uncomplicated joy. By the time I reach the square I'm still glad that I'm going home, but I'm also glad I'm here to witness this moment.


    They've erected a dais for me and fortunately it's going to be large enough for my purposes. I step onto it and wait for the throng to pack the square. Was it really about a week ago that I was here, promising to end the Godson's oppression? It seems an interminable measure more.


    But they've assembled. It's time for my final act as provincial governor.


    “Citizens of Shraeven,” I say, pitching my voice to carry to the entirety of the enormous crowd. “Not long ago I stood in this very square…though as I recall, I was balancing on top of a barrel. This is a fine stand you've put together.”


    A rustle of chuckles, one or two cheers.


    “I promised you a free Shraeven,” I say more seriously. “And as you've heard the Godkindred Kingdom is withdrawing its claim on your country. Within a week, the army of the Closest Kin will be on its way to the border, and we're not coming back.”


    Wild cheering. I wait for it to subside before I continue. “But I said 'we' for a reason. I'm not staying.” I hold up my hands in response to their mutters. “I did not free Shraeven to become its foreign queen. I have grown to care for Shraeven and I have known its gods. But I am still an outsider.


    “You deserve better.”


    Now I had their attention and their absolute silence.


    “From the mountains all the way to this city, I have been aided by a native of Shraeven. She has served as linguist, guide, political advisor, esquire…and friend. She has challenged my thinking; she has attempted to educate me in your values. On your country's behalf, her aid has been tireless. Without her I would never have walked this path. A road without Od Ragna, Clan Hegwar, would never have led to a free Shraeven. I may have freed you from the Godson…but she was the one who freed my sword.”


    I draw it now and turn it slowly before them, letting them look, watching the sun flicker over steel. Then I thrust it into the sky: a flash of light to summon a mongrel griffin healer already circling overhead…and the passenger clinging to his back.


    Even I have never made an entrance like the one Queen Ragna the First made the day she accepted power from the Godkindred Kingdom.


    Branden bows to Ragna and leaps back into the sky after depositing her on the dais. She's dressed in a short vest and a long embroidered panel over pants, all in cream leather with charcoal and ice-blue accents. She looks beautiful, assured…and very alien to me again, reminding me of my first sight of her.


    I am curious what kind of orator my pard-of-many-silences will be. I don't wait long to find out.


    “Shraeven's gods can hold only one tool at a time,” Ragna says. She does not gesture, pace or move, and yet somehow she doesn't look stiff either. Just…present. Solid. Unmoveable. “And until now they have needed a sword. Now they are free to wield something new.”


    She turns to me, takes my hand and draws my sword across the side of her wrist, below the bone. The blood is startling, winking liquid as bright as steel. She turns her wrist cut-down and lets the drops fall between the boards of the dais and to the cobblestones.


    “I am offering. If I am the right tool,” she lifts her chin to stare into the sky, “choose me.”


    I thought the crowd was silent for me. It's nothing to the absolute hush now, the sound of hundreds of held breaths.


    One would think, after all I've been through, that I would know enough about gods to be suspicious of the tremor of the floor-boards. But it takes Ragna's hissed whisper, “Angharad, jump down, now,” for me to start moving and even then I'm almost too late. The dais comes apart, board from board, and the pavers shatter. I see a glint of red, red blood on the last stone to break and then a tree erupts from the ground.


    Spiraling, growing, its bark a creamy white with veins of tan and gray, it forks near the ground and shoots upward, gilt-white leaves shivering like flocks of rising doves. Delicate, powder-blue flowers spring open, their scent sweet and spicy and high and wild. That tree grows fifty-years' worth of growth before it stops, its new branches rustling in the still air and the shattered dais all around it. And the crowd…the crowd is stunned to silence.


    Ragna bows to the tree and says in a voice both quiet and somehow clear enough to carry to the edges of the square, “My blood, my sweat, my life, I pledge to Shraeven and its people.”


    Then, easy on her feet, she pads to the tree and steps up onto the fork…the one that looks like a natural bowl, almost like a throne. From there, she addresses the square. “When Angharad Godkin accepted me into her train, I did not know her. Nor did she know me. But when I was kidnapped, she saved me, even though it required the commitment of her own. When she discovered the extent of the violence and injustices the mountain pard tribes visited on the valleyfolk, she spent her men's lives to destroy them. All the way to the capital, this foreigner has been the gods' willing sword.”


    Mostly willing, the Godson murmurs.


    Hush.


    “I claim Shraeven for the Shraevenaese,” Ragna says, and somehow her quiet contralto holds each and every one of them in a way mine never could. “As long as I live, we will be free or die resisting foreign rule. But Angharad Godkin goes home to rule her kingdom, and in recognition for all she has done for us, I offer Shraeven's friendship.” She pulls a knife from her belt and with a quick jerk cuts off one of her whiskers…her laughing whiskers, her smiles, all our shared moments of happiness in one strand. She bows and extends it to me.


    I spread my wings. My primaries haven't molted lately and are probably too large anyway. But the secondaries are about to go, and what does a new relationship need but lift? So I pull off one of the secondaries, not allowing myself to wince, and make my offering.


    The crowd remains quiet as we trade gifts. It's when Ragna pulls my head down and rubs her cheek against mine that they start cheering.


    The next act of Queen Ragna I is to sit in the bowl of that tree and invite each and every person to speak to her, one by one. I back away as the line forms. It is not for me to stand at her side; I am the representative of a foreign power, and to insert myself into these proceedings is to reduce myself and my country to the role of one of Shraeven's tools.


    But I will never again be Shraeven's sword. From now on, I am the Godkindred Kingdom. So I watch the first few citizens speak their welcomes to their new ruler and then slip away from the square. Hopefully the wagon has arrived from camp and I can spend the next few hours profitably, setting up my temporary office.


    My last glimpse of Ragna that afternoon is of her nodding solemnly to a young father while beside her Negrat beams and Benett looks both pensive and proud. It is a good beginning.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 29
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    The egg is waiting in my new bedroom when I arrive, and I spend a few moments warming its shell with my hands before I start unpacking the trunks. They brought the entire contents of my tent, it looks like, so I'm only choosing the things I think I'll need for the next week.


    When I open the third trunk, I sit down abruptly and start laughing. I'd almost forgotten about Magwen deciding I needed to look presentable once I arrived at the capital so I could find a suitable husband. I stroke the fine fabric of one of the dresses and shake my head. I haven't thought of my former steward in what feels like years. I wonder how he's finding swinging a sword—or more accurately, given how much action we've seen since he chose re-assignment, shining his buckles. Smiling I move on to the next trunk, which also contains clothes. These are the shirts and trousers I've been wearing regularly, except that my eyes catch a gleam…like silk.


    With trembling hands, I pull the robe from the trunk and let it spill over my forearms. The bright teal makes my eyes water, contrasted against the red-and-gold phoenixes embroidered on it.


    Of course she left it for me. Of course.


    This bedroom has a mirror. I walk to it and press the robe to the front of my body. It's too short, of course…and there are no holes for my wings. But the colors work on my—!


    “When were you planning to tell me?”


    Tell you what?


    I fold the robe over one arm and glare through the mirror at the reflection of him sprawled on my bed. I point over my shoulder at one pinion.


    Oh. That. I didn't think you'd need to be told. You were there for the whole 'The gods are free to choose a new tool' bit, yes?


    “Gods!”


    Just two now. I like to think I'm the incumbent though, having known you from before your glorious vesselhood.


    I touch my face beneath the white-ringed eye. “So the Stars are staying.”


    Sssh, you might catch his attention. My ears are still ringing from the last time.


    “You don't have ears,” I say, my own flattening.


    Go ahead, strip. You know you want to look.


    He's right, curse him. Though the biggest difference is obvious: my wings are light again, not the peacock-black of the Sea. And my eyes…the Star-eye remains pale, though there's more of a hint of blue in it now. The opposite eye is all fire: flakes of pyrite and cinnamon. My body is unchanged, but now there is a dark mark over my navel: a vertical swatch elongating it that is somehow both the color of the ocean at night and the color of wet, fertile earth.


    I think your feathers might grow in with a few more blue and brown bars, the Godson says. A memento. They like your wings.


    I look at myself in the mirror. “It really is over, isn't it.”


    Yes. When I don't immediately say anything else, he says, Don't worry. We'll have plenty to do without having to ask Shraeven's gods for assignments.


    I finally chuckle at that, but I am surprised at the sense of loss I feel. I've learned and loved and lived so much during this campaign. And as irritating as being Angharad Crowned was, there was something gratifying about it also.


    Ah well. I came, I was Crowned and I passed the Crown on. It's time for other work. Which I begin now by pointing in the mirror and saying, “If you're going to insist on being visible, put on some clothes!”


    He turns over and wags his tailless backside at me.


    I cover my eyes. On the other hand, being Angharad, vessel of the Godkindred gods, looks like it's going to be just as irritating.


     


    My temporary office is the receiving room of a suite in the governor's mansion, and it feels pleasingly familiar to me with its high ceilings with their elegant crown mouldings, rich carpets and wainscoting. The building was apparently renovated after we conquered, and I wonder if Ragna will tear it down and redecorate it something more Shraevenaese in style.


    For now, I am content. I sit at the desk beside the window overlooking the sea and I write out points I'd like addressed in the treaty, prioritizing them and noting which ones I'm willing to discard to win more difficult provisions. I don't see this agreement being too difficult—Ragna and I are not enemies—but what little I've done to aid my parents in the management of the Sunblood Cliffs has given me more than enough experience to expect it will be tedious, and most of it will involve commerce…not my best subject.


    You'd best learn, the Godson says.


    “I know,” I mutter, and continue writing. He mostly leaves me in peace so I must be doing something right.


    Early in the evening, a visitor swoops in through the window to preen his feathers while perched on the back of an empty chair.


    “Hello again, far-traveler,” I say, lifting a brow at the messenger. “Do you have something for me?”


    The corvid messenger tilts his head but hops no closer, so I assume not. But he looks far too smug for my tastes.


    “Where's your mate?” I ask, suspicious.


    That gets me a raven's grin, gape-beaked with shining eyes. I sigh, wondering what that portends. “All right, all right. Another secret. I trust I'll learn soon?”


    The messenger jerks his head in what looks like a nod. I reach over and scratch him behind the head, which seems to please him. “Well enough. Are you coming to the Kingdom with us? You've certainly earned an assignment closer to home if you're so minded.” When I get no reply that I can read, I say, “You'll be welcome, either way. If you end up staying here with your new mate, I will ask Ragna to…I don't know. Give you some shiny things from time to time.”


    A croak of a laugh at that. I smile too.


    I return to my work, and the messenger keeps me company for a while before dropping out the window…perhaps to rendezvous with his gray woman. I glance out after him at the distant stars and wonder. But it's late, and it's been a long day. I blow out the candle.


     


    When I wake in the middle of the night, I find a pard's back against my chest. I find this salubrious and fall back asleep again. It is perhaps a sign of impending senility that when I wake I am surprised to find her in my bed.


    She doesn't look different to me. I stroke the heavy fur on her side, and when the guard hairs part from the soft undercoat I see no sparkle, no dazzling spots, no strange colors. They have not changed her mane, her long, thick tail, her heavy body…nothing. When she yawns and then twists to look at me over her shoulder, her eyes are the same sea-green they always were, not a glint nor a shimmer.


    “Looking for a mark?” she asks.


    “You've noticed they took mine,” I say. “I thought maybe...”


    She smiles with her whiskers, still drowsy. “The historical function of Shraeven's monarch has been to mediate between the gods and the monarch's functionaries.”


    I squint. “Functionaries…people like the mayors?”


    She nods. “So I do not have paint. But I can direct powers like a god.”


    The Godson makes a noise in the back of my head. I admit, I'm surprised too. “The tree...?”


    She shakes her head. “I did not call that tree, no. But I could make another.”


    “Magic,” I murmur.


    “In the service of the country,” Ragna says. “Only that.”


    I smile a little. Who of us does not have constraints on our powers? Even the Godson is stuck with me. “How did you like your first day as queen?”


    “Hard work,” Ragna opines with typical candor. “But good.”


    “You looked well up there,” I murmur, hugging her.


    “Thank you,” she says. “And thank you for the chance to put my suit before the gods.”


    “I like to think I'm a good judge of character,” I say. She is warm and soft and fluffy, and I am now creaky and feeling my age thanks to the Land withdrawing from my joints. Nevertheless, it occurs to me to ask, “Should you be here?”


    “Perhaps not,” she says. “But I wanted this night with you. My old life's ending, the new beginning.”


    I draw her close, mindful of all the endings to come.

  


  
    
    CHAPTER 30
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    Late morning finds us at the table in my antechamber, drinking tea together and looking over my draft of a suggested treaty. We've been joined by Benett and Negrat; my own captains are on their way, summoned by the same messenger who carried my instructions to Nedwin on what to do in my absence. I trust him to break camp and mobilize for a march, but I also don't want him to think I've forgotten the army now that I'm outside it.


    Not that I'm sure I can ever forget the army. I was struggling with the prospect of becoming a civilian again when this campaign came along and yanked me out of retirement…now here I am again, wondering how to be a woman who puts down the sword. Not only that, but a woman who lets others bear arms in her name.


    You could always be a military dictator,the Godson whispers.


    No, I say. We need a different kind of leadership.


    He sighs in my ear…on the side of my ear inside my head, which is disconcerting. And you look so good with a sword, too. Are you sure?


    I imagine myself glaring at him and try to pay attention to the conversation at hand.


    “So, a treaty with our enemies,” Benett is saying.


    “They've had a change of face,” Ragna observes, studying the pages before her and nodding to the young girl who refills her porcelain cup. It's the first time I've seen other people serving her. It underscores her change in status and I have no doubt that Benett at least is reacting to it; he is treating her with more deference.


    “I like to think I'm a little more of a friend to Shraeven than the previous head of the Kingdom,” I say wryly.


    Benett snorts. “Yes, a little. But still…you must know there will be…questions.”


    Ragna looks up.


    “Legitimacy,” Benett says. “We haven't had a single monarch of our own since your attempted annexation. There will be those who've forgotten that you're not supposed to have the gods' marks on you. And they'll say that you're the Godkindred's puppet.”


    Ragna grins with her whiskers…and her teeth. The merchant holds up his hands. “I'm just pointing out there might be challenges.”


    “I expect no less,” Ragna says. “That's why I'm going with Angharad to the border.”


    “You're leaving the capital so soon?” Benett says. “But you just took control!”


    “Yes,” Ragna says. “And I'd like to see as many of my mayors as possible as soon as possible. Plus, I would like to be seen escorting the foreigners out of the country. To make sure they leave.” She glances at me. “If you don't object. It is a matter of appearances.”


    “Of course not,” I say, bemused.


    “That's settled then,” Ragna says. She cants her head at Benett. “Yes?”


    “It might help,” he agrees. “But if it doesn't?”


    “If it doesn't,” Ragna says, “I hope you'll help me think of something to assuage their fears until my performance does so.”


    He laughs. “Are you so sure I don't think you're a Godkindred puppet?”


    “Yes,” Ragna says, whiskers arching in amusement.


    Benett glances at me. “She is rather compelling...”


    “She is,” Ragna says, “the wrong sex to be of use to me, eh?”


    “Ouch!” I say, laughing.


    Ragna snorts. To Benett she says, “You want to trust me?”


    “Yes,” he says slowly.


    “But you fear,” Ragna says. “Very well. While I am gone…I will leave you in charge. As my steward.”


    Benett's ears flick back and his eyes widen. “You're serious?”


    Ragna lifts her brows. “You will not do your best for Shraeven?”


    “Yes!”


    “Well then,” she says. “You do not have to fear me coming back with all the gods' wrath to turn you into a tree.”


    The merchant chief eyes her, then laughs finally. “All right. That was well played. I accept your appointment, my liegelady.”


    “Good,” Ragna says. “Because these trade stipulations are no doubt the contribution of the Godson, being very twisty. I need you to read them with me.”


    She's good, the Godson says.


    Either that or you're not subtle enough.


    I can't help it if you have the business acumen of a newt, Angharad. Anyone with half an eye could see that you wouldn't have thought of those provisions.


    Negrat glances at me with great humor. I wonder if he can hear my internal dialogue…I wouldn't be surprised if so. Maybe I can ask him later why the Godson harangues me constantly as if he's pitched a tent in my head while all the other gods were courteous enough to give me a little peace now and then….


    Ragna and Benett ask for time alone; I suspect the Queen of Shraeven will soon be getting the same kind of lecture I received from the Godson on matters of trade. I am happy to wave them away…once was enough for me.


    Negrat stays. Because of course, he is a shaman. If he didn't know I wanted to talk to him, he would still have stayed out of shamanistic peskiness.


    “So,” Negrat says, pouring himself more tea and grinning. “White wings again. How do you feel?”


    “Strange,” I admit. Before he can ask another question, I get my own in. “Can you hear him?”


    “What, your native god?” Negrat chuckles. “No. I can tell you talk, but not what you say.” At my look, he laughs more. “What, you expected much else? He is your god, not mine.”


    Funny, he said 'god' and I heard 'problem.' “Why does he talk to me all the time?”


    I like talking to you.


    Ignoring the Godson, I finish, “The gods of Shraeven weren't quite so...” Mouthy. “...active.”


    “I cannot tell you, Godkin woman,” Negrat says. “As you noted, my gods, they are not so talkative unless they want something, Perhaps your Godson is more polite then, and seeks companionship as well as to make you his tool.” He looks up at me, lifting his brows. “But there is an easier route to an answer.”


    I lean forward, hopeful….


    “You could ask him,” Negrat says, sipping his tea.


    I flat my ears. “I was being serious.”


    “I also,” Negrat says. “You have the god at your disposal. Ask.”


    Well? I say, trying not to sound surly. You want to tell me why you hang around?


    Because you like it.


    AHHRRRH!


    Negrat's cheeks plump from the size of his grin. “You did not like his answer.”


    “He's flippant,” I say.


    “And you are not?” Negrat says. “You harangue him, I am betting.”


    “I harangued all of Shraeven's gods,” I point out.


    “Yes, but they are not the ones answering you,” Negrat says. He shakes his head. “I do not know, Angharad. Perhaps it is just the style of your god, to be more…personal.”


    I try not to moan. “I don't need a personal god!”


    I could just fling rocks at you whenever I want your attention, if you prefer.


    “No, that's quite all right,” I say. When Negrat glances at me, I say, “Sorry, wrong conversation.” And sigh. “Does this get easier?”


    “You tell me,” he says. “You have been doing it for months.”


    I cover my face. Negrat pats my shoulder, smiling. “Think of it this way. You can be the Godkindred's first shaman. It will be your turn to puzzle, frustrate and guide the seekers of wisdom.”


    “Right,” I say. And sigh. “Thank you, Negrat.”


    He squeezes my shoulder. After he leaves, I go to the bedroom to sit next to the egg for a while. And snort. I'm not vague enough to be a shaman. Though it would be nice to be on the other side of the...


    “...oh,” I say.


    Oh?


    “Maybe...” I sit up suddenly and drag the mirror over. He's sitting on the opposite side of the egg…slouching. At least there's a blanket over his hips. “Do you think.…I mean, we were talking about the kind of leader the Kingdom needed, and I discarded military dictator...”


    And you're thinking perhaps what we need is a Priestess? the Godson says, looking interested. A Priestess-Queen.


    “I don't feel like much of a priestess,” I admit.


    What is a priestess supposed to feel like?


    “Well…pious,” I say. “And demure. And circumspect. And…pure.”


    I found the Godson's intelligence uncanny while he lived. I'm not sure how I feel about discovering he's retained it, crossing over. That's the one that bothers you, isn't it. You don't feel pure. Why, because you were raped?


    Clearing my throat, I say, “There's still a sense that priests should be apart from the world. I'm a worldly sort.”


    Is that so, O consorter with five kinds of gods in the past season? He folds his arms over his chest. Be reasonable, Angharad. What is a priest but a mediator between the gods and their people? Even Shraeven was smart enough to realize a king needs to play that role.


    “It makes a kind of sense,” I say. “Except…doesn't that concentrate too much power in one place?”


    Fire save me, the Godson says, exasperated. Yes. That is the point of a monarchy. You want power in one place, Angharad.


    “But then no one could tell me when I'm doing something wrong,” I murmur, thinking.


    So hire advisors who are as insolent as you are, he says. If a god can find someone to give him cheek, then you should have no problem.


    I wince. “I don't mean to be rude.”


    No, the Godson says. But you could try treating me as a welcome guest rather than as a nosy old uncle. He wrinkles his oddly flat nose. I'm far younger, for one. And smarter.


    I hold up my hands. “All right, all right. I'm sorry. And…I guess it is…a little fun. The banter.”


    He grins. So…priestess?


    “Maybe,” I say. “Maybe.”


    He nods. As I'm reaching for the mirror to push it back in place, he says, Angharad?


    I stop, looking at his reflection.


    We're not finished with the purity matter.


    “Later,” I say, lowering my eyes.


    Later, he agrees, but I know he'll bring it back up some other time. I think…I'm a little glad that he cares about my emotional well-being enough to make me uncomfortable. And that he's willing to listen, that's nice too. Maybe it's not so bad, having him around.


    It's far preferable to having rocks flung at my head, that's certain.
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    Gavan, Oweir, Donal and Colblain arrive with the morning, fortunately in time to help me dissect Ragna and Benett's counter-offer. Colblain in particular proves useful, with his experience running his own province; in response to nearly every one of his comments the Godson feels compelled to say something pithy and approving or wry but appreciative. It makes me wish the two of them could talk directly and save me the trouble of deciding which parts to relate and which to keep to myself.


    Donal spends most of his time chuckling over this opportunity to take notes in preparation for the treaty the Godson and I will advance to Aneshet.


    We have a lively few days, thus, trading concessions and corrections. I pay attention to everyone who knows more than I do and I learn a great deal; I am also glad of the company for more personal reasons, having become accustomed to the presence of my captains as advisors and companions. As to the work, I find the negotations feel a little like a duel…or a sparring match, perhaps, since we are all friends. It is pleasantly engaging. I begin to think I could come to like being a civilian leader. I begin to feel comfortable.


    That would be the afternoon the corvid messenger swoops back in the window to land on my table, scattering the pages of the latest draft of the treaty. We all look up at him and his gaping grin.


    “Uh-oh,” Oweir says.


    The door to my room opens on several guards and a few servants, all of them chagrined or flustered and wearing that particular look the powerless get when they've been out-manoeuvered. One guard says to Ragna, “Apologies, Your Grace. They insisted.”


    We don't have to ask who they are. Three slim figures advance in the guards' wake, swathed in white robes as sleek as sea-foam falling off the tide. They remind me of the Godson, though their faces aren’t as flat—but the same understated ears, the same short pelts, almost like velveteen. On the foremost's shoulder is the gray mate of my raven.


    “Angharad Godkin,” the figure in the lead says in an androgynous tenor. “We come from the Stars. It is time.”


    My men are rising from their chairs, and I see hands reaching for swords. I hold out my hands to stay them and stand also. “Time for what?”


    “To reveal the knowledge you have desired,” the priest says, meeting my gaze with eyes as pale as mountain water. “The truth of the gods.”


    We meet one another's eyes for several heart-beats. I am aware of the silence rippling out from us into the room, of the complete stillness of the people around me.


    Then in a low voice, Ragna says, “Angharad?”


    GO WITH THEM.


    Uhnn!the Godson says as I suppress the urge to wince and press on my temples.


    “Angharad!” Donal says, putting a hand on my arm.


    “It's all right,” I say. “My head's just a little small for the Stars.”


    I see my captains glancing at one another in my periphery but ignore it; surely they're used to my oddness by now. Instead I look at the impassive priests. “What do we do?”


    “Come with us,” the foremost says.


    “I'm bringing my companions,” I say, steeling myself for a fight, but the priests only turn and head back into the hall, displacing the agitated servants and guards.


    “Does that mean we can come?” Gavan asks, puzzled.


    “If it doesn't we can have that argument wherever we're going,” I say. “Come on.” I hesitate. “If you want to come.”


    They do, all of them. The corvid messenger hops onto my shoulder; even Benett the merchant follows. We trail the three priests down the stairs to the basement, where the pylons of the manse have been sunk deep into the delta's thin soil and channeled waters. There, tied to one of the platforms on a waterway, are three long, narrow boats woven of bronze reeds. These boats are large enough for all of us—had they known how many people would come?—and the priests separate, each to a different boat, to await our arrangement in each. There is no argument…only an unassailable calm.


    Once we settle, the priests pole us away from the platform and out from beneath the shadow of the Governor's mansion into a golden afternoon, the ocean's green waters dappled with scintillant light. The smell of brine and salt reminds me of the Sunblood Cliffs and I draw in a long, sharp breath. My eyes hurt, the sun is so bright on the back of the sea; it makes me aware of close things, of the slap of the water on the boat's sides, of the creak of the reeds, of Donal and Ragna breathing behind me.


    “I hope this secret isn't under the water,” Donal says at last.


    “I doubt it,” I say. Wouldn't the Sea have said something? Or I would have noticed it, swimming with her…wouldn't I?


    You went swimming underwater? With wings? the Godson asks, incredulous.


    Just think of the things you'll be able to do when you're used to your power, I say to forestall any jealousy.


    The priest says nothing…and we soon see why.


    “Oh,” Donal murmurs.


    Ragna puts a thick hand on the edge of the boat and leans over it to stare, her eyes unblinking. The corvid messenger steps closer to my neck.


    Can I have one of those? the Godson asks wistfully.


    And I…I am silent as the isle draws nigh, the gilt roof of its stone temple glittering so brightly my eyes narrow to watering slits.


    The temple perches on an island so small there's room only for it and a small skirt of land; the beach is encircled in the lace of a complex coral that the priests navigate without apparent effort. Past this island I spot three others, just as small, each with one or two shacks. There are people moving on them, hard to focus on past the sun's reflection off the water…not many, but more than I expected.


    “What is this place?” I murmur. I twist to look at Ragna. “Did you know about this?”


    She shakes her head. “As you noticed when the Stars first chose you, most people of Shraeven consider the Stars an interloper. Not one of our gods, but an outsider. Few people trust the Star-chosen…and we can afford to, because we see them so rarely.”


    “So they've been hiding here,” Donal says, brows lifting. “...at the mouth of your capital's river.”


    “Not quite the mouth,” I murmur, looking around us at the sea.


    “The point stands,” Donal says, glancing at Ragna. “They're a stone's throw from your governor's bed.”


    “So it seems,” Ragna says. “But we never did much ocean trade; we have docks for visiting vessels, but we don't have a fleet of our own.” She doesn't even wait for my response to continue, “I'll change that, if we can afford it. But if we're to reciprocate ocean-going trade, we need money for both merchant vessels and escorts, and Shraeven isn't that rich.”


    “We can discuss sharing convoy duties later,” I say, thinking of the ships I have to call back from the Godson's attempt at foreign adventurism. “For now it appears we have a cult to visit.”


    The reed boat slides up the shore. Several more priests help pull it above the high-tide line. Like the three who came to fetch us, they are silent, swathed in white and distractingly androgynous: dressed the same and looking much alike. It reminds me a little of the pards, as if they've interbred for length of limb and those unreadable faces. The fur on the back of my neck bristles.


    The temple isn't very big: built of black and dark gray stone with narrow, tall walls and that amazing roof, each shingle shining with gold paint. They must repaint them frequently for it to look so perfect while whipped by salt-laced winds and the inevitable weather. The priests wait in silence for us to assemble, then separate, leaving our three to lead us to the black doors. Two of them split off to open them and the foremost alone is engulfed by the darkness inside.


    I follow.


    The interior of the temple is dim and smells of pine incense; I raise my head and discover that the shingles aren't fitted flush to one another, but arranged so that pinpoints of light form a grid pattern like hundreds of stars.


    The others join me; they too stare up at the “sky” despite the brilliance of those pinpoints of light.


    At last, Colblain says, “What do they do when it rains?”


    The headmost priest says, “We mop.”


    Startled by the broken silence, I turn to face him…and then I see the rest of the temple. Its walls are faced with murals in rust red, black, white and turquoise.


    “You are to hear the story,” the priest says. “If you wish.”


    “I do,” I say.


    My people scatter to examine the paintings in the dusky quiet. I stay by the headmost priest's side.


    “The walls are easier to read when you know the tale,” he says. “Your people have spent their lives trying to become gods, Angharad Godkin. But the gods came to this world to become us.”


    “Pardon me?” I ask.


    “Becoming a god separates one from reality,” the priest continues. My eyes catch on a depiction of figures in the mountains, carrying urns down from an egg-shaped dwelling. “It becomes harder to feel passion for, understanding of, empathy for others. One becomes less capable of love, grief, joy…and the gods missed these emotions. They longed to find completion in others again. So they came here, enrobed themselves in flesh and devoted themselves to a mortal life.”


    “Are you telling us that being a god is so awful the gods wanted to be mortal?” Gavan says, incredulous.


    “Everyone always wants what someone else has,” Donal murmurs.


    “So our plan to breed back to gods...,” I begin.


    “Such a plan does not work,” the priest says, “except by accident. Godhead cannot be achieved by interbreeding.”


    “Then how did we do it?” I ask, because the Godson is pressing over my shoulder, torn between horror and his need to know what he's gotten into.


    “Enough desire, and the soul remembers itself,” the priest says.


    “Wait,” Colblain says. “You're saying we're all gods?”


    The priest eyes him. “Do not simplify a complex matter. You are not gods. You are the children of enfleshed gods. As such each person is born with the potential, but the potential must be realized. And few mortals have the single-minded focus to devolve to godhead.”


    “Devolve!” Gavan exclaims.


    “Were you not listening?” the priest asks. “The gods came here to become mortal because godhead deprived them of a vital experience, one they judged more important than power or knowledge.”


    “But that makes no sense!” Gavan says.


    I frown a little. “Maybe it's like being told the answer without having to work through the question.” I look up at the priest. “Is that it? You said 'a vital experience.' What we want is knowledge and power, but what they wanted was to live through the uncertainty of seeking the answer.”


    The priest nods. “You understand.”


    “Careful,” Gavan says sourly. “You might transcend your mortal flesh there, Angharad.”


    I look at the murals again, my heart sinking. “What does it mean for the gods, then?”


    The priest glances at me.


    “I mean…do they…suffer?” I ask.


    “You ask after the companion on your shoulder,” the priest guesses. “He seems mortal now, yes? He is close to mortality, close enough to remember. But the years will pass, one after the next, and those memories will erode. And then he will become as the Winds, the Land, the Sea. He will forget what it is to love and trust. To truly live.”


    Somehow I can feel the Godson shaking.


    Don't worry, I promise him. We'll think of something.


    “I congratulate him,” the priest finishes. “He has achieved something that only zeal and great focus of mind can bring forth. But he did not understand the end he has bought himself. Or rather, the lack of an end. That is what puts paid to the heart that feels, in the end.”


    “Look at this,” Oweir says, quiet. “It looks like him.”


    He's standing in front of a mural of a winged figure…one with a face as flat as the Godson's. The eyes are bigger and solid white and he's missing the Godson's catlike ears, but the similiarities are unmistakable.


    “But…if breeding doesn't lead to godhead, why does he look like one of them?” Oweir finishes.


    “Because mix-breeding dilutes the characteristics of the species that mix,” Ragna guesses. “And so we express the traits of our ancestors, unadorned.”


    The priest nods. “The gods did not anticipate the issues that would arise with pure breeding when they cloaked themselves in flesh. Some interbreeding is necessary to lay claim to their virtues.”


    “Like intelligence,” I say, feeling sick.


    “Like intelligence,” the priest agrees. When we are silent, he says, “You may stay as long as you wish,” and turns away.


    “Wait,” I say. “Why you? Why do the Star-chosen know the secret?”


    The priest smiles. “Because the Stars are not a god…but the means by which the gods reached this world. The faithful servant recalls the memory of the masters and holds that trust for their children.”


    This time we let him leave.


    “Blood and gods,” Gavan whispers.


    I can feel the Godson hovering and wish I could clasp his arm.


    “I don't know what to do with all this,” Oweir murmurs at last, breaking the silence.


    “What is there to do?” Donal asks. “It is. Accept it and move on.”


    “Spoken like a provincial,” Oweir says. “Accept it…just like that! Don't you see how this affects everything?”


    “Everything for the Godkindred, perhaps,” Donal says. “You always did concern yourself overmuch with divinity.”


    “Oweir's right,” I say. “Whether the Neshanti or the Shraevenaese dispute the wisdom of it, the Kingdom's culture revolves around the presumption of impending godhead. This...” I stare at the walls, jaw tight. “This will change everything. Again.”


    Gavan glances once more at the inside of the temple, then says, “I'm tired of talking about it. I want to go home and get to work.” And then he steps outside. Rubbing his upper arms as if against some internal cold, Oweir follows. One by one the others look their fill and leave…until at last I am alone with Colblain.


    “He's right,” Colblain says, staring at the murals. “We need to go home.”


    I nod. “I know. But we had to know this first.”


    Colblain says, “Yes. And the changes are going to be monumental in scope. But we're men of acts. Too much idleness is bad for our souls.” He glances at me and says, “Take us home, Your Grace.” And then he too leaves.


    My heart starts beating again a few moments later.


    We should keep him, the Godson says, and though his tone is subdued we're both grateful for the attempt at humor.


    I hadn't planned otherwise, I say. I look over my shoulder once at the pictures of the gods descending from heaven and follow my own into the sun.
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    The following day Ragna and I agree on the final revision of the treaty and the heralds are sent out to announce the formal signing on the morrow. I spend the evening packing what little I took from my trunks and then lie on the bed, looking out the window at the stars over Shraeven's sea. This is not the last time I will see them, but it still feels like a goodbye, like an ending. I was supposed to stay here, after all…to take up the governor's mantle, to oversee Shraeven province until such time as the Godson called me home…or more likely, I died a good servant of the Kingdom. But my road did not lead here. Instead I will leave and the Governor's mansion will become the Queen's residence.


    Colblain is right. It's past time for us to go home. I fall asleep with the light of the stars on my brow.


    In the morning, Ragna and I dress for our roles and process to the square, and there in the shade of Ragna's tree, before the eyes of hundreds of citizens, we put a quill to the twin copies penned by the governor's scribes. The work is handsome: these are documents worthy of the words on them and the relationship they define. As we make the required speeches and then sign the treaty, I think that all I will remember of this day is the shine off the still-tacky ink, the brine scent on the breeze, and the perfume of the god-kindled flowers blooming above us.


    We return to a manse in tumult as dozens of servants prepare in haste for Ragna's tour. I am glad to see the egg carried out and my trunks borne away and then to follow, leaving her to organize her people. I have my own duties.


     


    “All is in order?” I ask, sitting astride Honeydipped.


    “We're ready to march at your convenience, Your Grace,” Nedwin responds.


    I wonder when all this “your grace”ing began. Whose idea was it? Did they really call the Godson that?


    Yes, he says, breaking the uncommon silence in my head.


    I imagine that grew tiresome, I say, trying to draw him out.


    It's the least of the things that will bother you, he says. Trust me.


    I don't think I'm going to have much time to be annoyed by petty things, I say, my gaze flowing over the serried ranks and finding the discipline remarkable. I wasn't sure Fort Endgame's men would be this sharp so soon after the desertion of their general, but they seem more together now than before she left.


    Good riddance, then, I think.


    I hope your vixen catches her and gives her what she's earned, the Godson says.


    Silfie's silk robe is folded into a tight square and packed in my saddlebag. I feel it against my leg and fight the wash of melancholy.


    They'll be wanting you to marry, the Godson says. And for that you'll need…dresses.


    Startled from my moping, I say, “What?”


    Nedwin glances at me.


    Dresses, the Godson says. And parties. And many, many eligible bachelors.


    They didn't force you to marry! I object.


    Of course not, he says. They gave me a harem. Do you want a harem? It could be arranged...


    The idea is horrible, just…just awful. But he's teasing me again and that makes it worth the embarrassment. The quiet has felt unnatural. No…no, one man is going to be enough trouble. Besides, unlike you I have to spend several months making my heirs. I can't just scatter them around my imperial concubines.


    I'm going to miss sex, the Godson says, wistful.


    I burst out laughing.


    “Your Grace?” Nedwin asks, ears flicking backward.


    Go on. Tell him how good I am at this! I put jesters to shame!


    “Nothing,” I say, wiping my eyes. “Nothing.”


    I want a hat. With bells!


    You don't have a head anymore, I say, suppressing my grin. I kick my heels into Honeydipped's sides and say, “Let's go.”


     


    I'm waiting for Ragna outside the city gates when she finally appears with her entourage…there are rose petals clinging to the thick fur of her arms, in her mane and on the tail curled over the back of her mount. I knee Honeydipped over and pluck one of them from her head, my mouth twitching. “Let me guess. Impromptu parade?”


    “Where do they get all these rose petals?” Ragna asks, holding still for my ministrations. You have to listen hard for it, but there's a trace of exasperation in her voice.


    “It's spring,” I say, smiling. “I'm sure in summer it would be something else. Ripped up paper, maybe.”


    “At least the rose petals make good fertilizer,” she mutters.


    I laugh and turn my attention to the man at her side. “So you're coming along too, then.”


    “Of course,” Negrat says, beaming up at me. His ram is short enough to put his head at Ragna's hip, but the absurdity of it suits him. This is the man who explained the godhead to me using knots tied in a dirty blanket…and it turns out he was right all along. I find myself wishing for someone like him to counsel me in my new role…but I am the shaman of the Godkindred kingdom. I'll have to find my own way.


    “Of course,” I say. “Shall we go, then?”


    Ragna arches her whiskers at me and we go. Her small group—herself, Negrat, and what looks like a few servants, a scribe and several guards—rides out first, and following, I pull an army behind me, the steady drum of their boots shaking the earth beneath Honeydipped's feet. Wagons roll alongside, drawn by the army's beasts; my egg is in one of them, attended by several soldiers. Above us the corvid messenger and his mate dip and swirl, shadows against a bright sky.


    It feels good to be leaving. I should be enjoying it. Instead, I'm occupied by the need to fill the holes in the command structure, wondering who to promote into Casandre's and my slots. I'll have to chat with Nedwin about it in the ample time we'll have between here and the next stop. An army—even the Godkindred Kingdom's finest—does not cover ground quickly.


    As if summoned, Nedwin joins me, reining his mount in alongside mine.


    “Good afternoon, Nedwin,” I say.


    “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” he says. He lifts his dark face to the spring breeze and twitches his ears forward. “Good weather for this. I hope it holds.”


    “It will,” I say firmly and unhook my feet from the stirrups. When I grasp the pommel of my saddle, Nedwin glances at me and says, “What are you doing, Your Grace?”


    I forget he's never ridden with me on campaign. I grin at him and say, “Accompanying my men, as always.” And then I get my feet under me and with a leap I'm skyborne. As I soar upward, a dart of fire rips free of the air and spirals around me, dancing…and beneath us, hundreds of faces look upward and cheer.


    Nicely done, I say to him.


    I like a spectacle, the Godson says, and I'm pleased to hear the smug satisfaction in his voice again. Together we overfly our people, finally homeward-bound.
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    Despite our late start we make good progress before we break for the evening. There's a festive air among the men that extends into Ragna's entourage; the Godkindred are glad to be heading home (and without a fight to boot) and the Shraevenaese are escorting their queen on her first tour of their country. We've also been joined by stragglers here and there: the people Negrat led to the capital, those who hadn't already left for home, are following us. So it is a merry and enormous encampment that assembles in the purple dusk, with copper fires glowing inside white tents and the sound of laughter and music drifting on the breeze.


    I ache from spending most of the day aloft; I am no longer accustomed to flying for extended periods, a problem I plan to fix now that I have ever-so-slightly more freedom to do so. If the queen of the Kingdom cannot go for a daily flight, then what's the good of being in charge? I'll call it my daily constitutional. I'll even be right.


    I have one last stop before I find my bed.


    Your guards will be horrified to find you've wandered off alone, the Godson observes as I land some distance from the camp.


    I'm not alone, I say. You're with me.


    I'm not sure they'll think that sufficient...


    They'd better not say that to us, I say. Unless we run into the goddess of ice, I have the feeling you could handily put paid to anything attacking me. Besides…I draw in a deep breath of the wildflower scent of the plains at night, communion with the gods has to be done in private.


    We talk quite a bit in company.


    Foreign gods, I say and have a seat. I wrap my arms around my knees and look out over the horizon. Squint up into the night sky at the stars.


    “What did it mean?” I ask. “To be Crowned. If I was not to be Shraeven's queen, why the rumors? Why the paints?”


    “Isn't it obvious?” a voice says behind me.


    I twist to look over my shoulder. “And here I thought you'd become Ragna's problem.”


    Negrat grins. “I'll visit her after I'm done with you.”


    “So,” I say. “The Crowned came to liberate Shraeven. Did you know? What it meant, my paints? The Crowned legends? Did you know about the temple of the Star-chosen?”


    He pulls his robe under his knees and sits down, arranging the fabric around himself with a few pats. “Of course not. I see glimpses of the pattern, but it is not given to us to see its entirety.”


    “Even you shamans,” I say.


    “Even we shamans,” he says.


    “And here I'd hoped to finally get some answers,” I say.


    Negrat chuckles. “You should know better, Godkin woman. Life is not an answer.”


    Thinking of the temple priest's story, I say, “Not for us mortals, anyway.” I look at him. “And yet, you read me the bones.”


    He is quiet. Then…“You, the Phoenix. Your company, the Thunderstorm. Your challenge, the Betrayal. Your future if you decline: Death. Your future if you accept: the Quest.”


    “The end of all things,” I finish. “Sovereignty.”


    “By way of a trial by love,” Negrat says, nodding. “So, Godkin Woman…did the bones speak your truth?”


    I cover my face, torn between warring emotions. What I say when I finally look up is, “Can you teach me to do that?”


    “Read bones?” Negrat grins. “Ah, no. That is my way. You will have to find your own, if you truly want to see forward into other people's patterns.”


    I am remembering the stone tile that represented Love in Negrat's set: four interlocked circles, with the middle marked with a dot. For the Godkindred, love's symbol uses only two circles. How prescient, that tile, to have guessed at just how complex my trial-by-love would prove to be.


    “I think I'll leave the future to itself,” I say.


    “Wise,” Negrat says. “You'll do well.”


    I glance at him and say, “Thanks.”


    He leaves me there to the wind and land and the distant scent of the sea.


    What do you suppose the betrayal was? the Godson asks.


    I think of Silfie turning against men, and me, and her unborn baby. I think of Colblain sneaking away to warn Nedwin of my plans. I think of Chordwain promising to protect his province and then using Nedwin to pillage it. I think of Nedwin agreeing to it. I think of my heart, torn in so many directions: against my beloved, against my body, against my religion, my country, my life. And I think of fate, giving us what we've worked toward for so long…only to reveal we will have to renounce it.


    What part of any of this wasn't?


    He is silent, but I feel him sitting beside me. After a time, he says, I forgive you, you know.


    I know. I draw in a long breath. Let's get back before they send someone to find me.


    A matter before we go,the Godson says.


    I wish for a mirror, even a puddle of water, so I can see the expression that goes with that tone. Yes?


    Since you like privacy for communing with gods, he says, and we have it...


    I…don't think this is the time, I say. The guards—


    I'll take care of them. Angharad, it needs to be said. Do you really think being raped makes you impure?


    Do you blame me? I say, irritated. I tuck a strand of white hair behind one ear. Our religion thinks poorly of appropriated wombs.


    Our religion thought poorly of people who appropriate them, he corrects. And thinks highly of children born of multiple bloodlines, no matter where they came from. The father of your child is a criminal. Your baby will be Godkin and free of stain.


    You notice there's no guidance here on how the woman caught between them should feel, I say.


    No, he agrees. That's up to her to decide. So why did you decide to feel soiled? Did you feel it was your fault?


    I've made my living by the sword, I say, bringing my knees up and resting my wrists on them. And I couldn't overcome them.


    Yes, I heard it was a 'them' and not a 'him'. The Godson sounds angry now. An entire pack of 'them'.


    I squint, tilting my head. “How'd you know that?”


    You underestimate my information sources. I am…I was…a ruler, Angharad. It's my job to know everything.


    Talking out loud makes me feel better. “Guess that'll be easier now that you're a god.”


    His sigh ruffles the side of my ear inside my head. Don't change the subject.


    I flex my toes and say nothing. I can almost feel his too-insightful mind working. Those eyes narrowing, ears flicking back.


    There's more to this than I can see, isn't there? Let me think.


    I wait, and strangely I'm more curious to see if he'll figure it out than I am anxious that he will. And…he doesn't disappoint me.


    It's because you have stained bloodlines already, isn't it? You think somehow the violence that once perpetuated your bloodline returned, or makes it appropriate that you were assaulted.


    A great weight rises from my heart. I feel no joy, only a kind of dull relief. Well, that and a remote amusement. “You're far too smart.”


    That was my job too. So what animal was it?


    I exhale. “A coatl.”


    A coatl. That must have been…uncomfortable.


    I start laughing, though my cheeks are wet. “I'm sure it was.”


    How far back?


    “Three generations,” I say.


    The night wind ruffles my hair, pulls it over my shoulders. I find his pause unexpected. I was anticipating some attempt at comfort, though I didn't particularly want it.


    My father, the Godson says, voice low, was raped by a hydra.


    “What?” I say, startled. And then, “Your father?”


    Yes. My father. No possibility of a child to redeem that violence. A raped woman has some dignity, particularly if she bears a child. A raped man is a joke.


    Something about the way he says it…I flick my ears back. “You were there.”


    No answer.


    “How old were you?” I ask.


    Nine. I was nine.


    “Blood and gods,” I whisper. Imagining a boy that age witnessing his father's assault is almost distracting enough that I miss the significance of the date. “Wait…that was when your father...”


    Went insane, yes. Abandoning his twin and his son to drown in his own self-loathing. The anger in his voice is cold and hard, but the violence of fire is sizzling behind it. Ignore your baby and let it grow up without your love and guidance. Forsake the family who would wither without your presence in their lives. Fail in your duties and responsibilities because you want to withdraw from the world to contemplate your unworthiness. THEN we can talk about shame. But merely being raped? He stops. His voice is calmer when he finishes. It's all in how you choose to act.


    “I'm…gods, I'm sorry,” I say.


    I imagine him rubbing his face. I am too. I didn't mean to minimize your experiences. It's just...


    “No,” I say. “That was exactly the right thing to say.” And it was. Comfort would have affirmed a sense of victimhood, somehow, of crimes so far back in my family history they have no relevance to me, and of crimes that I did my best to prevent and couldn't. But I don't want to feel like a victim. I don't want comfort. Duty has always been my anodyne to pain. And then I say, “What's your name?”


    Pardon? He sounds distracted, as if he was lost in his own thoughts as well.


    “Your name,” I say. “You're not the Godson anymore, and calling you “Fire” is too impersonal. What was your name before your formal investiture?”


    His pause feels like surprise somehow, but he answers. Lucien.


    “Do you mind if I call you that?”


    Only if I can call you Hara.


    I laugh. “All right. You've earned that.”


    I can hear his smile, though his voice sounds tired. Now we can go back, I think.


    I nod. “Yes. And thank you. Lucien.”


    You're welcome, Hara.


    As I sprint across the plains, wings spread, I say, I never expected to like you this much.


    What can I say? I'm irresistible.
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    We continue our march through the warmth of a beautiful spring, traveling the Royal Tribute (which once again will be appropriately named) to the first of the major towns on the way to the border. Ragna's heralds give the mayor and citizens of Crossroads enough time to organize another flower petal shower; I can almost see her reconsidering her plan to announce her arrival in advance for the journey's remainder as we ride through the streets to the quarters we've been assigned in the mayorial estate.


    For my part, I enjoy picking the petals out of her fur when we're alone, after she's done consulting with the mayor. We spend the remainder of her evening grooming one another, talking very little…my pard of many silences and I. I wait until she leaves to rest my head against the door and sigh. My first night in a soft bed after a week and a half on the road and all I can think is that it'll be empty. It's important to me not to let any of that regret show where Ragna can see it; our diverging lives are cause enough for heartache without adding histrionics.


    Besides, if I get too lonely I can always set up a mirror over my bed….


    Excellent. I can offer critique on the performance of your lovers!


    Hush, I say, fluffing my pillow. When I lie down I find I'm smiling.


     


    Days later, I am no longer smiling.


    “Still there,” Gavan mutters.


    “Where would it have gone?” Donal says. At Gavan's look, he says, “The townsfolk wouldn't have returned to a town razed by bandits. And no one would have been here to hear the news that it might be safe to return.”


    Alongside me, Ragna looks grim, ears slicked back.


    I square my shoulders. “We have work to do.” Nedwin and my captains glance at me. “We destroyed Throughby. The least we can do is drag all the broken furniture out of the houses and put the bricks in piles.”


    Accustomed by now to my unconventional orders, Gavan says, “Right, I'll start organizing the parties. Donal, I could use your advice, your men have been consistently good at this civilian work.”


    “Of course,” Donal says, and he and my captains leave, already discussing the assignment.


    I meet Nedwin's gem-bright eyes. He is silent…then nods once. “As you command, Your Grace.”


    When we are alone, Ragna murmurs, “You don't have to do this.”


    “Yes,” I say. “I do.”


    She reaches between our beasts and rests her hand on mine.


     


    Sorting the remains of Throughby doesn't take long with the amount of people we've brought. I watch the work from a distance: it's no longer my place to have a more direct role and I don't want to give my generals and commanders the impression I don't trust their competence. My light touch is rewarded: by nightfall even the most exacting of taskmasters would have been pleased with our progress. We'll be able to leave the following afternoon at the latest, if I'm any judge.


    I am taking a tisane before bed when Nedwin asks for admission into my tent. I wave him in and grant him leave to sit. He takes the chair but politely declines my offer of a cup.


    “I never liked what we were doing here,” he says without preamble.


    “I know,” I say. “Or you and I wouldn't be having this conversation.” At his glance, I finish, “I would have replaced anyone who did.”


    He stares at my tea-cup, then says, “Why did you do it?”


    I tilt my head. “Do what?”


    “You said 'we destroyed Throughby'. But you had nothing to do with it. We all know that. You could have saved face by denying it.”


    “I don't believe you save face by avoiding responsibility for your actions,” I say mildly. “Do you?”


    “Of course not,” Nedwin says. “What I'm trying to say is this wasn't your responsibility.”


    “Whose was it, then?” I ask.


    “Mine,” he says.


    And then I understand why he's here. I sit back in my chair and wait, and as I expect he continues.


    “I didn't want to do it. But after Shamreine...” He rubs his brow. “Gods, Shamreine was a bloodbath. I thought Dupoan was bad, but there wasn't a living body in Shamreine that didn't resist our invasion. The women, the old men…even the children, Angharad. To pacify Shamreine I had to kill everyone. And for that I received no recognition.”


    Is that true?


    The habit women had of killing themselves on our swords made it hard for him to accomplish his primary mission of sending me possible mothers of the godhead child. I was…unimpressed.


    “And then I'm sent here. To kill peasants and loot their homes…and to do it in bandit armor.” Nedwin scrubs his dark face. “Keeping discipline among the men was so hard we stopped trying. We recruited real bandits to do most of the work and left our own to scouting duties. I hated it. Every moment of it.” Straightening he says, “And now you claim this travesty. You should have disavowed it.”


    “...and you,” I say. “That's how that sentence ends, isn't it.”


    He meets my gaze, unflinching.


    I cast among all the possible responses and finally say, “That's not how I do things.”


    This doesn't satisfy him; I can tell by the frustration that tightens the skin around his eyes. So I lean forward and say, “You shouldn't have done what you did to Shraeven, Nedwin. But you also shouldn't have been commanded to do it. Throughby is my shame…because if it's not, then I'm the kind of ruler who could create another Throughby. And I need to never, ever become the kind of ruler who could create another Throughby. Do you understand?”


    This reaches him, though by the outward flick of his ears he is surprised. He sits up, his shoulders losing their inward crumple. “Yes, Your Grace.”


    “Good,” I say. “I'm glad we could clear that away. Now get some rest, Master General. You've had a busy day.”


    “Yes, Your Grace,” he says again…and bows to me before he leaves.


    I sigh. “You made a blood-cursed mess of things, Lucien.”


    I was a little busy trying to breed a god for our country.


    “Too busy to administrate your own empire?” I say, arch. And then pour the rest of the tisane back into the pot. “Ah, what does it matter. You get to help me clean it up.”


    My mess is your mess, eh?


    “Hells, yes,” I say, and go to bed.
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    We smell Black Vines before we see it, the wine-sweet perfume of its vineyards permeating the air so that it seems to sparkle on the palate. But soon enough we see the town as well, and there as expected we find the waiting throng…and one lone figure standing in the middle of the Royal Tribute where it runs into the town proper: a short figure in skirts, with the pointed ears and sinuous grace of an arboreal predator. Even from a distance, I can see that she stands erect with health and pride.


    “Mayor Mara,” I call as we draw within earshot. “Have you done well by your people?”


    “Former-Governor Angharad Godkin,” she answers. “I have…and so have you.” She turns to Ragna and bows deeply. “Your Grace. Be welcome to Black Vines.”


    Ragna's whiskers arch. “Thank you.”


    “May I walk alongside you to your lodgings?”


    Ragna considers. “Are your people going to pelt me with flowers?”


    “No,” Mara says.


    “Grapes?”


    “Certainly not!” Mara says. “That would be expensive.”


    “Then please do,” Ragna says, with just enough relief to be noticed. Mara's eyes sparkle and she puts a hand on the side of her queen's mount. Together we process through Black Vines, which is looking far more prosperous and its people more content then when last we arrived. But then, Mara's had time to undo the oppression and injustices that corrupt former mayor Candahar visited on his own. The work appears to have healed her spirit also: she looks much better. I am glad to see it.


    As with Crossroads, Ragna vanishes into a room with the mayor. I am left to my own devices, so I let the sunny streets lure me out of the inn and into the bustle of a town excited to be hosting their queen. I notice my men among them: Nedwin's given them liberty, then. Probably in shifts…I don't see enough of them for the Master General to have turned the whole army loose. It's gratifying to have competent subordinates.


    Still, there is only so much walking I'm willing to do. I delight and surprise some of the townsfolk when I soar up from among them and into the sky; with a wave to their upturned faces I ride the perfumed winds upward until I spot a red roof, a large field and a single milk cow wandering the fence's edge. And then I can't resist. I land just outside the farmstead and knock on the door, once-twice-again. There's no answer. I wait a little longer as the cow watches from the pen.


    “I suppose he went to town with everyone else,” I tell the cow.


    The door creaks open for Tam Vinter's father, who peers at me and then grins broadly. “Great Winged Spirit…have you brought me more manure?”


    “No, sir,” I say. “Only a queen.”


    “You bring useful gifts, Great Spirit,” the farmer says, amused. “Come in, Godkin Lady. Have some fresh milk, if you're so minded.”


    “I'd be delighted,” I say.


    The farmer serves me the promised fresh milk along with crusty, dense slabs of bread spread with thick dollops of butter. There's jam made from pale wine grapes and a hard orange cheese so delicious I wonder if I could import it, and both pair so well I alternate bites. Over this ambrosial repast, the farmer and I talk…the easy casual talk of weather and crops that I belatedly recognize as kin to the conversations I overheard my parents having with the crofters of the Sunblood Cliffs. It's rewarding and relaxing and I enjoy myself immensely, so much so that I forget to don my official persona when Tam Vinter arrives to visit his father, holding hands with Oweir. That I was surprised by this only demonstrates just how tumultuous Shraeven was; ordinarily I would have noticed their relationship long before the hand-holding stage.


    At least now I know why Oweir's looked so settled. I approve. He needed someone to stand at his side, and Tam is obviously old enough to know his mind on the matter.


    “Hello, Captain.”


    “Mistress,” he says, uneasy. “I didn't think to find you here.”


    I smile, though the expression on his face disquiets me. Why is he upset? “Just visiting Tam's father. Seeing how my feather blessing served.”


    “Served very well, it did,” the farmer says, patting his muzzle dry with a napkin.


    “I'm…just visiting too,” Oweir says, looking uncomfortable.


    Tam's father looks from me to Oweir and rises to clap a hand on the back of Tam's shoulder. “Come on, son. We can do our catching up outside.”


    I am left with Oweir and the feeling that there's something unspoken thickening the air between us. “Sit,” I say.


    He does, eyes on the loaf of bread. Studying his face, I try to guess at the source of his discomfort. I go with my first hunch. “Spending a lot of time with Tam, then?”


    “I love him,” Oweir says. That's not it, then; he's looking me in the eye when he says it. When he starts toying with the farmer's discarded knife, I know we're coming to the real issue. “I'd like to stay here.”


    “In Shraeven,” I say.


    “Yes.”


    He's still not looking at me. “What about the Salt Caves?” I say.


    “I'm only a threeblood, Mistress,” Oweir says. “And I'm not the heir to the Caves. They won't need me.” He sucks in a breath. “The Godkin…I'm only a threeblood. And I lived with that all my life, the burden of being less-than-good-enough, and the need to marry properly and...” He trails off, gathering himself. “And then we come here and find out that it was all a lie? Every abuse my family suffered in silence, every prejudice….”


    “I know,” I say, my voice gentle.


    “Working with the mongrels, I guess I saw…I don't know. It's like the wreckage we left behind. But here they don't do that. They don't…don't make that kind of mess.”


    And it healed something in his heart, I see, to find a place where the cruelties that shaped his childhood are as nothing. So it is a concession and not an argument when I say, “They make different kinds of messes.”


    “Yes,” he says, grateful that I've understood.


    “And this has nothing to do with you having dead here?” I ask, keeping my voice gentle.


    “Of course it does,” Oweir answers, meeting my eyes finally. “But it's not the only reason.”


    We're silent then, a less burdensome silence now that he's relieved himself of his secret.


    “What are you planning to do?” I ask.


    “I'm not sure. I was talking with Tam, thought we'd take up merchanting, or come here and help with his father's farm…something different from all this.”


    “All this being your military duties,” I say. “Which you cannot up and leave without finishing your term of service.”


    His head jerks up. “Mistress, please—”


    I sigh and pour the last of the milk into my cup. “Don't worry, I'm not going to keep you if you want to go.” Thinking of my words to Mara not far from this spot only a few weeks ago, I say, “I need no heart-lamed captains.”


    He has the grace to look embarrassed. “Mistress….”


    “Enough, Oweir,” I say, as gently as I can for how tired I feel. “We'll go through the motions of cutting you loose before we leave Black Vines. You can stay.”


    He hesitates, then says, “Ma'am…I'd prefer to ride to the border with you.”


    I glance at him, meet his steady gaze. We've almost made it through our entire campaign in Shraeven and he wants to see it through, and even though I'd prefer to deal with replacing him sooner rather than later I respect that desire. I smile. “All right, Captain. To the border. Now do your Mistress Commander a favor and go fetch back that farmer we chased out of his own home.”


    “Yes, ma'am!”


     


    The following day we resume our journey, heading down the Royal Tribute to Shraevensgate. I suppose I look distracted, riding, because that evening as we're making camp Donal appears at my side.


    “A spar?” he asks, casual.


    I am standing outside, waiting for my tent to be erected. “You can't be serious.”


    “I assure you,” he says. “I'm very much serious.” At my askance look, he says, “Shall I swear by the yellow eggs of the blue-headed bull?”


    “Not if you really mean it,” I say. I study his face. “You do really mean it. Why?”


    “A duel made you queen of the Godkindred,” he says. “One that you would have lost had your opponent not been susceptible to spiritual attack.”


    “I'm not planning on fighting any more duels,” I say.


    “Of course you're not,” he says.


    This time I scowl at him. “I mean that. Queens don't duel. They engage champions to duel for them.”


    “Perhaps,” he says. “But queens can be the target of assassination attempts. Angharad—you're an army officer. No matter what you become afterwards, that history will remain part of your legend. You understand?”


    And that simply, I do.


    “All right,” I say. “But don't make me look too bad.”


    “Not at first,” he agrees with a glint in his eye.


    So, we spar that night, and we are observed by some and those some carry the story to the many who didn't see it, so that the following night there are more or different faces. My joints protest the abuse, but my spirit refuses their complaints. Donal is right: I may be getting old and I may no longer be as quick as I used to be, but this is part of who I am…and as long as I am queen, this is part of who I'll be.


    Queen Angharad Godkin I, former army officer and winner of the pivotal duel of our religion's history, should always know her way around a sword…and be able to prove it.


     


    The bridge we built outside Black Vines is still standing: that's no surprise. It's the ferryman's shack that inspires my peal of laughter.


    “Gods!” Gavan exclaims. “You'd think they would have put that much effort into the bridge!”


    “Oh no,” I say, amused. “The new tollman must be housed in comfort.”


    Ragna huffs, ears flipping back. There's no question of which project she would have prioritized.


    “They'll fortify the bridge, I hope,” Oweir says.


    “We'll fortify the bridge,” Ragna says, and rides after her heralds with their snapping banners and triumphal fanfares.


    Fortunately, we don't have to pay the toll.
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    The route that took us two weeks as a company takes almost three traveling with so many more people…but soon enough the rich farmland leading to Shraevensgate surrounds us and we are marching up the slow incline to the town built into the mountain's sloped sides. As we pass beneath the arch holding the mayorial estate over the road, we find the inevitable crowd waiting behind mayor Miltun and his prime and secondary wives. Ragna's heralds sound their trumpets and the banners snap in the breeze, and hundreds of boots thump smartly against the road as we wind our way under countless baskets of upended flower petals, many of these the sweet mountain flowers I first noticed on our initial journey into the province.


    As I follow in Ragna's wake I wonder if the town will remain Shraevensgate or if they'll rename it…the Godkindredgate certainly has an awkward sound.


    Later, after installing us in our guest apartments, Miltun spares a moment to meet with me.


    “So,” he says, studying my gods-scribbled-on body with his world-painted eyes, “You have had an adventure, haven't you.”


    “You could say that,” I say.


    “And it appears I was right,” he says. “About you and the Stars.”


    “Changing everything? Prophecies of the end-times? World-changing?” I smile without humor. “You wanted no Star-chosen “messiah” in your town, as I recall. Has the messiah delivered the end of all things?”


    “Things certainly have changed,” he says.


    “One thing hasn't,” I say. “Your queen still wants a list of your town's needs.”


    He barks a laugh. “And so life does continue, after the end of all things.”


    “This isn't Shraeven's end, but a beginning,” I say. Disgruntled, I point at my cinnamon-sparkle fur, “I would think, anyway, or what the hells was this all for?”


     


    This is the town where things started becoming complicated…where I executed the brother of Silfie's murdered husband, where the Stars flung a rock at me and began the war in my head. Where I learned just how tied the gods were to Shraeven's various “nobles,” chosen for their ability to converse with those gods. Where I saw my first of Shraeven's multiple and complex marriage arrangements. If I had to choose a place from which there was no returning, Shraevensgate is high on the list.


    It is no surprise then, that I feel compelled to return to the tower. Except this time, I fly instead of climb, and when I perch there beside the sweet-burning incense I do not fear falling from this height. Today the air is not barred to me; my wings are not injured. It's day, not night.


    The view is exquisite. I feel as if I can see all the way to the capital…to the distant glimmer of the Sea.


    Not long now, the Godson observes as we soak in the glorious vista.


    No, I agree.


    Ready for it?


    I smile a little, twitching an ear back. I suspect it's one of those things you can't be ready for until you do it.


    I certainly wasn't.


    Quietly, I say, I'm glad you'll be there to advise me.


    Just as quietly he answers, I'm glad you agreed to take me along.


    My ear-flick has dislodged an ice-blue flower petal. It tumbles away on the wind, a bright mote of color against the distant green.


     


    When I step onto the springy grass at the base of the tower I am surprised to find Gavan and Colblain awaiting me, both hiding their anxiety in their individual ways: Gavan by trying not to fidget and Colblain by scowling. I'm surprised to find it endearing. I suppose familiarity has its charms.


    “Thank the gods,” Gavan says. “We were almost afraid you wouldn't bother to walk down the stairs…and then we'd be chasing you across the field like boys after a loose kite.”


    I grin. “Lucky for you I felt like reliving ancient memories, then.”


    Colblain eyes the stairs. “As I recall, you don't have a memory of walking back down those stairs.”


    “Closure, then,” I say. “Making the trip I should have made then. So, what brings you here, chasing me?”


    “Donal's leaving at the border,” Gavan says. “And we know Oweir isn't coming with us. We thought…it was time to tell you what we wanted to do.”


    “Ah?” I lift a brow.


    “You can't leave us without a formal Master Commander long,” Colblain says. “If you don't name your replacement soon there will be discontent. Talk of favoritism. It would make Master General Nedwin's job harder.”


    “True,” I say, because it's been much on my mind.


    “We'd like to follow you,” Gavan says. “I mean, if you'll have us. We've been with you so long we're sort of used to you, you know?”


    I start laughing. “Oh, is that it? You're used to me? Like an old, cantankerous cow. Or a nagging wife.”


    “I didn't mean it like that,” Gavan mutters.


    I can hardly blame them for expressing the very sentiment I was harboring on seeing them. “I'll be glad to have you both as advisors. And yes, I had been concerned about all of you reporting directly to me in the interim…even on a short march like this.” I cock my head. “But tell me…how'd you know about Oweir?”


    “Oh, gods,” Gavan says. “You get enough beer in Oweir and he'll cry you a sea. He's upset about leaving you off-balance.” At my expression, he finishes, “Oh, only around friends, Mistress. He wasn't in the habit of babbling secrets to strangers.”


    I shake my head. “Well. You're both certain, then?”


    Gavan nods. I look at Colblain, who is silent a moment. Then he says, “You knew I had reported you for treason. You had me in custody. Even so, you sought my counsel in a legal matter.” He meets my eyes forthrightly; I think that while Gavan will give me support, Colblain will be the one warning me when I'm about to make an ass of myself. “That tells me everything I need to know about you, Your Grace.”


    I nod. “All right, then. I'm glad to have you both. Get me your best picks for your successors and we'll see if we can solve Nedwin's impending discipline problem for him, eh?”


    “Yes, ma'am,” they say smartly, and I wonder how long it will take for them to lose the habit of responding like military men. Perhaps never. Perhaps that will become part of their legend: Queen Angharad I's advisors, former army captains whose fortunes soared on the wings of their commander's unexpected promotion.


    They have promise, the Godson says. But you're going to need people familiar with the machinations of the court I left behind.


    Besides you?


    Besides me. At my mental grimace, he says, We can ford that river when we reach it.


    “She's talking with him, isn't she,” Colblain murmurs.


    “Think so,” Gavan whispers back. “She always gets that long-suffering look.”


    I laugh. “All right, enough. Let's get back before they send someone for us.”


    “Yes, ma'am!”
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    The people of the plains of Shraeven know me as a face in a parade, a religious curiosity or a perturbation in their routine.


    The people of the mountains of Shraeven know me as the woman who spilled her own blood to make them safe. So it doesn't entirely surprise me that when we ride up the road toward the first of the mountain's dimpled valleys, the people have not just formed a crowd to await our arrival…but arranged a giant festival. Colorful tents are pitched like a patchwork skirt around the town's perimeter and even from a distance we can hear the singing chatter of tambourines.


    “Looks like a party,” Gavan says, ears straining forward to catch the sound of fiddle reels. Nedwin has released my Godkindred captains from their duties (Donal, of course, is still in personal command of his Neshanti conscripts), so they've taken to riding alongside me.


    The mountains must elicit inevitable memories for Oweir, who looks to be brooding…but his expression lightens when Tam points out the dozens of belled dancers that are streaming toward us, parting just before the point of our formation to tumble and caper, their crazily-dyed skirts and scarves flashing in the high white sunlight. Behind them skip scores of children with wicker baskets of the scarlet flowers of the valley, distributing them randomly to soldiers, heralds, anyone they can reach, until the spicy-sweetness of their perfume is interwoven through the ranks like trails of incense.


    By the time we reach the tents with their aromas of roasting sausages and fresh beer, it's only the rigid discipline of the army that keeps the whole traveling party from dissolving.


    I am waiting for Nedwin when he rides toward me.


    “Is this safe?” he asks.


    “These people are allies,” I say. “We fought with them.”


    He studies my eyes, then nods and heads back at a quick canter. No doubt the townsfolk will soon be much richer for our coin. I smile up into the sky and stretch my pinions.


     


    It is much as I remember it, the green chain of mountain valleys connecting Shraeven to the Kingdom…except that the deepening of spring has brought forth different flowers and the people no longer curse the names of the pards under their breath. Riding here I am assailed by a deep contentment, knowing that I changed their lives for the better. I spent bitter coin to do it, but for now there is peace and safety here because of my decisions.


    It is no surprise then, that in the mountains I am as warmly received as Ragna. In fact, a facsimile of the document that declared us allies against the pards has been carved in stone and set on a pedestal in the town halfway between Shraevensgate and the border. The original, the headman says, will travel from town to town on an annual rotation. He glances at his new queen to see if she objects to their veneration of a symbol linking them to their former oppressors, but Ragna only smiles. After all, that Godkindred oppressor rescued her in the same battle that destroyed the pard nation.


    We travel toward the beginning of our relationships, Ragna and Donal and Negrat and I. It is like moving through time. From the corners of my eyes I glimpse myself talking to Colblain about duty and service, shouting my outrage at Magwen, riding alongside Silfie, Silfie with the sun in her cinnamon curls...


    So many memories. I begin to feel the weight of them. Not just Shraeven, but the campaigns before. Glendallia, where there is a fountain in my likeness: hard conquerer, sword weeping water. Ulnith, where I almost died covering the retreat in the battle of Kendrick Caves. Even the slopes of Firerake, where I fought my first battle as a fourteen-year-old foot-soldier under Captain Trerian…ah, that was ages ago, it feels like.


    How many more fights will I see, dismantling the empire?


    A lot fewer than you did as a Mistress-commander, the Godson says. You will not have the luxury of killing your own enemies personally. Not again.


    We'll see about that.


    When we reach the village where I first heard rumor of the pard nation, I excuse myself from my advisors, my guards and my foreign allies in order to make a pilgrimage. I had not overflown the site I'd decided on when we first entered the mountains, but I remembered its location as only a flier can, even though I choose to walk the trail on foot, my boots digging into moist soil and scrabbling on rocks.


    Once I reach the quiet mountain top with its commanding overlook of the valleys, I set out a circle of stones, pound a plank into the soil and take out the paint.


    When I finish, I sit back, hands on my knees.


    I suppose I should have known I would be followed. What surprises me is that Ragna lost all her guards on the way up. She crouches alongside the wood, tracing the words as she reads them. Then she glances at me. “You remember him.”


    “Of course I do,” I say. “He led us to the pards…and he died for it. What was he, nineteen? Twenty?”


    “Seventeen, mayhap,” Ragna says. “The shepherd boy Murdinal. You spelled his name wrong.” At my glance, she smiles, whiskers barely moving, and says, “I will have a stone marker erected. For him and all the others who died during the battle.”


    “Did I choose a good site?” I ask.


    She rises, brushing off her knees. Glances around. “There is enough room here for a proper memorial. And the way is hard enough to focus the mind and easy enough that people will make the trip. Yes, I think it's good. Thank you for thinking of it.”


    “I'm sure you would have, too,” I say.


    “Perhaps,” Ragna says. “Perhaps not. We pards lack a person's proper sense of history.”


    I stand up too. And snort. She looks at me and then smiles properly, accepting my opinion of her self-deprecation.


    “Come,” I say. “Let's go down together, Shraeven and the Godkindred Kingdom.”


    As we head for the path, she asks, “Will you still call it that when you get back? The Godkindred Kingdom?”


    “I'd better,” I say, “if I change the name, the Godson will set me on fire.”
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    The first Shraevenaese I ever met, the folk of the mountain plateaus, come down to greet us as we ride through. It is here that the last of our taggers-on leave us for home…the fighting folk that Negrat brought to the capital, such a very long way. Ragna holds especial interest for the headmen and their shamans, who whisk her away for curiosity, not to air their concerns (for truly, what do such self-sufficient men and women need?). But I'm the one the children follow…the stranger with wings. I remember how to say hello to them—emfa! emfa!—and they laugh and want to see me fly.


    I return to camp festooned with flowers, pale as honey and blue as a summer sea. I'm still wearing them, inhaling their perfume, when Negrat settles down beside me that evening.


    “Are you staying, then?” I ask.


    “Here?” He smiles. “It would be a fitting end to my adventure…if this was a story. But life does not end anything neatly, you will have perceived.”


    “Oh yes,” I say, chuckling. “I have so perceived.”


    “I will stay home for a while…long enough to badger my successor,” Negrat says. “And then I will make my way back to the capital.”


    “To badger my successor,” I say, nodding. “Life might not have neat endings, but patterns it does very well.”


    He laughs and pats my knee. “Ah! I have trained you well, Godkin woman! You will make your people crazy with confusion, just as you must. We must all start from confusion, to learn anything at all.”


    “From honest confusion, anyway,” I say, trying for a sage tone. “For if you deny your confusion, you can never repair your ignorance.”


    Negrat claps his hands, delighted. “I have taught you all that I know! I am content.”


    I grin and together we look at the stars as they become visible: swiftly to my sharp eyesight, and perhaps even more swiftly to his less-than-normal gaze. I am not at all surprised that after he has gone, I find a baby's bed blossom where his tail was so lately warming the stone. I wonder where he found it, but only for a moment. He has his ways…so will I.


    Even an old griffin can learn new tricks.


     


    The border is unmarked but we both know it. Ragna reins in her mount and Honeydipped comes to a halt alongside and together we gaze at gray and yellow stone beneath a bright sun.


    “Shall we stop for noonmeal?” I say.


    Ragna nods and we separate to return to our respective countrymen and give the order: we'll stop for an hour or so. My men pitch my tent and set up the basics in it; a meal is served, slices of that good hard cheese from Black Vines on crisp crackers baked with sesame seeds, spiced meat rolled into cabbage leaves. We drink pale wine together and it is a quiet meal…I expect no less.


    Ragna glances at the egg, which is considered one of the “basics” that goes into my tent whenever we stop. I've put the baby's bed blossom in the box with it, and unsurprisingly (to me, anyway) it hasn't wilted yet.


    “When do you think?” she asks.


    “I don't know,” I admit. “But it's gotten hard. Soon, I am hoping.”


    She smiles. “You will have to send me a portrait.”


    I nod. And find I have no words for the end of this journey. The enigmatic hillswoman I found on the border, who became my esquire…my translator…my friend and my confidant. And now my peer in an arena I never expected to enter. What do I say? What is there to say?


    Ragna squints, lifting her head. “An hour?”


    I nod.


    Her whiskers lift a little. “A nap?”


    “If you wish?” I say, perplexed, for I hadn't thought her tired.


    But then we lie together on my bunk and she tucks herself against my chest and I understand. I rest my beak above her head and my arm over her shoulders. She lifts her chin just enough to settle the side of her face against the inside of my other arm…and we relive the many nights we have spent just so. Indulging in the “merely” asexual embrace that she taught me means so much. Because “I love you” comes in more forms than the ways I'd assumed, and if I leave Shraeven with one, quiet, personal revelation…it's that.


    At the end of the hour she rises, thick fur shimmering. Stretches and looks down at me.


    “I'll have your whisker,” I say.


    “I'll have your feather,” she says. She looks at me a little longer with those sea-green eyes, so uncanny. Then she says, soft, “Thank you, Angharad.”


    And then she's gone.


    By the time my tent is packed the queen of Shraeven, her heralds, guards and servants are already too far down the road to be seen by normal eyes, and mine are having trouble of their own. I draw in a deep breath and turn away.


    Shall we step over the border together?


    I smile, my eyes leaking. I'm not sure we could do it any other way.


     


    I'm expecting something when we cross over. Visions of empire and war. Trumpets sounding a tantara. The Godson bursting into flame above my head like a symbol of my divine right to rule.


    But instead there is nothing…nothing external. Just a feeling, a welter striving behind my solar plexus. Relief, release, regret. Joy and fear and joy.


    I don't cry, and nothing feels different…except everything has changed.


    There is work to be done.
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    We descend out of the mountains then, down to the Sunkin's Way, and once we reach the road the men strike up a marching song. We're home, we are the pride of the Kingdom, the sun shines on our shoulders. The banners snap in a familiar wind: no more the perfume of Shraeven's foreign flowers, but the grassy herbal tang of the shrubby lands flush to the rocky slopes.


    At night Donal spars with me, but I score more touches on him than wonted. I have come home…he is about to leave. His heart is already distant. On the eve of his departure he gains his focus again, enough that we put on a good fight for our watchers. He scores the last point, and I put my hand on his sword to hold it in place.


    “Eat supper with me,” I say.


    “Gladly.”


    So again, I find myself sitting at a meal before parting. It is a genial time spent reminiscing, completely in keeping with his character, just as Ragna's silence had been of her. Over the remnants of a fruit tart I try to imagine Donal suggesting a friendly nap and smile.


    “Something funny?” he asks.


    I shake my head, looking down at my plate. I don't know how I'd explain. They're so different, and yet the same in the only way that matters.


    “You'll see her again,” he says, pouring himself another cup. When I glance up at him, he says, “Ragna. You've been subdued since she left.”


    I nod. “I loved her.”


    “Love her,” he says. “The love remains, even if the people never come back.”


    I look up at him. He smiles back at me.


    “You're a long sight from the days you were a provincial making trouble for my captains,” I say.


    He smiles, but there is a weight in his eyes that I recognize, one that keeps him from laughing. “I enjoyed serving under you, Angharad. I'm glad I had the opportunity.”


    Is that it? I'm…disappointed. As I see him out, I wonder at my melancholy…but I have no answers, none I dare look at too closely. Even the Godson is silent on the topic. I lie on my stomach on my bunk and stare at the egg until I fall asleep.


     


    The following day our march brings Nadeir into sight and with it the Rind, the major road circumscribing the Kingdom's original borders. This is the fastest route to Aneshet and we stop when we reach it. There is some minor ceremony as Donal's unit detaches from our company, one Nedwin oversees as the ranking officer on the march. Donal accepts Nedwin's formal thanks for the courage and hard work of his conscripts; all I can see is his hard back and strong neck, spine straight as a plumb line.


    Then his men turn to face me and come to attention. He strides to the center of their formation and then walks to Honeydipped's flank. And there before the gods and everybody he takes my hand and kisses it.


    “Aneshet bids the Godkindred Kingdom look for him in the spring.” The look in his eyes makes the fur on the back of my neck stand on end, an electric tingle that makes me aware of every eye on us. “We will come to her then.”


    “She will await your arrival,” I answer.


    Holding my eyes, he whispers over my knuckles, “I'll be back for you, Angharad.”


    He lets my hand drop and turns away…leads his men down the Rind without a backward glance. As their boots thump on the stone, I hear them begin a Neshanti song.


    My fingers still feel his breath.


    If he can make good on that promise…the Godson says, musing. A man who could make a kingdom out of a province in a year would be a magnificent emperor.


    No more empire, I say, but sitting astride Honeydipped I feel flushed and alive.


    I'll be waiting, Donal.


     


    “Nadeir,” Colblain says. “Where we started this whole gods-forsaken exercise.”


    “More like gods-becluttered,” Gavan says. “Blood and life, it's good to see an honest fort!”


    I laugh. “We'll be able to find you proper civilian clothes in the warehouse, if Supply will deign to honor my request.”


    “Better have the Godson set something on fire,” Gavan says darkly. “That's the only thing that'll loosen that tightfist's fingers.”


    My entourage feels so thin now: Oweir who left us soon after the Neshanti, Donal, Negrat, Ragna, Silfie…all gone. It's just the three of us—four, counting my divine patron. I am feeling distinctly abandoned when a shadow ripples over the ground and the corvid messenger dives, back-winging to land on Honeydipped's crupper. I twist around to look at him, heart lifting.


    “Decided to come along? What about your mate?”


    The messenger gives an unconcerned croak and leans forward to offer the flower in his beak. I turn it in my fingers: pale as honey, one of the mountain valley's blooms.


    “Did he bring that all the way from Shraeven?” Gavan says.


    “Maybe that's the message,” I say. At his quizzical glance, I smile and say, “Shraeven's not that far.”


    I put my heels to Honeydipped's sides. All around me, the Kingdom's late spring spreads, bright spears of grass, brighter sky. Barely a season, there and back…and that by foot. How much closer for those who fly? Shraeven and its memories will never be far.


    “Let's go,” I say. “There's work to be done.”


    “Aye, mistress!”


     


    Epilogue


    Not a short climb, Lucien observes.


    No, I agree as I ascend on foot, one arm around the sling where my baby is sleeping against my ribs. I find the weight comforting but very different from the rocks I've been practicing with. No matter how carefully you weigh a baby, no stone will ever give you the same impression…the vulnerability, the preciousness. And the wiggle: babies wiggle a lot more than you imagine.


    We've left my guards behind…but we are well past the point where it's safe to go without wings. Besides, I am never without protection, and by now everyone knows it. It's been an interesting, very grueling few months. I have occasionally tried to imagine undertaking this…adventure…without the Godson's help; it would have been disaster. Even with his help it's been a struggle. I've fought easier uphill battles than the one I'm embroiled in now.


    So I have been busy. It's only now, at summer's end, that I've been able to get away from the seat of the Closest Kin to come here, as I have been longing to since I returned from Shraeven.


    We're almost there, I tell him, and feel his attention grow more focused. I hike up the last crumbled feet of the trail and then we are standing on top of the world.


    The Lip of the Sun, I say to him.


    Ah...!


    I am on a summit of tawny rock so far above the sea that the sky looks closer than the earth, almost touchable. The drop is sheer, straight down to amber rocks slicing through the foam-edged waves, an eye-watering turquoise. Their boom is distant, as is the scent of salt and summer. Up here you mostly smell the sky…feel a wind too high to gather earthbound smells.


    This is where I grew up…this is where I had to come. Not just for myself, but to bring these two newest important people in my life. So I don't spoil the moment with explication. Together the Godson and I overlook the shimmering waters while I hold the sleeper to my chest, knowing that the taste of the air and the smell of it and the heat will reach the baby just as powerfully—perhaps more so—than the sight.


    I remember not long ago I was contemplating my retirement in a room at Fort Endgame…wondering about godhead and grace. I wanted to wander the earth, to unravel the mysteries. When the Godson called me back to duty, I thought Shraeven was a distraction from that goal. But instead, Shraeven gave me the answer, sheathed in blood and suffering so that I would be sure to feel it piercing me, bright as a sword:


    We are each of us vibrating between the eternal and the moment. To be mortal is to never be comfortable, never be able to settle on one or the other…and so we need reminders to pull us in each direction. Like gods and children.


    I cup the baby's body against my breast and feel the brush of Lucien's ghostly hand. I spread my wings, feeling the heat in every feather, and the sun sparkles on the waves and in my eyes.


    And then I step off the edge of the world and soar into the summer sky.


     


    The End
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