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      Tomorrow I’m retiring.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Casandre sighs. “Sit, Angharad.”

      I refuse. “I’m retiring tomorrow.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Easily done,” Casandre says.

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

      “Naturally,” Casandre says.

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

      “Of course.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where is Cavalry?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      …not because I still care.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

      “The Shraeven border?” I sit up.

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

      “Insane how?” I ask.

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

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

      “Angharad?” Silfie asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You left me,” I remind her.

      “I didn’t want to,” she says.

      “You didn’t write,” I say.

      She shrugs. “Neither did you.”

      “It’s been eighteen years,” I say.

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

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

      “I’ll be with my people,” she says.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Specialized equipment?” I ask, startled.

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

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

      “Right, Mistress Commander.”

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

      

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

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

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

      “Captain-captain-save-me!”

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

      “SILFIA!” I shout. “Silfie, it’s ME!”

      “Angharad!”

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

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

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

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

      “Sure? Sure, captain?”

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

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

      “Family,” the mongrel says.

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

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

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

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

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

      Not hand. Paw.

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

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

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

      He has wings.

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

      

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

      “What time is it?” I croak.

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

      “Did…the creature…?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You have a map?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “My shirt would help,” I say wryly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Who?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Flustered, he sits. “Yes, ma’am.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Nods all around.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I just…are you sure this is wise?”

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

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

      I nod, suddenly wary.

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

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

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

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

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

      “What do you mean?” I ask, startled.

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

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

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

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

      “Yes, Mistress,” she says.

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

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

      What have I done?
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            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

      Gods above, how did Silfie make this work?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Silfie says, “I’ll expect you.”

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

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

      “Dinner sounds pleasant,” I say.

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

      I am certainly gone mad.
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        * * *

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “—some of them can’t—”

      “—and they can’t handle tools—”

      “—some of them can—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She shrugs. “Rejoined it, yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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