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 One 
 
      
 
    The Mark of the Gods glimmered in the moonlight. 
 
    Deeper than ink and smoother than bone, the Mark started as two interlocking circles, crossing Laslin’s palm and wrist. A thick line, black when dormant, ran along the inside of her arm and crossed her chest, pressing two more circles to her heart.  
 
    Laslin held her hand towards the moon, inhaling the light filtering through the canopy.  
 
    The world took heed. 
 
    The Mark of the Gods, now turquoise, thrummed as Laslin sent the moon’s gift through the dense woodland. The fungus of the forest, closer to the gods than most living creatures, lit the way with the soft, unearthly glow of their white caps. 
 
    They were stars fallen to earth, creating constellations through the impossible woodland. The presence of ghosts, more than Laslin had seen anywhere across the continent, had sent her in circles. The mushrooms urged her back to her path. 
 
    As a god, her only destination was the places people lived. The world was hers to traverse, and she followed the rise of the sun, only remiss in her duty when a maze of trees and knee-deep undergrowth sprung like a trap. 
 
    Laslin placed a hand on Thorn’s face, promising the forest wouldn’t ensnare them for much longer. Not with the mushrooms leading the way. Like all Valainian Bloodscales, Thorn was a large, sturdy creature, built for steep mountain paths and crumbling cliffsides. 
 
    Creeping ivy tangled around his legs and tail, and the trees pressed close together. He hissed with frustration each time the soft earth yielded beneath his feet; it was a good thing he couldn’t breathe fire. 
 
    Laslin patted the smooth scales crowning Thorn’s head as he trundled out of the forest and hummed to soothe him. Above the trees, Laslin’s messenger-hawk flew in circles, tired of being trapped beneath the canopy. 
 
    The darkness of the forest severed itself from their shadows. Thorn growled as he plodded into an open meadow, tearing his back legs from one final tree root. Laslin gave the lizard a moment to rest and pulled leaves and vines from the bags attached to his side. 
 
    With everything safe and secure, Laslin sat in the grass, watching the sunrise. 
 
    They were at a crest of a hill with a clear view into the valley below. The three of them had travelled for weeks without running into a lone human, much less a settlement with charming, cobbled streets. 
 
    Laslin cleared her throat. She’d only had Thorn and her hawk, Ivy, to talk to in far too long.  
 
    The village was not unique. A few hundred buildings gathered along a narrow river, all boasting stone foundations and wooden walls. Dirt paths wound in and out of the village, forged by feet that knew the forest and surrounding hills better than Laslin ever would. 
 
    Beyond that were ruins. Ruins in the open meadows, ruins bordering the village. Ruins creeping up the valley and towards the wall of trees. There were more ruins Laslin couldn’t see, crumbled and overgrown, riddled with moss. Some had been pillaged, relieved of their resources to aid the village. Some were fingerprints of what they once were, while others rose a dozen feet upwards, proclaiming themselves shards fallen from the sky. 
 
    It was the same, no matter where Laslin went. 
 
    The steep mountains of the west, framing the setting sun as sheep grazed across plateaus and Bloodscales slept on sun-warmed rocks; the endless lakes of the south, daring to reflect the whole of the sky; the bogs of the north, rich in croaking frogs and deep-red cranberries; the lush forests of the east, and the rolling hills that went on forever. 
 
    Wherever Laslin went, there were ruins of a world none remembered. Ruins humanity had learnt to live around, thinking no stranger than any tree or boulder. 
 
    Thorn returned to the edge of the forest, feasting on the undergrowth that was no longer his enemy, and Ivy caught her breakfast with a dive into the long grass. 
 
    Laslin waited for the village to stir and headed down the hillside, weaving between the outermost houses. 
 
    All eyes were on Thorn. Laslin held out an arm for Ivy to perch on, but no one looked away from the giant lizard strolling through the narrow streets. A herding dog growled, belly pressed to the ground, but Thorn paid him no heed. 
 
    Laslin had done this a hundred times. Villages like this always had elders to head straight for. 
 
    She took in the village, impressed by how the residents had brought life to their homes. Doorways were framed by chalk-markings, unfurling as blooming flowers and vibrant vines. The drawings poured onto the cobbled streets, inviting their neighbours to join them. 
 
    People whispered as Laslin passed. Some pointed. Only one was brave enough to approach her. 
 
    A young boy stood in her path, hands on his hips as he stared at Thorn.  
 
    “Miss?” he said, eyes gleaming like the mushrooms. “That lizard is really big.” 
 
    Laslin crouched, putting herself on the boy’s level. Ivy leant close, but the boy didn’t flinch. He was four or five, at a guess, with tight, curled hair and dark eyes that’d never known a day of strife. 
 
    “He is, isn’t he? But don’t worry. Thorn only eats plants. He had a whole tree for breakfast,” Laslin said. 
 
    The boy’s laughter slipped between his fingers, bright and bubbly. 
 
    “A whole tree! A big one?” 
 
    “The biggest. Would you like to ride him?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Can I!?” 
 
    “Well.” Springing to her feet, Laslin turned to Thorn. “What do you think, my friend? Room for a passenger among those bags?” 
 
    Thorn blinked the vertical slits of his eyes. 
 
    “Excellent!” Laslin said. 
 
    She raised her arm, letting Ivy take flight. 
 
    The boy cheered as Laslin lifted him by the waist and placed him square on Thorn’s broad, flat back. A few villagers stepped forward, but none said a word. 
 
    The people of Valain trusted Bloodscales to carry children up and down the steep mountain inclines. There, the villagers only just trusted that Thorn wouldn’t eat the boy. 
 
    “Could you point the way to your elders?” Laslin asked. 
 
    With one hand splayed across the back of Thorn’s neck, the boy pointed down the road Laslin intended to take and said, “This way, miss!” 
 
    Word of Laslin’s arrival spread. Years back, she’d done her utmost to go unnoticed, but the further she wandered from the mountains, the harder it was to treat a giant lizard like any horse or ox. 
 
    Humans gathered in the square. The elder was easy to pick out; they dressed no differently to their fellow villagers but stood with their chin raised. All eyes flitted towards them. 
 
    “Malik!” they called, spotting the boy astride Thorn. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Before Malik could explain himself, the elder rushed over and pulled him down, not fearing Thorn’s blunt teeth. Malik wiggled in protest, but the elder kept him from his newfound friend. 
 
    “I apologise. My grandson has always been a little too eager to find his way into everyone’s business. We don’t get many strangers in these parts, especially not with steeds of the sort,” the elder said. The late spring sun illuminated Thorn’s lava-red scales, distracting the elder enough to drop Malik from their arms. “My name is Taryn. Welcome to Vaelos. What brings you here, stranger?” 
 
    Laslin bowed her head in greeting. Taryn had a welcome calm about them. So many were moved to panic by the sight of a stranger riding a lizard through their homes, but Taryn was comfortable in their confusion. 
 
    To look at them was to know they had not lived a hard life. So few had. There was youth and vigour within them, and though their hair was a silvery-grey, the blemishes on their light skin were few and far between. 
 
    So it was with most humans. 
 
    “I’ve come to offer what aid I can,” Laslin said. 
 
    Malik clung to his grand’s sleeve, begging to be let back on the giant lizard. 
 
    “I’d never turn away any generosity, but what makes you think we need help?”  
 
    Laslin pulled back her sleeve, bunched it around her elbow, and held her hand out palm-up. 
 
    Taryn leant closer. Malik followed their example. At first, none in the village understood what Laslin showed them. They knew it was not ink and they knew they had seen nothing of the sort before, and it took long moments for clarity to wash over Taryn’s face. 
 
    They paled, taking a wide step back. Everyone looked to them for an answer, and they whispered, “The Mark of the Gods.” 
 
    People bowed. Some knelt. Only Malik and the other children stood tall, more interested in Thorn. 
 
    Laslin cleared her throat. No one looked up; no one spoke.  
 
    None knew what they expected a god to look like, but Laslin wasn’t it. She wasn’t tall, nor was she short. Her warm, brown skin was common to the western mountains and far from unusual across the continent. With only three decades behind her, wisdom had yet to etch itself into her features. 
 
    She hadn’t arrived in silken robes, poised and otherworldly. She wore rough, practical clothes, fit to traverse forests, and her shoulder-length hair had more than one twig caught in it. Mud covered her boots and face, and the long journey weaved itself through every stitch of her clothing. 
 
    Laslin rubbed Thorn’s nose, hoping someone would speak up. 
 
    Taryn knew it was their place to break the spell. 
 
    “The Mark of the Gods!” they exclaimed. Excitement overrode piety. “I never thought we would see such a thing in my lifetime. I never thought a god would find Their way here. Your Grace, I apologise if our welcome was not what it ought to have been. We couldn’t have known You were—” 
 
    Laslin lifted her hands, silencing them. 
 
    “No, no. It’s my fault for not introducing myself sooner. Please, everyone. Stand. It’s as I said: I’m only here to help you.” 
 
    People stood straighter, basking in the permission to stare at a god. 
 
    “Your Grace, we are beyond eager to hear every word You have to say. But I beg of You, allow us another chance to extend our hospitality. A feast! We must have a feast in Your honour.” 
 
    Plans came together behind Taryn’s eyes. The crowd thrummed with unspoken ideas. Laslin relented, knowing she must. She’d argued against this so many times, had told towns and villages she didn’t want any trouble on her behalf, but had learnt it wasn’t about her. 
 
    The feasts, the celebrations, the dancing late into the night: it was all for the settlements she visited, forging memories they’d hold onto for a lifetime. 
 
    Lavish stories to tell of the god who’d visited them was the least she could give humanity. 
 
    “Splendid! Wonderful! Now, now, there isn’t a moment to waste,” Taryn said, hands clasped together. “Morgan! Show Her Glory to the inn.” 
 
    It was no small undertaking. No longer fearing Thorn, the crowd encircled her. Everyone wanted to greet her at once; everyone wanted to take her hand and feel the Mark of the Gods press to their palms. 
 
    The woman Taryn summoned took Laslin’s wrist and cried, “Now, now. You heard Taryn. There’ll be a feast tonight, and you can interrogate the poor god then. For now, you’d best see about making the village hall fit for a deity to dine in!” 
 
    Laslin didn’t smile. People didn’t like it when she looked too amused, too human. 
 
    Once they’d escaped the crowd, Morgan said, “Didn’t mean to go grabbing You like that, but this is a quiet village. We don’t get much excitement filtering through these woods of ours. They would’ve kept You there till sundown.” 
 
    “Not at all. Thank you for coming to my rescue. Is there a place for my Bloodscale to rest?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “That overgrown lizard of Yours? Gods know I’ve heard stories of the sort, but I never expected to see one stroll into Vaelos. Least of all one with little Malik on its back. But aye, he’ll be welcome in the stables. Bet the rest of the village is busy treating him like a god.”  
 
    “I appreciate it. We’ve been on the road for some time.”  
 
    Belatedly remembering to bow, Morgan pointed out the inn. 
 
    The village didn’t see an influx of visitors. The inn was on the second floor of a bakery, with a worn stone staircase leading up the structure's side. There were only two rooms within, and Morgan poked her head into each, scowling when neither were miraculously fit for a god. 
 
    “I don’t need much. A place to wash and change,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Wait here. I’ll fetch You some fresh linens, and someone will be up with Your lizard’s cargo,” Morgan said. 
 
    She nudged Laslin into a room and disappeared down a narrow corridor.  
 
    The room was small but cheerful. A wide window spilt out onto the square, and Laslin watched the delighted chaos she’d sown across Vaelos. People laughed as they dug out armfuls of decorations, sharing impromptu rumours of the god who’d wandered into their tiny village. 
 
    The floorboards creaked behind her. Two young teens clutched the bulk of her bags to their chests, wide-eyed. 
 
    Laslin pointed to the corner of the room and thanked them with a nod. They dropped the bags and scampered out of the room, biting back grins. 
 
    “Here. This’ll treat You right,” Morgan said, returning with clean blankets and sheets. Laslin moved to take them from her, but Morgan busied herself with stripping the old linen away. “What a day! Never thought I’d be making the bed for a god, that’s for certain.”  
 
    The robust adaptability Morgan had shown in getting Laslin to the inn slipped away. She couldn’t help but ramble. 
 
    “Never would’ve believed I’d set eyes on the Mark of the Gods myself. I know how it goes, of course I do. A new god comes around every-other century, and it’s been a good two-hundred-odd years since Fih Bryn was born, but knowing I lived in the age of a god didn’t prepare me for this. The continent is a big place! You look almost, ah…” 
 
    “Human?” 
 
    “Now, You’re a pretty lass, don’t get me wrong. Here’s hoping You’ll forgive my ignorance, but didn’t Fih Bryn have a dash of a phoenix about Him? I’ve read books, You know. Every painting I’ve ever seen shows Rodaidh Nolani as a three-headed snake.” 
 
    “We all start as humans. Or human-like. We’re born to human parents, and we think ourselves part of the mortal world for many, many years. It takes time for our true forms to show,” Laslin explained. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Yes, I didn’t—ah. I’m sure You get these questions all the time, and I’m sure You’ll get them at the feast. Now, here’s hoping this will do. Go on. Take a weight off,” Morgan said, smoothing out the bedsheets. “I’m sure Taryn will be bothering You soon.” 
 
    Laslin watched the woman leave, still murmuring to herself in the hallway, thoughts spinning in circles. 
 
    She closed and bolted the door, drew the curtains on a village filling itself with colour, and removed her muddied clothing. Morgan was right. The Mark of the Gods was the only thing distinguishing Laslin from humans, but it wouldn’t be that way forever. Something within her had changed over the years, and it would spread across her skin, reshaping her. 
 
    For now, she washed and pulled out clean clothing. Black, polished boots that hadn’t traipsed halfway across the continent. Dark grey breeches and a wool tunic of white, black, and gold, gifted to her by a grateful southern town. 
 
    She brushed the forest out of her hair and didn’t wait for Taryn to collect her. 
 
    A dozen people lurked outside the inn. They jumped in surprise as Laslin emerged and parted to let her pass. Thorn hadn’t bothered with the stables. He’d fallen asleep by the well, and children ran circles around him, clambering over him, making a sleeping dragon of him in their games.  
 
    “Well,” Laslin said to the crowd pretending not to follow her. “Who might I help first?” 
 
    Silence. People glanced at one another, wanting their neighbour to speak out and give the god the answer she wanted. 
 
    “What sort of problems do You intend to fix?” a man dared to ask. 
 
    “Anything that troubles your village, no matter how big or small.”  
 
    Silence became the crowd again until a young girl gripping her mother’s sleeve said, “Our roof has been leaking, miss god.” 
 
    Horror-stricken, the mother hushed her daughter and said, “I’m so sorry, Your Grace. She doesn’t understand what she’s saying or who You are. She meant no offence.” 
 
    “Not at all. Is your roof really leaking?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “It… it is, yes,” the woman said, swallowing the lump in her throat. 
 
    It was a start. 
 
    The villagers spent the afternoon watching a god pry old, crumbling roof titles loose and replace them with ones as bright as Thorn’s scales. Laslin made quick work of it and pressed the village for all the trivial problems plaguing their lives. 
 
    She repaired a fence and helped an old woman who couldn’t get a kitten to nurse. She settled a dispute between two disgruntled brothers and passed her hands across the village buildings, ensuring they would stand firm for decades yet. She visited the livestock and gave them her blessing. Laslin didn’t understand this part, but the villagers asked it of her, and it brought them comfort. 
 
    By the time she was whispering to the old well, word had got back to Taryn. 
 
    They rushed out of the hall, mouth full of apologies, and swept out their arms to keep people back. 
 
    “Her Grace did not come to our village to run errands for you,” Taryn berated the crowd. 
 
    “I’d like it if you’d call me Laslin,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Your Grace, I cannot tell You how appalled I am. We are beyond honoured to have You amongst us, and I did not expect anyone to demand anything of You, let alone such base work.” 
 
    “Taryn, please! She asked if She could help! It’s what She’s here for!” one man called out. 
 
    Taryn’s jaw tightened. 
 
    Laslin placed a light hand on their shoulder. 
 
    “It’s as I told you. I’m here to help the village in any way I can,” Laslin assured them. 
 
    “But surely it’s beneath You. You ought to be celebrated, and…” 
 
    “Do humans not pray to the gods?”  
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Humans pray to me, to all of us, that we might help them.” 
 
    “Yes! In extraordinary circumstances,” Taryn spluttered. 
 
    “Taryn. Listen. Our world has known peace for a long time. What good is a god if they cannot help those who ask for it? Humour me. Find a purpose for me while I’m here.” 
 
    Taryn cleared their throat. Malik was back, attention finally turned from Thorn. 
 
    All in the village looked to Taryn for words of leadership. Malik clung to their leg. 
 
    “The harvest,” they blurted. “These past five years have seen us—not lean, but there’s an unfortunate downwards trend. Do You think You might lend us Your aid?” 
 
    Laslin nodded, glad to work on a scale greater than old roof tiles. 
 
    The patchwork of fields was visible from the heart of the village. Golden-browns faded into rich greens. Spring promised new bursts of life, defiant in the shadow of summer and the frosts of winter.  
 
    Taryn led Laslin into the fields. The crowd trailed behind, forced to walk single-file amongst the wheat bowing to the wind. 
 
    Disaster had not struck the farmland. There was no disease in the soil, nothing gnawing at the roots. Laslin knelt, hand on the warm dirt. Exhaustion lingered beneath the surface, a breath held in for too long. 
 
    So much had been asked of the earth. It had fed the village for centuries, and the soil was starting to forget itself. 
 
    Standing tall, Laslin pulled her sleeve back. Excited murmurs lifted like a breeze, and all gathered strained to catch sight of the Mark. People didn’t have to push themselves onto tiptoes for long. 
 
    Laslin reached for the sun, for the source of all warmth, of all life. It shone down on the Mark of the Gods, turning it to a soft, glowing turquoise. With the power of a star bestowed upon her, Laslin plunged her hand into the dirt. 
 
    The turquoise glow sunk into the ground, tracing the roots in the soil. As the Mark of the Gods faded to black, the crops remembered themselves and understood their potential. They stood taller, stronger. The distant orchard sighed in relief. 
 
    Laslin stood, wiping the dirt from her hands. People cheered. Taryn forgot formalities and clasped Laslin’s shoulders, stunned into silence by what they’d seen. 
 
    It meant something to them. It meant everything to them. The village was theirs to watch over, and they didn’t have to spend another long winter carefully rationing the harvest and praying none ached for more. It was beyond leaking roofs and slanted fences.  
 
    It was the most a god could do in a world where peace reigned. 
 
    “Now,” Laslin said. “I believe you said something about a feast.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Two. 
 
      
 
    It was easy to mistake Thorn for the guest of honour. 
 
    The village hall had been decorated in an enthusiastic blur of an afternoon, tables and chairs lined up, bouquets and festoons hanging from the rafters. Lanterns burnt bright, plates and goblets gleamed, and sweet-smelling dishes filled the air.  
 
    Thorn took place of pride at the centre of the hall. People whispered that the lizard was as mortal as Laslin, and the children showed respect and adoration through colourful displays. Thorn rested his chin atop a pile of furs, a flower crown on his head, wreaths hanging from the protruding, pointed scales along his sides. 
 
    He’d eaten a few of the wreaths as the children decorated him, much to their delight. 
 
    Conversation rose. Laughter rang through the hall. The village shared all they had, more than they’d thought safe to offer before Laslin had brought life anew to the soil. 
 
    Laslin sat in the largest seat at the widest table with Taryn to her left. A stag served as the centrepiece, the spoil of the last hunt, and half the village had pitched in with offerings from their pantries. 
 
    The village spoke of the wonders that unfolded that very day, the miracles they’d witnessed with their own eyes. Miracles Laslin didn’t remember performing. Laslin focused on the meal around her, pushing the food around with a fork, happy to be the centre of attention without questions raining down upon her. 
 
    People were happy with the stories they’d been raised with; the tales of the gods who’d started their lives as humans, until the Mark of the Gods spread across their skin, reminding them what they truly were. 
 
    Not all the village had been present for Laslin’s arrival. Some were out fetching firewood, others were fishing, and plenty were enjoying the spring flowers across the hills. People trickled through the doors, thrilled and confused by the impromptu feast, slack-jawed when their neighbours pointed to the god at the heart of the celebrations. 
 
    A group of hunters stepped into the hall. Everyone swivelled in their seats. 
 
    The woman at the head of the group, bow and quiver strapped to her back, strolled up to Taryn with her arms held out wide. 
 
    “Old Taryn! What is the meaning of this? If I knew you were having a party, I would’ve brought something truly worthy of a feast. You know that darned boar has been outwitting me for agonising weeks,” the woman said. “Wait, wait. Don’t tell me you intended to celebrate without me.” 
 
    “Avery, perhaps you’d like to—” 
 
    Avery lifted a hand, silencing them. Her teasing nature resolved as frustration across Taryn’s face. There was a time and place for familiarity and jokes, and this wasn’t it. 
 
    “And who is this sat in your chair? No one told me we were hosting someone important enough to earn the coveted guest of honour title. Especially not someone, if I might be so bold, so sharply dressed,” Avery said, gaze falling to Laslin. 
 
    Laslin kept her expression neutral. Taryn leapt to their feet, hand on their heart, and bowed to Laslin before speaking. 
 
    “Avery! If you’d consulted with anyone before charging over, you’d know our guest is unlike any we’ve ever had,” they said. 
 
    “I’ll say! Is that a giant lizard the children are playing on?”    
 
    “It is, and he is the chosen companion of a god. A god from the western mountains, who has been gracious enough to visit us,” Taryn said, hand on their forehead. “Your Grace, forgive my daughter. Avery didn’t mean to speak out of turn, I assure You.” 
 
    Avery paled. Stepping back, she glanced around the hall. The villagers were dressed in their best outfits, while Avery wore the garb of a forester: tall boots, a dark green tunic and breeches, and a plumed, bycoket hat on her head. Bringing weapons into the village hall could be overlooked, but speaking so brashly to a god was a misstep none had ever taken. 
 
    Avery’s fellow hunters slunk back. 
 
    Humming, she regained herself. 
 
    Clutching her hat to her chest, she bowed low and said, “It is an honour to have You among us, Mountain God. As You can see, dear Old Taryn will jump at any opportunity to watch me shove the entirety of my foot into my mouth.” 
 
    Laslin’s nose crinkled in amusement at the epithet.  
 
    “It’s Laslin, and there’s no need to bow,” she said. 
 
    Springing back to full height, Avery held out a hand. 
 
    “Avery, at Your service. Forester, hunter, and whatever else my home requires of me. What brings You to our humble village? Is it the unusual number of ghosts drawn towards us?” she asked, shaking Laslin’s hand. 
 
    “I visit every village I can. It’s my duty to help humanity.”  
 
    Continuing to err, Avery took Laslin’s wrist and squinted at the Mark of the Gods. 
 
    “This is all rather surreal,” Avery said. Lowering her voice, she whispered, “I feel like everyone is staring at me. Are they staring, Your Grace?” 
 
    “Laslin,” Laslin repeated. “And only around half of them.” 
 
    “Wonderful! Well, Laslin, now that I have shown my true colours, I shall go one step further and ask this of You: may I sit?” 
 
    Avery gestured to the spot opposite Laslin, where there absolutely wasn’t an empty chair. Laslin nodded, glad to hear someone speak her name, and Avery darted off in search of a chair. 
 
    She squeezed between two people who knew her all too well and held out a hand, waiting for someone to pass her a plate. 
 
    “I hunted this stag, You realise,” Avery said, carving into what remained. “Tradition dictates that I be the first to cut into it, but my parent is always eager to please.”  
 
    Taryn narrowed their gaze but didn’t dare chide Avery in the presence of a god. 
 
    “Thank you. It’s delicious,” Laslin said, dedicated to keeping the peace. 
 
    “Is it?” Avery asked. Laslin raised her brow. “Do You need to eat?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “You’re a god. Immortal, and all the rest. Do You need to eat?” 
 
    No one had asked that before. People tended to pry, but only in the most pious ways. 
 
    “I don’t,” Laslin admitted. 
 
    Avery hummed like she’d known the answer and said, “Clearly, You’ve only pushed Your food around Your plate. Why accept it? Can You eat? Do You enjoy it?” 
 
    Laslin started to nod but didn’t commit to it. Avery was honest with her, so she opted to repay the favour. 
 
    “It makes everyone more comfortable when I eat, or give the appearance of doing so. I can eat, if I choose. I think the village would find it awkward if I sat here without a plate while they feasted. Especially when this is all in my honour.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” Taryn said. “I sincerely apologise. I didn’t think to ask You what You wished for. Please, don’t trouble Yourself on our account.” 
 
    Laughing, Avery said, “Don’t worry yourself to death, Taryn! She isn’t going to smite us over a plate of food.” 
 
    Laslin glanced at the mess of food she’d pushed around. There was comfort in the filling warmth of a meal, a memory of home; but it was no longer her comfort, for she was no longer a human living in the mountains, helping to raise Bloodscale hatchlings.  
 
     “Humanity waits two-hundred years for another god to appear, and this is how you speak to Her?” Taryn muttered. 
 
    Avery leant over the table, shoving their shoulder. 
 
    “You know me. What else did you expect?” 
 
    Taryn slipped into a smile. Sipping their wine, they dared to relax. 
 
    “So, Lord Laslin of the Distant Mountains. How long will You be with us?” Avery continued. 
 
    “Laslin. And I won’t impose on you for much longer. If there’s nothing else I can help with, I’ll move onto the next settlement,” Laslin said. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be an imposition! We’d be honoured to host You for as long as You wish to reside with us,” Taryn said. “We require nothing in return. You’ve already done enough for us. You ought to have been there, Avery. Her Grace brought life anew to the fields. This next harvest will be the most bountiful in my lifetime.” 
 
    “She likes to go by Laslin,” Avery said through a mouthful of potato. “And I missed a miracle? Typical. Thirty-three years I’ve lived here, and not once has sticking around paid off. I suppose it’s true then. The Mark of the Gods lets You perform all manner of magic, hm?” 
 
    Laslin curled her fingers towards her palm. 
 
    “It lets me make use of what already exists in this world. I used the sun’s power to revitalise the soil. That’s all,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Ah. That’s all, is it? I’ll have to remember that little trick the next time there’s a famine,” Avery said, pouring herself more wine. “Go on, then. What other miracles have You performed?” 
 
    Taryn didn’t hush Avery. They didn’t tell her she was demanding too much of a god; they wanted to hear Laslin’s tales as much as she did. 
 
    “We’re fortunate to live in a time of peace. God or not, I can only do small favours for the settlements I visit,” Laslin said, knowing it wouldn’t suffice. 
 
    Not when Avery was staring at her, along with the half of the village that’d dragged their chairs closer to listen. Laslin bit the inside of her mouth. She wasn’t only there to fix problems, but to lift people’s spirits, too. It was her duty to bring stories from across the continent. 
 
    Scouring through the last handful of years, she told all that was worth telling: the landslide she’d stopped a dozen miles from her homeland; the crumbling riverbanks she’d reinforced, preventing a town from flooding; the wolves she’d bargained with, saving a village’s depleting livestock; the spreading sickness she’d stopped in its tracks. 
 
    The village listened. Avery let out a low whistle. People stood, gathered around Laslin’s table, and she bore their praise with her head bowed. 
 
    Fih Bryn, Rodaidh Nolani, and all the gods before her had stopped wars, united fractured lands, and made their mark on history. 
 
    Laslin had made a few crops grow a little taller. 
 
    The village was enthralled. Bolstered by the wine and festivities, they began to tell their own tales. They shared all the local legends with Laslin, the mysteries they’d never got to the bottom of, and pointed out the windows. Night had fallen, and in the darkness, distant ghosts glowed turquoise. Laslin gripped her knee under the table. 
 
    Sensing her discomfort, Avery spoke of the village’s greatest hunts. Midnight had come and gone before anyone thought of retiring to bed, and the children slept soundly against Thorn’s side, dreaming of dragons. 
 
    Taryn ushered everyone out of the hall, assuring the village Laslin needed her rest. 
 
    Laslin waited until the hall was empty to crouch by Thorn’s side. Once he was asleep, there was no waking him until the sun rose. He was smart enough to know there was no danger, and the village had been kind to him. With a kiss on his nose, Laslin trusted he was safe in the hall for the night. 
 
    Outside, Laslin’s expected escort was nowhere to be seen. Taryn, having indulged in a little too much wine, had disappeared in what Laslin hoped was the direction of their house. Shaking her head, she made for the inn, grateful the village was far less of a maze than the surrounding forest. 
 
    Avery jumped from the darkness, falling into step with Laslin. 
 
    “Continuing eastward through the forest, are You?” she asked. 
 
    “That was my intention,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Ah. It’s even more treacherous than the swathe You fought through. There have ever been all sorts of danger there: sinkholes, the usual abundance of ghosts, a frightfully omnipresent form of poison ivy, and a few unusually aggressive bears. Not that I mean to underestimate You, naturally. I’m certain You have traversed terrain my mortal mind cannot fathom. But I thought it fair to warn You.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it. Thorn hated the journey here,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Surely he ate his way through! A young man by the name of Malik informed me that he eats trees.” 
 
    “His excitement lasted about five minutes. The poor thing kept tripping and getting caught in the undergrowth,” Laslin sighed. “Is Malik your son? He’s a sweet boy.” 
 
    Scoffing a laugh, Avery said, “Son! Goodness, Laslin. The boy is my brother. Confusing though it may be, we were both adopted by Old Taryn. They simply thought theirself too old to be anything but a grandparent by the time little Malik needed a home.” 
 
    Laslin nodded, accepting it as a quirk of humanity. 
 
    “Thorn won’t be pleased to leave, but we have to move on. We can’t ignore everyone to the east because the journey’s a little difficult. We’ve dealt with worse.” 
 
    Winding around to the inn, Avery bowed low and said, “Should You need anything at all, know that I am at Your service. Goodnight, Laslin. I do so hope You enjoyed the hospitality of such a forgettable village.” 
 
    “You don’t have to keep bowing.” 
 
    “But it’s so fun!” 
 
    Finding a laugh, Laslin said, “Perhaps you could provide me with a map before I leave.” 
 
    “Perhaps I could. Goodnight, Lord Laslin, god of the mountains,” Avery said, taking a step back towards the square. 
 
    “Goodnight, Avery, hunter of the forest,” Laslin said, taking the stone steps up to the inn. 
 
    Laslin sat on the edge of the bed Morgan had so meticulously made. She stared at the full moon, overflowing with its own light. It’d been years since she’d found a reason to spend more than a few scattered days in a village. The hours were starting to stretch on forever, each minute dragging through the cobbled streets. 
 
    Time was real in Vaelos, or so the villagers thought. Routine existed, and morning, noon, and night each held a purpose. It wasn’t like the forest, the open plains, the mountainsides; the places humans did not wander, did not settle. The rigid structure was something Laslin could no longer rely on. It constricted her and defined the things that did not need defining. 
 
    She sat until the sun rose, not wanting to give the villagers the impression she’d slunk out in the dead of night, ungrateful and self-important. 
 
    She changed into an outfit better suited to trekking through the woods, smoothed out the crinkles in the bedcovers, and hauled her bags downstairs.  
 
    Fewer people than yesterday waited for her. The feast had turned curiosity to satisfied yawns and a long lie-in, and only a handful of faces turned towards her. 
 
    Taryn was at the head of the group, dark marks beneath their eyes. Malik hung from their arm, and the other villagers huddled together, too tired to speak up. 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay with us for as long as You please,” Taryn said, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
    “Your generosity has been extraordinary, but I have to move on. There are settlements further east who will benefit from my aid,” Laslin said. 
 
    “I understand. Is there anything You require for the next leg of Your journey?” Taryn said, disappointed but not inclined to argue with a god. 
 
    “Only my lizard.” 
 
    She headed to the hall, where Thorn was dead to the world, snoring softly. Ivy, up with the dawn, kept watch from the gable roof. 
 
    A few villagers rushed forward to help Laslin with her bags. 
 
    She got halfway across the square before Malik bolted free of Taryn’s grasp and blocked Laslin’s path, arms stretched out wide. 
 
    “Malik!” Taryn called. 
 
    Ignoring his grand, Malik said, “Don’t go! We can have another party tonight!” 
 
    Crouching down, Laslin grasped his shoulder. 
 
    “I wish I could stay. I really do. Your village is beautiful, Malik. But being a god means helping as many people as I can, and Taryn has done such a good job of looking after Vaelos. You’re all in good hands.” 
 
    Folding his arms over his chest, Malik looked away with a scowl. 
 
    “Can Thorn stay? We’re friends now! I gave him three carrots last night.” 
 
    “Those are his favourite,” Laslin said, earning Malik’s gaze once more. “And I know Thorn would love to stay with you, but he has an important job. There aren’t many lizards who can say that.” 
 
    “But—!” was the entirety of Malik’s argument. 
 
    “Here. I’ll let you in on a secret,” Laslin said, holding out an arm. 
 
    Ivy swooped down, landing with her talons wrapped around Laslin’s bare wrist. Malik started. The other villagers did, too. Ivy was a beautiful creature, as gigantic to adults as she was to a wide-eyed five-year-old, but easy to overlook next to a giant, blood-red lizard.    
 
    “This is Ivy. She’s important, too. Wherever I go, Ivy remembers the way back. We have a special bond, and now we share that bond with your village. I’ll make sure to write to you, and Ivy will bring your letters straight back to me. How does that sound?” 
 
    Malik chewed his lower lip, relenting. 
 
    “Okay. Grand is teaching me to write good,” Malik said. 
 
    Laslin ruffled his hair on the way to her feet. 
 
    “Perfect! Now, can you help get Thorn ready?” 
 
    The people of the mountains didn’t fuss with things like saddles and reins on their Bloodscales. Their broad, flat backs provided plenty of traction, and their larger scales were natural handholds. Thorn’s gear consisted of little more than a few cleverly tied ropes to hold Laslin’s belongings in place. 
 
    Malik watched her every move as she tied the ropes around Thorn, bundling her bags onto his back. Thorn chewed on a medley of fruit leftover from the feast, as unperturbed as ever, and Taryn stood with their hands hovering in the air, eager but unable to help. 
 
    “Your visit has meant more to our village than You could ever know,” Taryn said as Thorn plodded out of the hall. “If there’s anything we can do to repay You, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    Laslin had grown used to that reaction. She could never help for the sake of helping; her help was met with help in return, with settlements eager to give away more than a god needed. 
 
    “Last night’s feast was more than enough. And I meant what I said to Malik. Ivy will keep us in contact, and I’ll return the moment there’s the slightest problem.” 
 
    Taryn stuttered over their gratitude. They bowed, shuffling behind Laslin as she made her way to the edge of the village. 
 
    The forest ahead was denser than any she’d crossed, but she’d set her intention eastward. Years ago, she’d been as far south as she could and was in no hurry to repeat the encounter. 
 
    Besides, the forest encircled Vaelos like her Mark did her heart and hand. The only way out was through. 
 
    A few people joined the group seeing her off, but much of the village remained in a deep, contented slumber. Laslin hauled herself onto Thorn’s back, ready to tackle the brief miles of open land before the forest demanded she walk ahead, clearing a path. 
 
    Malik leant against Thorn’s side, sighing loudly. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Once you’re grown, you can visit the mountains and befriend a Bloodscale of your own,” Laslin said. 
 
    She left Malik with bright eyes and the village with something to talk about for decades to come. 
 
    Ivy scouted ahead, finding as little trouble as she ever did. Thorn marched at a steady pace, crushing the grass and wildflowers under his feet, biting off loud mouthfuls as he went. 
 
    If the pattern held, they’d reach their next destination within a dozen days. The number of villages they’d visited of late said a town was bound to rise upon the horizon, sooner or later. 
 
    These were Laslin’s favourite parts of her journey: the long days spent with only Thorn and Ivy for company, as the fullness of the world bloomed around her. Seasons shifted into one another after years on the road, and Laslin felt at ease alongside the rhythm of the world. 
 
    Between the settlements, she could dream of the good she could do for someone truly in need. 
 
    “Here we are again,” Laslin said as the long shadows of trees reached out to them. “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    Thorn tilted his head to the side, one eye fixed on her. 
 
    “I know, I know. But we weren’t technically lost in the forest last time. Only avoiding ghosts to get to where we needed to be. It will be better this time. I promise.” 
 
    Thorn’s tail swished side to side as he bid farewell to the sun on his scales. 
 
    All forests, no matter how broad or sparse, were connected. They shared the same air, the same sense of time. Day and night meant little beneath the canopy, and the stamp of shadows and filtered light caught the spores drifting through the air. 
 
    Vines and twigs cracked beneath Thorn’s feet. Ivy darted from branch to branch, startling the native birds. Had Laslin been alone, had her companions not disturbed the forest, she could’ve sat upon a fallen log, slowed her breathing until her lungs forgot their purpose, and let the forest creatures reveal themselves to her. 
 
    She’d come across stags and rabbits on her way to the village. She’d heard tell there were boars, too, and the woodland went on far enough for a hundred other creatures to make their home there. 
 
    She wouldn’t understand the rich earth or ancient trees any better, and it wouldn’t help her choose a path from the endless ones offered, but she had learnt patience since leaving the mountains. 
 
    “Maybe we should’ve asked if there was a way around,” Laslin said, eyes adjusting to the dark. “I know, I know. The forest goes on forever. How do you think villages like Malik’s came to be? People lost themselves in the forest, came to a clearing in the centre, and decided they weren’t going to risk the trees again? I wouldn’t blame them. Not that it wasn’t a beautiful place, and you certainly made enough friends. I liked you with flowers weaved around your scales.”  
 
    Thorn’s tail thudded against a tree trunk. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Thorny. We weren’t made for this. Well, I was, but you must miss the mountains. Hopefully this is the last of it and there’ll be nothing but grasslands ahead of us. At least there’s plenty for you to eat here.” 
 
    The trees already encroached on one another, branches tangling together to hold up the canopy. The roots asserted themselves, miniature mountains in their own right, determined to catch Thorn’s feet. 
 
    It wouldn’t be so bad once he grew accustomed to it again. They’d take it slowly and rest often, and Laslin would cut their way through the worst of the undergrowth.  
 
    “We’ll stay longer at the next settlement. You can curl up on a nice warm rock and sleep for days. I’m sure I’ll find more to do,” Laslin promised him. 
 
    After a few stilted miles, Laslin climbed on Thorn’s back and rearranged the bags to let him better fit through the trees. Ivy disappeared above the canopy, keeping them on the right path. Wherever Laslin looked, it was the same; they could’ve come from any direction, could’ve been heading anywhere. 
 
    “Whose idea was this, anyway? Gods,” Laslin asked. 
 
    She stared at the Mark of the Gods. It truly was a part of her, in that it never offered help: it only helped when she could find a way to harness the world around her. Perhaps she could set it upon a fox and gain an immediate, clear understanding of the forest and its winding paths. 
 
    “If you ask me, the Mark ought to—ought to…” 
 
    The ground creaked beneath Thorn’s feet. Confused by the sound, Laslin spent far too long deciding whether it spelt danger for them. 
 
    There was no soft earth beneath the undergrowth. A pit inhaled the tangled forest floor, and with a yelp, Laslin threw herself forward. She caught a protruding tree root and scrambled to safety, heart in her throat, but there was no relief in the depths of the forest. 
 
    Thorn roared behind her. 
 
    He fought for purchase, but the sides of the pit yielded to his claws. He fell back five, ten, fifteen feet into the dark earth, curled in a hole too small for any Bloodscale. 
 
    “Thorn!” Laslin called, rushing to the edge. 
 
    The sides of the pit eroded beneath her boots. Dirt fell upon Thorn’s bright scales, and beneath him, the green jaws of a carnivorous plant snapped shut. 
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    “Thorn!” 
 
    Laslin’s voice echoed between the trees. 
 
    The plant snapped its jaws shut like a book. Thorn grunted, lifted a leg, and stomped on it. Between the forest’s dim lighting and her panic, Laslin hadn’t got a good look at it; the plant couldn’t trap Thorn inside it, much less digest him. 
 
    Laslin plastered a hand to her forehead. 
 
    The pit was her real problem. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll come down for you,” Laslin called. 
 
    Thorn blinked. 
 
    He was right. It’d help no one if they were both stuck in the pit. 
 
    “Wait there. I’ll get my…” Laslin trailed off, both hands pressed to her face. “Rope. Fantastic.” 
 
    For all the bags she’d unloaded from Thorn, the one containing her rope was strapped to his back. He grumbled, coated in dirt, and turned in impatient circles. 
 
    Laslin inched forward. Surely the hole wasn’t that deep. Panic turned it into a bottomless pit, and a few deep, unnecessary breaths would show it for what it was; a shallow trough with an obvious exit. 
 
    She crouched along the edge. Thick roots offered handholds, sturdy enough to support Laslin as she reached down to grab the ropes wrapped around Thorn. Laslin grasped the root, giving it a sturdy tug and enticed the ground to fall out beneath her. 
 
    The hole really was that deep. 
 
    She landed on the mangled carnivorous plant, dirt piled in her lap and crowning her head. Thorn span around, catching her with his tail, and Laslin didn’t dare speak a word until she found the restraint to not blaspheme against herself. 
 
    “It’s alright. I can stand on your shoulders, you can pull yourself up against the side, and I’ll climb out. Granted, that will put us in the position we were in before I fell into this hole, but I’ll dig you out if I have to,” Laslin said. 
 
    Thorn tilted his head, eye fixed on the obfuscated sky. 
 
    Deciding it was Laslin’s problem to deal with, he took a hearty bite of the plant that wanted so much to do the same to him. 
 
    Laslin stared at the trees, taller than ever. She could whistle for Ivy and have her fetch help from the village, but didn’t know how best to say, God here, I’ve fallen in a hole and can’t get out, please save my lizard and me without crushing humanity’s faith in her.  
 
    Sitting in the dirt, knees pulled to her chest, she knew patience was the only thing for it. The Mark of the Gods had never let her down when it mattered, and it was her duty to give it a reason to help her. 
 
    Twigs snapped above. Thorn chewed slowly as a figure appeared. 
 
    Laslin got to her feet, squinting. 
 
    “Avery?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve heard this joke before,” Avery shouted into the hole. “A god and a lizard fall into a hole. The lizard says, Oh no! How will we ever get out! and the god replies, Heavens above, a talking lizard!” 
 
    Laslin dusted the dirt off her knees. 
 
    “Nothing? Oh, come on. No one’s hurt, are they?” Avery said. 
 
    “We’re as fine as we can be, given the circumstances.” 
 
    “Indeed. It would appear You’ve wandered into a rabbit-trap. Don’t fret; it’s all hyperbole. Those carnies can’t eat anything bigger than a rat or squirrel. They find themselves these nice holes to grow in – You’ll be thrilled to know they aren’t usually this deep – and send their roots up the sides and over the top, so that little woodland creatures running from the big, bad fox think they’ve found refuge, and then—bam! Free food for the rabbit-trap. 
 
    “Your lizard, it seems, has given it a taste of its own medicine. Gruesome.” 
 
    “Can you help us get out?” Laslin asked. 
 
    It wasn’t the time for an unsolicited horticultural lesson. 
 
    “I’m getting there! As I said, the roots grow up the sides. They’re sturdy things. Your best bet is following them and putting Your weight on them, should You find Yourself in such a situation again. Do You have any rope on You? I’m not averse to heading back to the village, but I doubt You want an audience for this.” 
 
    “I tried the roots,” Laslin murmured, digging through the bags on Thorn’s back. 
 
    “This fellow? Goodness, it is only the root of a neighbouring shrub. No wonder you ended up trapped!” 
 
    Avery crouched precariously close to the edge of the pit, boots rested on the rabbit-trap’s thick roots. Now she’d pointed them out, Laslin couldn’t imagine missing them. Avery understood the forest in the way Laslin had understood the mountains a lifetime ago, confidence backed up by experience. 
 
    Laslin threw the rope to Avery. Avery disappeared to tie it around a tree and had Laslin secure Thorn. Together they hauled him out of the pit, pushing and pulling, guiding his feet to the thick roots hidden in the dirt. 
 
    He wasn’t thrilled with the rescue effort. His red scales darkened to a dusty black, and he pressed his body low to the ground, tail lashing back and forth. 
 
    “And now for the easy part,” Avery called, throwing the rope to Laslin. 
 
    Laslin dug her feet into the holds Thorn had left behind, letting Avery pull her over the edge. 
 
    “There! What an exciting morning for me. I’m sure I shall spend the rest of my days boasting of the time I saved a god and Her lizard, and all the village children will say Crazy Old Avery, she hunted till she went mad and saw gods in every shadow.” 
 
    Not needing to gulp down deep breaths, Laslin wiped the dirt from her face. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be kinder than that. Thank you for your help. We would’ve been there for some time had you not happened upon us,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh, nonsense. I’m sure You could’ve used Your Mark to blast Your way out. I wasn’t aware You’d be leaving so soon, else I would’ve come to say goodbye.”  
 
    Avery had little with her, save for the bow and quiver on her back and the knife in her boot. Laslin’s mouth tugged into a frown when Avery unhooked a waterskin from her belt.  
 
    “Not that You need it-need it, but here. I’m sure this was the wrong sort of excitement for all parties,” Avery said, handing it over. 
 
    Meaning to refuse, Laslin took the waterskin. Avery smiled, an understanding in her eyes humans often mistook for hubris, and Laslin heard the cap pop off under her thumb. Water had stopped being a necessity at some nebulous point in the last decade, but it could still bring relief and set her thoughts straight. 
 
    “I really am grateful you were here,” Laslin said, wanting to sound as certain as Avery. “Being a god unfortunately doesn’t grant me knowledge of all the world’s terrain.” 
 
    “Then You aren’t omniscient? How disappointing. These forests are notorious for rabbit-traps and creatures far more fearsome, or so I’ve heard. It’s hard for me to be a fair judge. I’ve lived my entire life in Vaelos and spent more than half of it between the trees. If I might be so bold as to suggest it, You might consider a guide.” 
 
    Laslin had travelled with guides in the past, self-appointed more often than not. When she believed herself human, she’d never succumbed to the itch of exploration. She’d intended to spend her life in the mountains, watching over the Bloodscales. The world beyond its steep slopes and hidden plateaus was a mystery to her, and though people expected gods to know nature as they knew themselves, they wanted a reason to travel with her, too. 
 
    Her companions stayed for months, or weeks. The monotony of wandering from one settlement to the next and offering aid was not the stuff of the songs they were raised on. It was rather too much like hard work. Her guides returned home, eager to embellish the tales of their time together. 
 
    As the years melded into one another, Laslin grew more confident with all the continent threw at her and found tranquillity in the company of Thorn, Ivy, and herself. 
 
    “You?” Laslin asked. 
 
    She’d been staring. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be me, but if I might enquire, who else has rescued You from a pit this very day?” 
 
    There was levity in everything Avery said, so often overridden by piety in other people. Humans spoke to Laslin with reverence, with awe, creating a distance between them. One wrong word and they’d bring shame to their settlement, doomed to the annuals of history as the town that had offended a god. 
 
    Avery poked the point of her bycoket hat, grinning. Laslin couldn’t count how many years it’d been since someone dared tell her a joke, much less made one of her. 
 
    “I’d appreciate it. Neither Thorn nor I need another scare like that,” Laslin said, tipping her head. 
 
    Avery clapped her hands together. 
 
    “Wonderful! Are You in a great hurry? I am not equipped for a journey of the sort. Did I mention it can take the better part of a week to cross the forest? Not that I need to go back, for alternate provisions can always be made on the road, but I am rather fond of my trusty bedroll.” 
 
    It’d taken Laslin hours to end up in the rabbit-trap. Avery could find her way to Vaelos in a fraction of the time and would save her days, if not weeks, with her guidance.  
 
    “We’ll head back for whatever you need.” 
 
    “No, no. That’s quite alright. You’ll have the village in an uproar if You wander back in, and I’ll be faster without You. No offence intended, but Thorn is somewhat wider than most mounts,” Avery said. 
 
    It made no difference to Laslin. Better to sit in the forest than cause a stir in the village, prolonging their departure. 
 
    “None taken. I’ll wait here.” 
 
    “And I shall follow Your lizard’s footprints back to You,” Avery called over her shoulder, heading between the trees. “Sit on that rock and don’t take a single step without me! I don’t trust You not to fall into another pit.” 
 
    Avery disappeared with the flash of a grin. 
 
    Laslin did as she said, brushing the dirt from her hair. Thorn rested his head in her lap, letting her brush the dirt from his slowly-lightening scales, too. 
 
    Laslin closed her eyes. Waiting was nothing, not any more. She could no sooner remember impatience stirring in her bones than she could recall her birth. Focusing on the forest's endless sounds, on the chorus of hundreds and thousands, Laslin drew the world towards her. 
 
    The creatures of day stepped lightly through the undergrowth. The leaves let the wind tug them to and fro, preparing for the summer that would see the ground parched. The buzz of insects never truly faded. Far from them, a stream trickled between smooth rocks. 
 
    An older god would’ve known to avoid the roots of the rabbit-trap. An older god would’ve cut a clear path through the forest with their eyes closed, letting the beat of the continent guide them. A better god wouldn’t need a guide, wouldn’t need to wait, to be still. 
 
    They would march without rest, without hesitation. They would set right the wrongs of the world with every breath, and their deeds would turn to song in the hearts of humans, so much greater than fixing leaking roofs or tending to wilting crops. 
 
    But this was a time of peace. Laslin had to remember that. 
 
    The gods of old had seen to that. The gods before her had made certain war would never rise from the ashes of peace, that poverty would be but a forgotten plot in an abandoned story. 
 
    It was a blessing there were no kingdoms to unite, no injustices to strike down. Laslin was not so callous as to wish for evils to slay at the cost of human suffering. The gods of old had set the world right, and Laslin was there to remind the people of their past deeds; she was there as a shield, as a promise the continent would not crumble beneath their feet. 
 
    “Laslin? Are You in there?” Avery asked. 
 
    Laslin opened an eye. Time had slipped away. The sun arched across the sky, turning Avery’s pale skin golden along the lines of her face. 
 
    “Sorry. Lost in thought,” Laslin said, getting to her feet. 
 
    Thorn sprawled out flat, idly licking moss off a rock. Ivy sat on a high branch, preening her feathers.  
 
    Avery was ready for a stint in the woods. A large rucksack played the part of a tortoise shell on her back, with a bedroll towering over her and a pan hanging from one side. Her bow crossed her body, bowstring against her back, arrows packed into the bag. 
 
    She’d changed her boots for tougher ones, but the green of her hunting garb remained. 
 
    “So! What are Your orders, Laslin… Laslin. Do You have a surname?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Laslin Lonan.”  
 
    Her tongue pressed to the roof of her mouth. It’d been years since she’d spoken her family name. 
 
    “Laslin Lonan! Alliterative. Quite the statement. I do wonder if gods only allow themselves to be born into mortal vessels with catchy names. Who could forget the likes of Fih Bryn? It’s a blessing His parents didn’t name Him John. Then there’s Rodaidh Nolani, which is a strong number of syllables.” 
 
    “You have a lot of opinions on the gods.” 
 
    Avery waved a hand. 
 
    “Only as many as any mortal soul. I know the songs, the poems, the stories, but those aren’t tangible. The only solid facts I have revolved around falling in pits.” 
 
    “Are you going to write a song about that?” 
 
    Laughing, Avery said, “I would never wish that upon You. But as I was saying, Laslin Lonan, do You have a destination in mind? Another tiny village to bless with Your presence?” 
 
    “I’m heading east,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Hm. You mentioned as much before. I had hoped You were being intentionally cryptic, but is that really Your plan? To head east and hope for the best?”  
 
    “It’s worked so far.”  
 
    “You really don’t give anything away, do You? Not that my mortal mind could grasp the truth of it. But Your wish is my command. If we head mostly east, we shall come to a delightful town I have spent many evenings in. They have a population nearing three-thousand and are rather proud of it. I am certain You could find all manner of problems to fix there.”  
 
    It took some convincing to get Thorn on his feet. Laslin promised him over and over that they wouldn’t fall in any more holes, not with Avery with them. Avery tugged a light-green shrub out by its roots and waved it in front of Thorn’s nose, tempting him to take a bite and begrudgingly march forward. 
 
    “He’s the loyal sort, isn’t he? How long has he been with You?” Avery asked. 
 
    “I’ve known him since he was a hatchling. I knew his mother, too. I’m not sure I would’ve been brave enough to leave the mountains without him,” Laslin said.  
 
    “And when was that? How long have You been travelling this continent of ours?” 
 
    Laslin’s pace slowed. She’d kept track, at first. Her first night away from home. Her first week, first month, first year. Two years, four years. Time lost its meaning as she settled into her godhood, and night and day and the seasons blurred into one another. 
 
    “You don’t remember?” Avery asked. 
 
    Laslin shook her head. 
 
    “Eight years. About eight years.” 
 
    “That’s both longer and shorter than I expected. It’s easy to believe You’ve been doing this forever, but from the mind of a mere mortal, eight years feels like a rather long time. I was a different person back then!” 
 
    “So was I,” Laslin agreed. 
 
    “Hah, yes, You win this round. I expect You’ve undergone a metamorphosis unlike anything I could imagine. Not physically, that is. I admit I was somewhat disappointed when I met You and You were entirely without feathers or fangs or scales. It’s no wonder I made such a fool of myself! You look like anyone. Well, not anyone, per se. Only in the way everyone looks different, within the same bounds. Not that You are displeasing to the eye, if saying such a thing does not condemn me for all time.”  
 
    People had always stared at her in awe, searching for the unexplainable, the magical. If they squinted just-so, they’d see the horns, the wings, the makings of a myth. All Laslin had to show for her bold claims of divinity was the Mark of the Gods, as impressive as a mere tattoo from a distance. 
 
    The way she differed from humans was not physical. Not yet. 
 
    It was in the way she watched the stars. It was her quietude, her devotion to a task that would never end, the blood in her veins that would never see the light. 
 
    “It’s the same wherever I go. People even ask if I can fly or transform into something less familiar,” Laslin said. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, Avery said, “I hate to ask, but can You?” 
 
    Laslin couldn’t remember the last time she’d battled with the urge to roll her eyes and laugh in tandem. 
 
    “This is as godly as I get, I’m afraid.”  
 
    “Worry not! I’ve readjusted my expectations,” Avery said, tapping her temple. “I’m ready to be awed by Your every breath.”  
 
    For all Avery loved to talk, it wasn’t at the expense of awareness. She walked through the forest with an ease that convinced Laslin she’d picked a random direction to head in mindlessly. Her knowledge of the forest was innate, spread through her like her very veins, and not once did she lead Laslin into an inescapable pit. 
 
    Laslin had only herself to blame for tripping on tree roots.  
 
    The further they walked, the older the forest grew. Every step Laslin took aged the trees by decades, and though she knew nothing of forests as a whole, there was a strange sense of belonging in the ancient oaks, a timeless solidarity sunk into their roots. 
 
    Moss grew across the trunks and low branches, and lichen hung like lace. Mushrooms spread in patterns Laslin wasn’t meant to decipher. There was a quiet in the forest that came with a swell of sound, fitting perfectly together; every chirp and rustle complemented one another, and each bird sang the very note it was destined to. 
 
    “You’ve said you’ve always lived in Vaelos,” Laslin said, after an hour of listening to Avery hum cheerfully as she climbed over mossy rocks she had no intention of slipping on. 
 
    “I did indeed,” Avery said. 
 
    She held out a hand, stopping Laslin in her tracks. She’d done this half a dozen times. Narrowing her gaze, she listened to something beyond the melody of the forest, shrugged, and continued on her way. 
 
    “The forest helps explain that,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    “Helps explain what?”  
 
    “You seem—” Laslin paused. “I don’t want to offend you.” 
 
    “Offend me? Goodness, it would be an honour to be insulted by a god!” 
 
    “I’ve met a lot of people. Villagers, townsfolk, people in the middle of nowhere, tending to sheep and living quietly. And I’ve been to cities of tens of thousands. You seem like you’d be happier in a larger settlement.” 
 
    Avery span on the spot, laughing. 
 
    “You have not yet known me a full day. What immortal insight has allowed You to glean so much from me?”  
 
    Laslin had no answer. She bit her tongue, but the rise of Avery’s brow forced her to speak. 
 
    “As I said. I’ve met a lot of people, and you are—” 
 
    “A handful? You aren’t wrong! Old Taryn had their work cut raising me. I’m surprised I didn’t give the poor soul a heart-attack decades ago,” Avery said. 
 
    “That isn’t what I was getting at. Only that you’re vibrant. Interesting. I haven’t travelled with a human in a long time.” 
 
    Avery faltered, following in Laslin’s example and almost tripping on a tree root. 
 
    “And vibrant, interesting humans cannot possibly live in such a small village?” Avery asked, colouring across her nose. 
 
    “They can. And that’s what the forest explains.”  
 
    Hands on her hips, Avery said, “You’re talking in circles.” 
 
    Laslin was staring again. 
 
    Shaking her head, she said, “It explains why you’re content in a village as small as Vaelos. I’ve travelled for years but could easily believe the whole world is here, tangled between the trees. There’s so much to it, so much to learn from. There’s so much for you here.” 
 
    “Exactly! The forest is not merely a clump of trees. There’s more life here than in any town or city, and often better conversation, too. I may be a handful in the village, but out here I am so small and insignificant that the forest thinks me a mouse or cricket. And I mean that in the most positive way. It is a delight to feel such a sense of belonging, such a connection to the continent.”  
 
    Laslin appreciated the anonymity nature offered. She was not a god, bathed in the long shadows of the trees. As all living creatures were, she was a traveller, and her footsteps would be forgotten with the next rainfall. 
 
    Tilting her head to a fallen log, Avery took a well-deserved break. 
 
    Laslin’s feet didn’t ache. They hadn’t since she was a child clambering over mountain paths and up cliffsides. Still, she didn’t object to the chance to sit, to take in the forest now it wasn’t tearing past her. 
 
    Avery stretched her neck until it cracked. Thorn fell flat in the clearing, eyes closed. Most days, he was the only reason Laslin remembered to stop for anything. 
 
    “Was Taryn your only parent?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “In a sense. You’ve heard the phrase it takes a village, I presume? I may well be the reason it was dreamt up. In a village as small as Vaelos, everyone is so entrenched in each other’s business that it doesn’t matter if you’re officially family or not. You could knock on anyone’s door and be invited in for dinner. What of Yourself?”  
 
    “I’m from the mountains.” 
 
    “As You said. I know as much of the mountains as I do the Empty Ocean. I’ve seen a few splendid paintings and can only think of them as trapped in perpetual winter, suspended in the air. Did You have villages? Lone buildings? Are You an only child?” 
 
    Laslin paused. Not once had a human asked anything of her past that didn’t involve stumbling upon her divinity. 
 
    “Villages, mostly. Built wherever there are plateaus,” Laslin said. She closed her eyes to conjure the snow-capped roofs of her past, but it felt as real as the paintings Avery spoke of. “There were usually four or five hundred in each. But there were homes along the mountain paths, connecting the villages to each other.” 
 
    Avery nodded. 
 
    “The worst we have to contend with for space are rivers that can be built around and forests easily chased back, but You can’t very well found a city on a vertical chunk of rock. And Your family?” 
 
    “Two mothers. No siblings. Lots and lots of cousins, though,” Laslin said. 
 
    Did her cousins think of her? Did they remember her as a child, or had godhood stolen those memories from them? 
 
    Avery hummed but stopped herself from prying deeper. Leaves rustled across the clearing as a rabbit wandered out, wide-eyed as it almost walked into Thorn. It was gone in a flash, tiny heart full of a fear beyond its understanding.  
 
    “Come. We’d best be off,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin tapped Thorn’s head, letting him know the day was far from over. 
 
    As Avery headed deeper into the forest, Laslin said, “Avery? You aren’t a handful.” 
 
    She didn’t often cling to a conversation long over. 
 
    Stopping to let Laslin catch up with her, Avery placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “That’s kind of You to say, but You’ve known me for paltry hours. I’m sure this week shall teach You better. Now, off with us. We’ve adventure ahead; ghosts await us!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Four. 
 
      
 
    Ghosts were not all stories made them out to be. 
 
    They were not the souls of the dead, trapped in the world of the living and forced to haunt the places they’d once loved. They were not a memory of death or a reminder of it. They were a tangible part of the turning world. 
 
    When the spirit was severed from the flesh, an oily residue remained between the physical and the immortal. Often, it sunk into the earth and became part of the pulse of the world’s magic. Sometimes, the residue mixed with the leftovers of other lives and found strange shapes to linger in. 
 
    The ghosts were not mindless or mindful. They were not vicious or kind, not cruel or calming; they only were what they were. 
 
    Avery hadn’t given them the wide berth Laslin had on her way to Vaelos. 
 
    She crouched low, finger to her lips. She hadn’t blinked in minutes, nor had her grin faded. The ghosts fascinated Avery but were an anomaly Laslin wanted nothing to do with.  
 
    They were tall, seven or eight feet each, without faces. Their limbs were too long, protruding from the wrong places, and the sheer density of the residue turned them to paint strokes in the air.  
 
    They were pure black during the day, dark as thick tar, but as the sun began to set, they took on a soft, turquoise glow. Laslin had seen ghosts scattered across the entire continent, but never so many as roamed the forests around Vaelos. 
 
    They moved with purpose. They headed somewhere. 
 
    Laslin didn’t care to find out what or where that was. 
 
    The ghosts unravelled. They caught on shrubs, arching roots, low branches, and tangled with hanging vines. Oily tar stained everything they touched. Black spots lined the forest, mapping the paths they’d taken. 
 
    There was a stench to it only Laslin could smell. Avery didn’t crinkle her nose, didn’t plaster a hand across her face. Laslin stopped breathing altogether and took wide strides back. 
 
    Despite the discord the ghosts covered the continent with, the forests would be lusher than ever come morning. The residue, drunk down by the earth, would seep into branches and bond with deep roots; leaves would shine like Laslin’s Mark, apples would grow to the size of skulls, and the earth would be as fertile as the fields around Vaelos that had felt Laslin’s blessing. 
 
    Humans had been known to lure ghosts to their settlements, and many villages were built upon once-haunted acres. 
 
    Laslin didn’t understand it. Refusing to breathe wasn’t enough. 
 
    It was not the stench alone. It was a taste, lining her tongue and coating the back of her teeth. It was watery and thin, tinged with copper and dread. 
 
    “What is it? Don’t tell me You’re afraid of ghosts,” Avery said, realising Laslin had retreated. 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” Laslin replied too quickly. She bit her tongue between her back teeth, trying to scrape the taste off. “They make me uncomfortable. As a god. Nothing more.” 
 
    “You do look awfully pale. You might've said something! The forest may be riddled with ghosts, but we could’ve circumvented most of them,” Avery said. 
 
    “I thought we had to take this path.” 
 
    “Not at all! I merely wanted to see the ghosts on my way. They’re fascinating things, always on the move and leaving their surroundings that little bit brighter. I’ve made some of my prized kills around the ghosts’ land. The game that wanders in tastes better than anything in this world.” 
 
    Speaking forced Laslin to take another breath. She covered her mouth with her hand. The thought of eating something the ghosts had brushed against was worse than the stench of death’s residue; it was a stark reminder that she was made of soft, pulpy parts and not merely animated by the Mark of the Gods. 
 
    It put her at too great a distance from her godly and mortal parts. 
 
    “I didn’t realise it was so terrible,” Avery said, leading Laslin away with a hand on her shoulder. “There! Lesson learnt. No ghosts in the future. People are forever saying that Vaelos has more ghosts than anywhere else on the continent, and their otherworldly glow does not light up the darkness in all settlements. But I suppose every village tells the same tales, don’t they?”  
 
    “No. I’ve never seen so many. Not in all my years travelling.”  
 
    Avery hummed in surprise. The concern crossing her features didn’t fade with her usual carefree confidence. Laslin looked away and headed between the trees. Thorn dropped behind, waiting for Avery to make a move. 
 
    Laslin didn’t need pity. She didn’t need humans knowing she couldn’t control all aspects of her being. She needed to march through the forest and reach the next town, doing all she could for the people settled there. 
 
    Avery caught up quickly, falling into stride with Laslin. 
 
    “It isn’t that I’m scared of ghosts. I know they are nothing to fear, and I understand humanity considers them a blessing,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Naturally. You need not explain Yourself to me,” Avery assured her. 
 
    “I know,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery’s mouth pressed into a tight line.  
 
    “I don’t understand them,” Laslin said, once Avery’s silence took its toll. “They’re made of something everyone has within them. Humans, birds, lizards, fish, trees, flowers, every living creature, no matter how big or small. You all have something in common. You’ll all die.” 
 
    “Thank You so for the reminder,” Avery said. 
 
    “But I won’t. I won’t die. I can’t. I wouldn’t have truly accepted that, had I not come across ghosts. I’m not made of the same stuff. I see them and I realise there’s an integral part of me missing. I’m not like anyone else.”  
 
    Avery stopped, facing her fully.  
 
    “That’s—well! It certainly is, isn’t it? When we speak of immortality, I have always pictured it as someone living forever, unless They were to – let’s say – fall into an endless pit or have someone behead them. Your immortality isn’t conditional?” 
 
    Laslin shook her head. 
 
    “Then no number of fatal wounds could be fatal?” 
 
    There was nothing intrusive in Avery’s curiosity. Laslin had asked herself the same questions, and the answers were always unsatisfactory, coming from herself.  
 
    “This body could take almost any beating and not show it. If I was pushed beyond the limits of brutality, I suppose I might take my true form earlier than intended,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Fascinating! Then all the gods are with us still? So You mean to say that when someone claims to have seen Fih Bryn over by the lake, they weren’t merely seeking out attention?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say they’ve seen a god, but it isn’t impossible.” 
 
    “Hah! Someone probably mistook an oversized hawk for a phoenix. Your hawk is as majestic as any other, and the rising sun can play tricks on the eyes and mind alike. But enough of this depressing talk. Let me share my adventures between the trees with You.” 
 
    And so it was for days. 
 
    Avery led the way with an effortless ease that said the trees had cradled her as a new-born, and the foxes and rabbits had been her childhood friends. She told tales of the hunts she’d led, the creatures she’d met, and the people who’d found themselves in plights far worse than Laslin’s encounter with the rabbit-trap. 
 
    Avery wasn’t concerned with the back and forth of conversation. Being listened to was its own reward, and her constant, upbeat chatter soothed even Thorn. He lumbered through the forest with little complaint, squeezing between trees and lifting his short legs over tangles and roots.  
 
    Avery didn’t talk for the sake of talking, either; it was not incessant, nor was it aimless. Laslin understood the forest a little better with every story told. There were no seams, no mysteries to unravel. The forest was whole and complete, a living being that owed no explanation to gods or mortals. 
 
    At night, Avery cooked what she’d foraged throughout the day. She offered Laslin a serving each night, and when Laslin insisted she didn’t need to eat and that Avery should have it all to herself, Avery poured the tiniest spoonful in a bowl for her, just so she could have a taste. 
 
    Laslin remembered how it felt to yearn for a full meal. 
 
    Avery laid out her bedroll and slept by Thorn’s side, as comfortable on the forest floor as anyone had ever been in a bed. Laslin sat on a rock or log, eyes tracing the canopy, and counted the stars. 
 
    On the fourth night, a fox darted into their campsite. Avery, who slumbered like a bare oak in the depths of winter, bolted upright, reached for her bow and found herself face-to-face with Laslin. 
 
    “Gods!” Avery exclaimed. “Or—god, rather.” 
 
    Lowering her bow, she patted her own face. Her eyes had yet to adjust to the dark, but the moon was vibrant and the light caught in Laslin’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It was only a fox. You can go back to sleep,” Laslin whispered, not wanting to wake Thorn. 
 
    “Go back to sleep? With You sitting there? Goodness, Laslin. Don’t tell me You’ve spent every night thus far sitting over me, unmoving.” 
 
    Laslin tilted her head to the side. 
 
    “You asked me if I needed to sleep. I told you that I didn’t.” 
 
    “I understand that much, but had assumed You found other ways to occupy Yourself. That You read, wandered the forest, scrubbed Your boots, brushed Your hair, actually laid down to rest. Do You really just sit there, unblinking?” 
 
    “What else is there to do?” 
 
    “I just gave You a rather thorough list.” 
 
    It was a strange reaction, but that didn’t make it unfounded. Humans had their reasons for being startled, even if Laslin wasn’t privy to them. The night may not have been made for the gods to sleep through, but Laslin was glad of the chance to stop, to be still, to watch the stars while they watched her. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ll face away if it disturbs you,” Laslin said. 
 
    “It doesn’t disturb me. I find it—well, alright. Admittedly, it is unnerving. But as a human, I can’t grok what not-sleeping truly entails. I can’t imagine not knowing exhaustion and crumbling to its whims. You can spend Your nights as You please, far be it from me to give orders. But I can’t help but notice the bedroll Thorn carries. Can You sleep?” 
 
    Laslin had used the bedroll a handful of times over the last few years. Thrice to give Thorn somewhere suitable to sleep, and once to sate the itch of a habit she couldn’t remember breaking. Laslin didn’t know when she’d last tried to sleep, but she had tried; for all her efforts, sleep had not come, and she felt no worse for it. 
 
    “I can close my eyes. I can rest,” Laslin said. 
 
    “A shining endorsement.” 
 
    Avery rolled onto her side. Her breathing softened into a rhythm Laslin’s lungs no longer remembered, luring her to sleep within minutes. Laslin shifted so she was no longer looking over Avery to glimpse the stars, and continued counting the lights in the sky. 
 
    True to her word, Avery avoided each and every ghost. The sinking sensation left, but Laslin searched every long shadow for something Avery had missed. They spent two nights in ruins, one in the wreckage of an old folly and one in the memory of a crumbled cottage.  
 
    Avery circled each ruin they came across, tracing the gaps in the stone that moss and ivy fought to fill. The ruins weren’t part of the forest. Avery didn’t understand them as she did the trees and the creatures that took shelter from her footsteps. 
 
    After a week, the forest began to thin. The birds sang to a different tune, and bright spears of light pierced the sparse canopy.  
 
    Avery slowed her pace. Laslin didn’t know whether she was sad to leave the forest or sorry the journey had reached its inevitable conclusion. Laslin said nothing and didn’t rush her on. 
 
    A new world slipped into view. Their land was one of sharp contrasts, dense forests and empty meadows, broad, fast rivers and untouched fens, each landscape as surprising as it was predictable. Ahead, a town claimed the horizon, sending its shadow over the dry, rocky earth surrounding it. 
 
    People walked the dusty roads. Thorn gulped a breath of relief as nature’s traps faded, and Ivy perched on his back, knowing the sky was the sky, no matter where they went. 
 
    “Watch Yourself,” Avery said, groaning. 
 
    She placed a hand on Laslin’s back, urging her on. 
 
    “What is it?” Laslin asked. 
 
    The most threatening foe the forest had offered was a rather loud frog, but in the open, Avery wrestled with the urge to grab her bow. 
 
    “Mad Old Saxon lives out here. One thoughtless glance her way and she’ll talk our ears off. It’s torture.”  
 
    It did nothing to quash Laslin’s curiosity.  
 
    Ahead, a cottage teetered on the edge of the forest. It was old but well cared for, built around an oak tree that protruded from the roof, just left of the chimney stack. A low fence ran around it, enclosing a quaint garden.   
 
    “I heard that, Avery,” came a woman’s voice from behind. 
 
    Laslin span around. 
 
    Mad Old Saxon couldn’t have been much older than forty. She was a tall, poised woman, with long, braided hair that reached the small of her back. She wore a light, colourful coat, with snapdragons embroidered down the lapels.  
 
    Her brown skin, warm where Laslin’s was cool, reminded her of the mountains and their people.  
 
    She smiled brightly. 
 
    “Not now, Saxon. I’ve important business to tend to and it doesn’t involve the likes of you,” Avery snapped. 
 
    “Indeed you have. It looks to me as though you’ve brought a god through my woods,” Saxon said, mouth curling into a smile. 
 
    Avery blinked a dozen times. 
 
    Laslin couldn’t take her eyes off Saxon. 
 
    There was something to her that Laslin could not explain, a pull she was close to being at the mercy of. She searched the woman’s eyes for answers but found nothing beyond her own reflection. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Yes, very clever. Someone sent a raven ahead, I suppose, or got a head-start while I was aiding our dear god in the forest. In the forest, that is, not your forest.” 
 
    Laslin’s insides unknotted. She’d been in the dark of the forest for too long. There was nothing more to Saxon than any other human. It’d been a while since word of mouth had spread so quickly. For the first few years, towns and villages had known to expect her, had waited for weeks or months in anticipation of her visit. The further she headed from the densely populated west and the further the settlements crept from one another, the more she found herself catching villagers off-guard. 
 
    “Very clever,” Saxon agreed. “It is a blessing to meet You, Your Grace. My name is Saxon Brackstone.”  
 
    She bowed to Laslin, fingers twitching as she stopped herself from completing some small ritual. 
 
    “Please, Laslin is fine. It’s good to meet you, Saxon. Are you friends with Avery?” Laslin said. 
 
    “That depends on who You ask. Would You like to come in for tea?” 
 
    “Why would we ever want that?” Avery scoffed. 
 
    “Because You both have had a long journey, and I know all your favourite blends. Besides, few know more about the gods than I do.” 
 
    “What? Goodness, Saxon! You can’t truly be so foolish as to say such a thing before a god. Do you want to secure yourself passage to hell?” 
 
    “It is only the fact of things. I would like to give Her Grace a proper welcome, now She is out of the woods.” 
 
    Saxon moved over to Thorn but didn’t run her hands over his scales as so many did. Her admiration was soft and respectful, but with something knowing beneath it. Avery was right about one thing: there were few bold enough to claim they were versed in the history of the gods. Every human Laslin had ever met was wet clay, eager to be impressed upon. 
 
    “Laslin. And that’s the exact sort of arrogance guaranteed to get you an invitation to hell,” Avery said. 
 
    “Stop it. No one’s going to hell,” Laslin said. 
 
    “No one’s going to hell? That seems like a broken system, don’t You think?” 
 
    “I won’t apologise for her. It never gets me anywhere,” Saxon said, smiling wryly. “And I won’t keep You from Your destination for any longer. It was a true honour to meet You, if only in passing.” 
 
    “You too,” Laslin said, hurrying after Avery. 
 
    Avery wouldn’t meet her gaze. She marched away from the forest, hands curled into fists, muttering to herself. Laslin thought better of doubling back and taking Saxon up on her offer of tea, but that didn’t stop her glancing back. 
 
    The cottage door closed behind Saxon. It was for the best. Humanity would worry if she asked too many questions about her own kind. 
 
    “Are you two friends?” 
 
    “Friends? What part of that little exchange appeared friendly to You?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Well. It wasn’t not friendly. Complicated relationship?” 
 
    “Curious, aren’t You? Saxon has been a thorn in my side – pardon my phrasing, dear lizard – since I was a teen. She is ever lecturing me on the forest's inherent magic and how it is all sacred land, not to be taken for granted. She is utterly obsessed with gods and ghosts, and does what she can to get in the way of my hunting excursions.” 
 
    Laslin spared the cottage a final glance. 
 
    “There were people like that in the mountains. They called themselves sages and made up rules as they saw fit. They were always talking about the return of the gods and how grateful we’d be for all their rules when one was born during our lifetimes.” 
 
    “Hah! And then You revealed Yourself to the world. What did Your sages have to say about that?” 
 
    Most discussions had taken place behind closed doors. Laslin was a child. She didn’t understand what was happening to her or why people looked at her so differently. The sages gathered in their hall, talking and arguing throughout the night, none wanting to make a single misstep. They came to Laslin with their heads bowed, swearing loyalty to her, and Laslin hadn’t known what to say. 
 
    She still didn’t. Her palms itched as the memory stirred. She’d buried too much beneath the normalcy of godhood, eroded by time. 
 
    “They used to tell me off for spending too much time with the Bloodscales. That quickly changed,” Laslin said. 
 
    The corner of Avery’s mouth quirked. She wasn’t getting the whole story but wasn’t about to push. Avery was a hunter with a keen eye for things; Laslin had not often shared the company of a mortal who didn’t dig and dig and dig, excavating truths Laslin had yet to come to terms with. 
 
    “No curfews for You! This is the sort of life-changing event that belongs in a story, not right beside me. I cannot comprehend it, even as I stand next to You,” Avery said. 
 
    “Everyone goes through changes in their lives. Mine was simply more…”  
 
    Laslin waved a hand in the air. 
 
    “Dramatic?” 
 
    “To put it lightly.” 
 
    “Ah. But here’s the thing. To see You now – and I say this as someone who has seen You trapped in a pit – is to believe You have always been this way. Divinity made flesh, on a quest to right all wrongs! I am certain there was a learning curve, but I cannot summon a shadow of it. Surely You have always been a god, born into those very boots.” 
 
    So it was wherever Laslin went. 
 
    At least Avery was honest about her assumptions. 
 
    “Can you fire your bow?”  
 
    Avery didn’t let confusion hinder her. 
 
    “Indeed I can. It isn’t all for show,” Avery said, setting her bag at her feet. “I’m intrigued to see where this is going. And to have the chance to show off, naturally. What am I aiming for?” 
 
    Laslin pointed to an oak sapling ahead of them, a little too thick to wrap a hand around. Avery nodded, plucked an arrow from her quiver, and lifted her bow. She notched the arrow, lined it up with the target fifty-feet off, and let it fly. There was no hesitation, no strain or effort Laslin could read into the motion. 
 
    The arrow flew true, striking a knot in the sapling. 
 
    Avery grinned, punching the air.   
 
    “There! Talk about pressure. I never imagined myself performing for a god. But what is the moral of this little interlude, if I might ask?” Avery said. 
 
    “It looked as though you must have always been able to make such a shot,” Laslin said. “As natural as breathing.” 
 
    “I suppose it must’ve, yet I’ve dedicated much of my life to honing my singular skill with the bow.” 
 
    “Can you imagine not knowing how to string a bow? Can you remember dropping an arrow when you tried to notch it? When was the last time you missed a target by whole feet?”  
 
    “I…”  
 
    Avery turned the bow in her hands. Her eyes darted around as she did her utmost to step into the past and wield it with unskilled hands. 
 
    “Very clever. I know it is the truth of my past, but it seems ridiculous. Unbelievable. You’re right. If I can hit such a target now, surely I have always been able to! And it is the same for You. You are a god now, so You cannot remember how it felt to think you were anything less. Fascinating. It truly was worth my time accompanying You through the woods. I shall have enough to talk about for decades, and I shall teach Mad Old Saxon a thing or two.” 
 
    Avery hovered on the spot, glancing between her bag and the arrow in the tree. Partings were always abrupt, and Laslin felt them grow more awkward by the year. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Laslin said. “It’s getting late.”  
 
    “Oh—yes,” Avery said, slinging her bag onto her back. “I’d best be going, hadn’t I?” 
 
    Laslin put a hand on Avery’s arm. 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant. It’s getting late, and we’ve been travelling for a week. There’s going to be a feast, you know. There always is. They’ll want to give me somewhere to stay, too. You should get to enjoy all of that.” 
 
    Avery’s mouth split into a grin. Her eyes lit up with a glee that had visited Laslin a lifetime ago. 
 
    “Well! If You insist upon it, dear Laslin. After all, I missed Your grand entrance to my humble little village. I can’t wait to see how the town reacts to the sight of You,” Avery said. 
 
    Avery hooked her thumbs around her bag straps and rocked on the balls of her feet. A sincere smile crossed Laslin’s face, a far cry from the one she’d soon wear for the benefit of the town. She took the chance to lead the way. 
 
    Thorn marched steadily behind, bright red scales catching the eye of every human they passed. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Five. 
 
      
 
    The town made good use of the Mark of the Gods. Its problems were no more disastrous than Vaelos’, but they were far more numerous. After the initial wave of disbelief wore off and the townsfolk exhausted themselves, insisting a god need not trouble herself, Laslin set about righting the most insignificant of wrongs. 
 
    Avery did most of the talking. She’d paid rapt attention at Vaelos’ feast and put an energy into the townsfolks’ answers that satisfied them more than anything from Laslin’s mouth could. Avery was a puzzle of a mortal, inexplicably at a god’s side, but still one of them; she knew what humanity wanted to hear. 
 
    The children were drawn to Thorn, as they always were. Ivy circled the town half a dozen times before disappearing, knowing Laslin wouldn’t need her till morning. The crowd of hundreds soon became thousands. The Mayor shepherded them through the streets, humming that Laslin didn’t have to fix every problem, but oh, would it be possible to see the Mark in action? 
 
    Evening brought the feast Laslin had promised Avery. Whole villages had little problem squeezing into their central hall and square, but towns and cities saw their celebrations pouring into taverns and down side-streets. The most self-important gathered around Laslin’s table, and Avery dutifully fended them off with sharp answers and tales of her own. 
 
    Laslin had been the guest of honour at hundreds of feasts, but she’d never had a companion like Avery at her side. Avery was in her element but didn’t belie her awe. Her eyes followed every song and dance, she honed in on every conversation, every question, and her hands swayed in abrupt flourishes as she spoke. She laughed, she drank, she ate, not once pausing for breath. 
 
    She wrapped herself in the celebrations and left the table to dance with a handsome woman who’d been watching her all evening.  
 
    Laslin saw herself in Avery. It hadn’t been long since she was in her position: travelling to places unknown, welcomed by all, sitting down to feast. Had Laslin spoken so much? Had she danced with the locals? Had she not cared that her face hurt from grinning so? Had she greeted everything with surprise, with gratitude, certain nothing could ever compare to this? 
 
    Surely not. That was the behaviour of mortals. The townsfolk thought they were honouring Laslin, but she was humouring them. She’d never relished in the celebrations, never danced, never laughed until her lungs ached. The feasts and revelry were for the humans, building obstacles in her path. 
 
    Without them, Laslin wouldn’t be forced to stay the night. She could move onto distant lands in true need of healing.  
 
    If such a place still existed. 
 
    Avery and her dance partner disappeared. Laslin endured upwards of an hour alone, answering the Mayor’s questions and pretending to watch the dancers, hoping no one would ask her the things she’d answered a thousand times.  
 
    The same thing that always happened came to pass: the humans became more interested in talking about Laslin than talking to her. 
 
    Midnight crept close. Avery fell into her abandoned seat, red-faced and grinning. 
 
    “Don’t tell me the lives of gods are so above us mere mortals that You are bored by all this,” Avery said, reaching for a leg of meat. 
 
    “I’m not bored. I’m humbled,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh, save Your breath,” Avery said, tearing off mouthfuls of cold meat. “It’s as plain as the Mark on Your arm. Look at this all around us! I doubt the people have witnessed such a celebration in a century, yet You’re thinking of the next town You’ll head to. Goodness. Vaelos must’ve embarrassed itself with what little we had to offer You.” 
 
    Laslin’s eyes left the dance floor. 
 
    “I’m grateful for everything Vaelos did for me. It’s an honour to make people happy.” 
 
    Avery didn’t contest the truth of it. 
 
    “Well. Do You want to dance? She asked. 
 
    Laslin sat straighter.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Dance, Laslin. I’m simply trying to rescue You from the monotony of being adored and worshipped wheresoever You go. Don’t tell me it’s blasphemy. I’m not going to be banished to the Empty Ocean for such an innocent request, am I?” 
 
    “I don’t know where you get these ideas. My job is to help humanity, not punish them. And I don’t dance, but thank you for the offer.” 
 
    Dropping the bone she’d picked clean on a plate, Avery rested her feet on the table and rocked on the back legs of her chair.  
 
    “Why ever not? Do gods not dance? Or are the mountain people far too stern for that?” Avery asked. 
 
    Laslin shuffled in the seat the evening bound her to. She couldn’t give people soul-satisfying answers about the gods and her purpose, but she could speak of the mountains and their rocky, hard-won beauty.  
 
    “I’ve been travelling for eight years, and I’ve never met people who didn’t dance, whether they were from mountains or valleys. We had whole celebrations around dance when the last of the Bloodscales hatched in the spring. Our culture was built around music.”  
 
    “Is,” Avery said. Laslin furrowed her brow. “Your culture is built around music. They have celebrations. You speak as though You left the mountains aeons ago and only dust remains.”  
 
    Laslin nodded. Her life in the mountains wasn’t as far in the past as it felt; the mountain people were still dancing, though Laslin no longer did. 
 
    “Well, there you have it. My people dance, but I do not. People see gods in a certain way and I have to abide by that.” 
 
    Avery snorted a laugh. 
 
    “No. You see Yourself in a certain way and don’t want to ruin the illusion. You don’t want to let humanity know that You might have fun and enjoy Yourself once in a while.”  
 
    It truly wasn’t Laslin’s place to punish mortals or snap at them. Avery had relished in all the feast had to offer and then some, but Laslin had not left her seat in years. Ever since the Mark had blemished her skin, she acted in a way befitting of her true self. 
 
    Whatever that self was. 
 
    “I am enjoying myself,” Laslin said. 
 
    “I don’t mean anything by it. Only that You have to act in a certain way, and that may not be Your true self. We all do this. I’m sure the Mayor sings in their underwear in the privacy of their home, but the townsfolk would lose faith if they climbed upon the table here.” 
 
    Laslin nodded. 
 
    “I am a god, first and foremost. I can’t do the things I could when I thought I was human.” 
 
    “A shame. But honourable, too. You’ve made these people tremendously happy, Laslin. Vaelos, too. Little Malik will grow up knowing he has been blessed by a god and Her friendly lizard.” 
 
    Laslin stared into the glass she’d yet to take a drink from. 
 
    “Are You ready to call it a night? I have a long journey home and ought to make the most of a bed while I can,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin nodded too quickly. Avery had come to her rescue once again. The crowds in the hall and square had thinned, but people would be making the most of the festivities until the sun rose. Avery darted along the back of the hall and vanished through a narrow door. Laslin followed, certain no eyes were on her. 
 
    The night was warm and dark. The changes spring brought stirred in the air, and clouds covered the moon and stars. Laslin reached for her Mark, but Avery took the lead before she could search out slivers of light. 
 
    The hall backed onto a row of tall, narrow buildings, leaving a path a few feet wide. Avery’s heavy steps caught on the cobbles. Laslin reached not for moonlight but Avery’s back. With a hand between Avery’s shoulder blades, she stepped out of the alley and into the wider streets. Sounds of celebration trailed after them, and Avery darted back to the inn. 
 
    It was far from the only one in town, and unlike Vaelos’, it had a dozen rooms. They had both been given their own, the biggest on offer, and Thorn had been fast asleep on Laslin’s bed since sunset. 
 
    Avery brought a finger to her lips, though she was the only one making noise. She slipped into the building, tiptoed up the creaking stairs, and patted herself down on the landing in search of a key. 
 
    “Spend the night with me,” Avery said, fumbling with the lock. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    Laughing uproariously and ruining all the sneaking she’d done, Avery said, “Oh, goodness. I learnt my lesson when I asked You to dance. Surely You don’t think me that brash. All I meant to say is that a certain lizard has made himself comfortable in Your bed, and, ah—well. Forgive me for saying so, but You seemed lonely at the feast. At the feast thrown in Your honour. Don’t spend the night the same way.”  
 
    “Thorn is company enough,” Laslin said, but tilted her head towards Avery’s door. 
 
    Avery took a heavy step in. The wine and ale had got the better of her, but she lit a lantern without burning the room down. 
 
    The bed was a mess, pillow on the floor, blanket a tangled heap at the foot of the bed. Avery cleared her throat and wasted time making the bed she was about to fall into. 
 
    “You are welcome to it. That armchair looks far more comfortable than the forest floor, and I am more than happy to sleep in it. Not that You are going to sleep, but You’re the reason we have these rooms. It only seems right to offer,” Avery said. 
 
    “I’ll be fine here,” Laslin said, falling into the armchair before Avery could. 
 
    “Wonderful, wonderful.”  
 
    Avery kicked her boots off and threw her hat into the corner of the room. She yawned her way through a goodnight and fell flat on the bed, asleep before she could make good on her offer of company.  
 
    Laslin didn’t mind. She smiled for the benefit of absolutely no one. She settled into the padded green armchair, glad of the silence and the chance to be still. It’d been a good day. She’d done what she’d set out to do, and the town was all the better for her visit. It’d been a good day, and any god worth their salt would be grateful for the chance to help people as she did. It’d been a good day, but the patience she’d based her immortal life around threatened to betray her.  
 
    She wanted the sun to rise. She wanted morning to reach them. She wanted to move on, to find another village or town, and help people in a way that mattered. 
 
    Avery mumbled in her sleep, rolling onto her side. 
 
    It’d only been a week, but Laslin was used to sitting over Avery while she slept. Avery was true to herself even while lost to dreams. She tossed and turned, muttered under her breath, and cycled through countless expressions. 
 
    Laslin left in the night to check on Thorn. He’d taken up the bulk of the bed, head hanging limply off the side, claws dug into the blanket. The carnage of shredded leaves and decapitated carrots said he’d enjoyed his evening. 
 
    When she returned to Avery’s room, Laslin stood at the window and watched the faint lights of celebration glimmer in the dark. That was how it was supposed to be: humans caught in a swirl of joy thanks to the god who’d changed things for the better, content to have only caught a glimpse of immortality. 
 
    She shouldn’t be at the centre of things. 
 
    She’d fix that. If there were to be a feast in the next town she reached, she wouldn’t be sat at the head of a long table. She’d move on once all the repairs were done and arguments settled. Thorn and Ivy were happy to sleep under the stars.  
 
    The lantern flickered out. The sun rose. Avery groaned herself awake and started, head hitting the wall.  
 
    “Gods! We talked about this, Laslin! You can’t watch me sleep,” Avery croaked. “What? What is it? Don’t tell me I’ve drooled on myself.” 
 
    Avery wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. Laslin didn’t say anything. She couldn’t explain the certainty washing over her, the culmination of yet another night spent waiting, still and silent. 
 
    Avery at the feast, Avery stirring in her sleep; it was fascinating and human, and Laslin had been at too great a distance from it for too long. 
 
    “Ugh. My mouth tastes like the bottom of a stablehand’s boot,” Avery said, now immune to Laslin’s unfaltering gaze. 
 
    “Come with me,” Laslin blurted out. 
 
    Avery pushed herself up and brushed her hair out of her face, squinting. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Come with me,” Laslin repeated. There was no taking the words back. “Travel with me.” 
 
    Avery was slower to answer than Laslin hoped. 
 
    “Ah. I see. Unfortunately, I do not know the rest of these lands as well as I do the forest. I would be of little help to You.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for a guide.” 
 
    “Then what are You looking for?” Avery asked, mouth spreading into a smile. “Someone who can talk back to You?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    The ill-effects of alcohol went forgotten. Avery sprang out of bed, hair a mess, and stood over Laslin. 
 
    “Rather bold of You to ask, don’t You think? What am I to do? Drop everything in my life and follow a god across the continent?” Avery said, rubbing her chin.  
 
    She couldn’t smother her grin. She wouldn’t make this easy for Laslin. 
 
    “Would you rather stay here with your dance partner from last night?”  
 
    Avery turned red without a hint of embarrassment. 
 
    “Very good. I suppose my only real responsibilities are to keep the village fed, and we’ve plenty of hunters. Little Malik might miss me, but I am known to disappear into the forest for weeks on end. He might not even notice,” Avery hummed to herself. “What am I to serve as if not a guide, then? Some sort of buffer between You and the common people? A font of knowledge to answer all the questions You have been asked a thousand times?” 
 
    Avery paced the room, thoughts racing ahead of her words. Laslin watched her eyes dart back and forth as a thousand scenarios played out at once. 
 
    “I’d like you to come with me. That’s all,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery stopped pacing, shaking off the shadow of a sour thought. 
 
    “Well! Quite the offer. The offer of a lifetime, or more! Most do not live in the time of a god. But I cannot very well leave Vaelos to adventure across the land without letting anyone know. Even I am not so self-involved as that.” 
 
    “Ivy will take care of that. I promised Malik I’d write to him.” 
 
    “Two letters with one bird! Do You do this often? Invite people to follow?” 
 
    “Never,” Laslin admitted. “People tend to do the following without being invited.”  
 
    “And what shall we do? Move from town to village to city to farm, relish in a different feast every night, and march across the continent?” 
 
    “It’s served me well so far.” 
 
    Avery frowned. 
 
    Laslin had taken her for the sort who never hesitated. The silence darkened Laslin’s Mark. 
 
    “You aren’t obligated to follow me because I’m a god. The choice is yours. I apologise for putting you on the spot,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery held out her arms. 
 
    “Let us see. Another thirty-three years in Vaelos, waiting for something more exciting than a god to wander through, or a trip across the continent on a giant lizard? It isn’t much of a choice, is it? Still, I admit to having never wandered much further than the forest, and there is the smallest touch of trepidation within me. Tell me something. Would we reach the Empty Ocean?” 
 
    The Empty Ocean was the stuff of myth and matter: it was a story to tell, a mystery to mull over, yet it was right there, waiting for any who wandered to the edge of the continent. Laslin’s heart had sunk into her soles at the sight of it so many years ago. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We wouldn’t have to go near it,” Laslin promised. 
 
    “What? Goodness, You misunderstand me. I want to see it. I’m not going unless You swear on all the gods before You that I shall at least get a glimpse of it.” 
 
    Laslin took no time to consider it. 
 
    “Alright. We’ll go. If you want to see the end of the world so badly, I’ll take you,” she said. 
 
    Avery beamed. 
 
    “Then you’ll come?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Pssh!” Avery said, knocking her shoulder against Laslin’s as she reached for her boots. “Did You really think I would pass up such an opportunity? I simply had to pretend to mull it over to secretly squash any fears that arose. I do have one rule, though.”  
 
    “No watching you sleep?” 
 
    “Very good! If we’re on the same page, it would be foolish of me to turn Your offer down. Fetch Your dear bird, would You? If I don’t write to Old Taryn now, it’ll slip my mind entirely.”  
 
    Avery went about her morning as though a god hadn’t altered her life’s course. She rummaged through a bag for a brush and squinted at the mirror as she tamed her hair, whistling to her reflection. 
 
    Laslin stood at the window, reaching out into the morning air. 
 
    The Mark of the Gods glowed softly. The wind picked up, finding the start of a song. Laslin rested her elbows on the sill, watching the morning take form. Pink light brushed the clouds and spread along the horizon, and townsfolk started their days as though yesterday had been but a dream. 
 
    Ivy heeded the silent call. She swooped down, landing on Laslin’s arm. 
 
    “Good morning. I have a favour to ask of you,” Laslin said. 
 
    She ran her fingers across the curve of Ivy’s beak and brushed the feathers atop her head. She didn’t fuss too much with her, letting the hawk take her place on the sill. 
 
    Avery grumbled something about being hungry. She disappeared without a formal explanation, and Laslin sat at the narrow table to write.  
 
      
 
    Dear Malik, 
 
      
 
    I hope you won’t mind me writing to you so soon after leaving Vaelos. Even for a god, a lot has happened over these last eight days. I trust you not to share this with anyone (and if your grandparent is helping you read this, I know my trust is well placed in them, too), but I want to let you in on a secret—your sister came to my rescue. 
 
      
 
    Thorn and I had fallen into what Avery calls a rabbit-trap. You can imagine how startled I was and how it confused poor Thorn. If not for Avery, we might still be down there, too embarrassed to call for help. After she hauled us out of the pit, she returned to Vaelos. I’m sure you know she accompanied me through the forest she knows so well. 
 
      
 
    I am writing to apologise. I will be borrowing your sister for a time longer. She proved herself indispensable in the forest and knows far more of the eastern continent than I do. We are going to travel together, helping out anyone we can. Thorn and Ivy have always been the best company I could ask for, but I am excited to travel with someone who can talk back. 
 
      
 
    Avery has already shared a dozen stories with me. Many about you. I’m confident she’ll make you and your village proud. 
 
      
 
    Ivy will bring a letter back, if you want to write. Let me know how everything is in Vaelos. I hope everyone is well and the new rooftiles are holding up. Though it’s a long way off, I’m excited to hear about the harvest once autumn is upon us. 
 
      
 
    Best regards, 
 
      
 
    Laslin. 
 
      
 
    The words came slowly. They were not her own, but served a higher purpose: the paragraphs were long, the writing neat, so as not to disappoint anyone. As a god, she had to present facts, not feelings. Malik might delight in sharing a secret with a god, but even if the news of her falling into a rabbit-trap spread, it would do no harm. 
 
    Humans would do with the gossip as they pleased. It would become a rabbit-trap like no other, big enough to swallow a child whole; what a blessing it was that Laslin had stumbled across it and had her lizard devourer the fearsome plant. 
 
    But if she was short with Malik, if she made a joke or sounded uncertain, she’d never recover from it. As a god, only she could understand herself, and she had to present that self in a way mortals could comprehend.  
 
    Ivy’s wings twitched as Laslin returned to the window. 
 
    “Not yet. Avery has to write a letter of her own,” Laslin said softly.  
 
    Laslin’s eyes scanned the square. Avery wasn’t far. She’d been caught in a crowd of conversation, all eager for five minutes alone with a god, and did an admirable job of fending them off while tearing her breakfast apart.  
 
    Laslin laid paper across the desk, ready for Avery to write to Taryn and Malik, to her parent and brother. 
 
    It had been years since Laslin wrote to her mothers, to the mountains. The words had flowed when she first left home, and then they had not. Heart-felt phrases became stilted paragraphs. 
 
    But that was the past. That was a god who did not know what they were, not truly.  
 
    Avery would write home, and Laslin’s letter would be enough. 
 
   


  
 

 Six. 
 
      
 
    Laslin and Avery were the guests of honour for two more days. 
 
    Laslin’s bond with Ivy ensured the bird could return to her no matter where she roamed, whether either of them had seen that part of the continent before, but Laslin didn’t want to push her. Thorn deserved more than a night of rest, too. 
 
    He’d taken to lounging along the town’s largest well, drinking down the warming spring sunshine. 
 
    She spent the first day fixing all the minute problems that scourged town life. Laslin used the Mark with such regularity that it scarcely turned black. People followed them in packs. Laslin talked more than she had in years, and that was with Avery shielding her. 
 
    There would’ve been a feast that second night had Laslin not gently forbidden it. She dined with Avery and the cheerful couple who ran the inn, finding the conversation much more palatable; it didn’t all revolve around her. 
 
    The innkeepers were old friends of Taryn and had plenty to ask and even more to tell. Avery laughed the whole evening. She caught Laslin’s eye, assuring her she need not say anything to be included, omnipresent in her own way. 
 
    Avery stole food from her plate when the innkeepers weren’t looking. 
 
    Avery proved herself indispensable in the simplest ways. Laslin had done the right thing in inviting her along, yet something settled uncomfortably within her. 
 
    Perhaps she’d asked too much. Of Avery, of herself. 
 
    She couldn’t say. 
 
    Again, Avery invited Laslin to her room. Again, there was nothing more to it. Comfortably full and exhausted by good conversation, Avery fell asleep within minutes. There was an ease to it a god couldn’t comprehend, a gift in the rest no god needed. Laslin watched Avery, taking in the comfort of the mattress, the weight of the sheets too thick for the season, as she’d taken moonlight into her Mark. 
 
    It was her imagination, a fiction: she had no memory of ever confining herself to a bed. Her bones hadn’t yearned for sleep in years, and her eyes held no weight behind them. 
 
    Remembering she’d promised not to watch Avery sleep, Laslin slipped silently from the room and into the town square. 
 
    The streets were empty. Only Thorn remained on the cobbles, awash in moonlight as dark shadows gathered around him. Laslin sat along the wall and petted his head. He didn’t twitch, didn’t stir, but there was comfort in it for both of them. 
 
    The following day, mouth full of breakfast, Avery insisted they prepare for the journey ahead. Laslin might need nothing more than her own two feet and her lizard, but it wasn’t so for Avery. 
 
    Avery accepted all the town had to offer, clothing draped over her shoulders and cured meats packed into her bags. 
 
    “This always reminds me of the tales Old Taryn used to tell of Fih Bryn’s time,” Avery muttered as she admired a pan. “Ancient though they may be, they had no right to tell those tales as though they were there.” 
 
    “How old is Taryn? You make them sound a century or more,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh, they’re getting on alright! They turned sixty-two at the start of spring.” 
 
    “That’s hardly ancient. First Taryn, then Saxon. Is everyone a day older than you old?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I mean it as an endearment, most of the time. How old are You, if I might be so bold as to ask?” Avery said, mulling over a scarf that wouldn’t see use for months yet. 
 
    “Thirty. At the start of spring, too.”  
 
    She had kept track of that for whatever it was worth. She expected people to ask, but they never did. They knew gods to be immortal, and so deemed her ageless, or at least as old as the trees themselves. Her birth didn’t play into it. 
 
    “Hm. I know rather too many people born at the start of spring. But You are younger than me by a mile! You are a very young god in a very old world, aren’t You?” 
 
    Laslin recalled Avery saying she was thirty-three. 
 
    “So I am.” 
 
    Avery continued browsing the wares. The townsfolk watched, whispering to each other whenever Laslin glanced at something new. 
 
    “As I was saying, Old Taryn used to tell tales of the woes of Fih Bryn’s time. And the time of all gods before Him, I suppose. The world was ruled by silver and gold, Taryn said. The monarchy only had power so long as they had money. Hm, I wonder if that’s where the word comes from. Mon-ey, mon-archy. Probably a stretch, I own. I am no scholar. Already Malik is more learned with a pen and paper than I shall ever be,” Avery hummed to herself. “But can You imagine it? After a day’s hunt, I return to Vaelos with a fine stag slung over my shoulders. A starving woman begs me for a cut of the meat, insisting that even the tough, fatty bit will do. 
 
    “And I, looking down to find her grey-faced and gaunt, turn away and laugh, not willing to spare a flank unless she places some small, metal trinkets in my palm. As if – what were they called? – coins? – have more weight than her life. What a terrible time to live in. We are endlessly blessed that Fih Bryn abolished such a cruel, senseless system.”  
 
    There’d been no currency, no bartering, no trade, for close to two centuries. The continent relied on the inherent goodness that had room to grow once there was no purpose in greed. It was Fih Bryn’s greatest gift to the world, and Laslin did not wish for humanity to live any other way. 
 
    “There are no such evils to slay in the world anymore,” Laslin said, biting back disappointment. 
 
    “That we know of! Perhaps You shall do something as dramatic as refill the Empty Ocean. Or else You shall be known as a god of the people; as One who walked amongst us and reminded us there is always more we can do to help our neighbours. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Easier than filling the oceans.” 
 
    It was gone noon when Ivy returned. She landed on Laslin’s arm with a trill, glad to find her where she’d left her. 
 
    “Oh, that’s charming,” Avery said, examining her letters. “Malik really does try, bless his heart. His hand is almost as steady as Old Taryn’s.” 
 
    Avery sat on a bench and hummed as she read her letters, taking in Malik’s first. 
 
    Laslin smoothed out her letter and gave it the attention it deserved. 
 
      
 
    DEAR MISS GOD (It was written in the hand of a child.) 
 
      
 
    THANK YOU FOR YOUR LETTER. (Malik, still, then onto dictation:) I’m so happy that my sister helped You! How is Thorn? I hope he isn’t hurt. If he is, he can come to Vaelos to recover. I will even let him have my bed. 
 
      
 
    And it’s okay to borrow Avery. But she has to stay safe, okay? I know she is the best archer on the continent but sometimes she gets into trouble. Please write and tell me all about Your adventures. 
 
      
 
    YOURS (Back to the large, purposeful letters of youth.) 
 
      
 
    MALIK MOSS 
 
      
 
    p.s. Thank You for Your letter, Your Grace. It will be Malik’s most prized possession for decades to come. Already the village is thrilled that You have not forgotten us. I trust that Avery will serve You well as a companion; loud-mouthed though she is, You will not find one more fiercely loyal or versed in the tapestry of nature. Forgive her her ramblings. She cannot imagine how proud I am of her. 
 
      
 
    With gratitude and surprise, 
 
      
 
    Taryn Moss. 
 
      
 
    Laslin folded the letter into careful quarters and tucked it inside her tunic. 
 
    “Avery Moss?”  
 
    “Yes?” Avery asked. 
 
    “That’s your full name? I didn’t know.” 
 
    “There are many things You don’t know about me,” Avery said, shoving her letters into her pocket. 
 
    “Malik and Taryn are both proud of you,” Laslin said, getting to her feet. 
 
    “Hah! That Taryn, always saving the best of their compliments for the moment my back is turned. But, if I am to be honest with You, anyone would be hard-pressed to find two souls I am fonder of. Sentimental fools, both of them. I shall miss them almost as much as I shall enjoy travelling with You. Let’s be off, shall we? Else we’ll waste our lives writing back and forth and never leave this charming little town.” 
 
    Three hours later, they were clear of the town. Rousing Thorn and packing the bags on his back took no time at all, but there was the drawn-out business of goodbyes. The people assured Laslin she was welcome to stay another night, another week, another year, and each wanted to shake her hand and stutter over their thanks. 
 
    Laslin didn’t begrudge them. She was there at their service, born into the world to answer their prayers. 
 
    A hard-packed dirt path stretched ahead of them. Thorn set off at a steady pace, but Avery dug her heels in, groaning as a figure came into view. 
 
    “Quick question. How agile is that lizard of Yours? We may need to take a detour,” she said. 
 
    Laslin squinted. 
 
    “It’s only Saxon,” she said. 
 
    “Only Saxon? Goodness, Laslin, it is painfully clear You have spent but a matter of minutes in her dismal company.”  
 
    Ignoring Avery, more teasing than truly frustrated, Laslin hurried ahead to meet Saxon. 
 
    Sighing so all heard it, Avery followed. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Saxon said, bowing her head in greeting. “I won’t keep You for long. I doubt standing still suits the gods. Taking Avery with You, are You?” 
 
    “She’s been invaluable thus far. I’m glad to have a companion after all this time,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Continuing eastward?” 
 
    “Until there’s no more east.” 
 
    “May I offer a word of caution? Not that I’d ever presume to tell You where not to go,” Saxon said. Laslin nodded, glad of any advice that came her way. Too often people assumed she knew the continent like her own palms. “Should You come across a town by the name of Siormar, You’d do best to keep a low profile. Help as You always do, but as a mortal might. Do not let them see Your Mark.” 
 
    The name meant something. So much of the continent was unknown to Laslin, towns and villages but nameless blots on an untouched map, but she had heard the name Siormar many, many years ago.  
 
    Avery, giving up pretending not to listen, huffed a laugh. 
 
    “Siormar? Do you think Her an idiot, Saxon? And do you think I need telling? You are in no position to give advice regarding Siormar,” she said. 
 
    Saxon reached for Avery’s shoulder, but Avery was already stepping back. 
 
    “Avery, please. I only want to help. I don’t doubt you or your intentions, but I’m afraid. Afraid of what Siormar will do when they learn a god is making Her way across the continent, afraid of what they’ve already done.” 
 
    Sincerity shone in Saxon’s eyes. She acted as only a mortal could, reaching out to another caught in the mire of a shared past. 
 
    “Oh, you’re afraid? You’ve been here for almost twenty years, yet Braith—” Avery clamped her teeth together, banishing whatever she was about to say. “I know enough to keep Laslin safe. I know better than to meddle with Siormar or its Peacekeepers.” 
 
    It was Saxon’s turn to step back. The shuffle of her feet was barely perceptible, only given away by the fists gripped at her sides. 
 
    “You’re angry,” Saxon said. 
 
    The levity in her voice was gone, had it ever been there. 
 
    Laslin fixed her eyes on Thorn. She didn’t belong there. She couldn’t comprehend the complexities of humanity clashing against itself. This had nothing to do with Laslin or her journey. 
 
    “That isn’t the half of it,” Avery barked. 
 
    “Avery. Please. Nothing has changed between us. You must know how much I love you,” Saxon whispered. “I’m not here because I doubt you or because I think you’re reckless. I’m only here to reassure myself.” 
 
    “Some good any of that has ever done me. Off with you, for gods’ sake. We shall go where we please, with or without input from the likes of you,” Avery said, batting away the hand that was no longer reaching for her. 
 
    She stormed off. Her boots beat the dirt path, and she marched into the long grass, making a straight line of defiance to Siormar, for all Laslin knew. 
 
    Laslin caught Saxon’s eye. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to make a scene in front of You, Your Grace. Avery has been hurt so badly, and I will take the blame if it helps her heal. Take care of her, won’t You?” Saxon asked. 
 
    It wasn’t Laslin’s place to pry. Avery was getting further away by the second. 
 
    “Thank you for the advice. Avery will tell me more when she’s ready,” Laslin said. 
 
    “You know where I am. Stop by any time You please,” Saxon said. 
 
    Laslin held her gaze for a second longer than she meant to. There was nothing to Saxon that Laslin couldn’t explain, but there was almost something more within her. An absence, a presence; Laslin couldn’t tell. 
 
    Laslin glanced at her Mark. It didn’t glow.   
 
    She grabbed one of the ropes around Thorn and hoisted herself onto his back. He set off, strides brisker than usual, and cut through the long grass to catch up with Avery.  
 
    “Avery!” Laslin called. Avery stormed ahead, flattening the flowers. “Avery!” 
 
    Thorn slowed once he reached her, matching her pace. Avery marched for as long as she could, ignoring the giant lizard and god in her blind spot. 
 
    “Damn that Saxon. Always poking her nose where it doesn’t belong and rubbing rock salt into wounds still raw. Don’t speak of a new god in Siormar? Like I need to be lectured on the matter!” 
 
    Thorn strode ahead of Avery. Looking back, Laslin saw it wasn’t anger holding her expression together. It was closer to embarrassment. A flood of indignation washed away the relief of tears. 
 
    Avery wasn’t deliberately vague. She knew of Siormar’s troubles, and she knew more than a god. Laslin’s life was dedicated to helping humanity, and the last thing Avery needed was to confront her problems. Laslin was used to saving all her conversation, all her expressions, for towns and villages, and retreating into parts unknown to mortals out in the forest and fields. 
 
    Her tongue grew heavy.  
 
    Luckily, Thorn had always been there for her. 
 
    “Avery,” Laslin tried again. 
 
    “It’s sabotage, of course it is. She can’t be happy for me, embarking on such an adventure. She wants me to appear small, to stay in Vaelos forever, under the guise of watching over me. As though I am a child! And she blames me for what happened, she must do. Mad Old Saxon. Damn her. I should never have let our paths cross.” 
 
    “Avery,” Laslin said. 
 
    She’d keep saying it until Avery softened at the sound of her name.  
 
    Until she saw her outstretched hand. 
 
    “I know what You’re thinking,” Avery said, staring at the Mark on Laslin’s palm. “This is no longer worth it. I am a troublesome human causing human trouble, and You ought to have let me make my way back to Vaelos.” 
 
    “Avery. Take my hand. Get on Thorn.” 
 
    The problems of the immediate past were forgotten. 
 
    “Both of us? Really? The poor boy won’t break in two, will he?” 
 
    “He won’t. He’s stronger than he looks, which is saying a lot. I’ve seen three adults move logs up a mountainside on a Bloodscale’s back, and they barely noticed. They’ve lived in the mountains since the dawn of time. They can shake off the worst rockslides,” Laslin said, not without a hint of pride. 
 
    Thorn stuck his tongue in the grass and chewed on the stalk of a fallen sunflower. 
 
    Avery pressed a hand to his warm scales. 
 
    “It’s really no bother?” she asked, excitement edging into her voice. 
 
    “How else did you think we’d travel? There aren’t any trees in the way here. We’ll spend most of our time on Thorn’s back.” 
 
    Laslin extended her hand a little further. 
 
    Avery grasped it, light in her eyes, and dug her toe between two of Thorn’s scales. Laslin tugged her up and Avery sat behind her. 
 
    Thorn remained motionless but to chew, letting Avery find her bearings. 
 
    “Goodness. No wonder Malik wouldn’t stop talking about riding this dear lizard. It really changes Your perspective, doesn’t it? I was never one for riding. I scarcely had anywhere to get in that much of a hurry, but this is—well! I shall wait until we are a few hours in to settle on my opinion of it,” Avery hummed. 
 
    “Bloodscales carry their young like this, too. Their backs are so flat they rarely slip off,” Laslin said. She tapped Thorn’s head, and he rolled to a slow start. “You can hold onto his scales if you need to.”  
 
    “Can I hold onto You, should the opportunity arise?” Avery asked. 
 
    Warmth returned to her voice. Laslin sat a little straighter. 
 
    “Only if you’re very, very scared,” she said.  
 
    They moved eastward through the miles of open meadows, speaking only to remark on the passing landscape, the ruins in their abundance, and the birds that fled as Ivy approached. Laslin felt Avery relax into the ride, but knew she wouldn’t easily forget her conversation with Saxon. 
 
    “Who’s Braith?” Laslin asked. 
 
    Avery’s brightened mood dissolved like the ocean. 
 
    “No one that matters,” she said. 
 
    Silence followed. 
 
    Tentatively, Laslin said, “I’ve heard of Siormar before.” 
 
    Avery accepted the subject change. 
 
    “I should think so. The residents claim it is the birthplace of Fih Bryn and so treat it as sacred ground. Though I suppose You have come across no shortage of settlements declaring themselves the birthplace of this-or-that god,” Avery said.  
 
    Siormar. 
 
    When Laslin’s Mark first appeared, the sages whispered that people would remember the mountains as they remembered Siormar in centuries to come. Laslin hoped it wasn’t so. She hoped that no one, god or mortal, had to be warned against straying into her homeland. 
 
    “Once or twice,” Laslin said. “As a boast to me, I think. Most places are happy to claim that a god passed through, centuries ago.”  
 
    “Would that it were so in Siormar. It is an odd place indeed, and anyone would be wise to avoid it altogether. They are not keen on outsiders who do not intend to stay indefinitely and do not care to worship any god but Fih Bryn. Wherever you look, it’s phoenixes here, phoenixes there!” 
 
    “I don’t want to be worshipped. Helping people is enough.” 
 
    “Oh, they don’t want help. Fih Bryn's blood is in their bricks and mortar, and that will keep them going till the end of time. And then there’s the small matter of them branding You a liar and fraud.” 
 
    “Why? Never mind why—how? My Mark is right here,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Hah! They only see what they wish to. They would claim Your Mark was proof of only one thing: that You are a false god, sent to test their faith. Their whole culture is based on Fih Bryn being the last of the gods, and they are more than eager to enforce their beliefs on others,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin shuffled forward so she could look at Avery. 
 
    There was no amusement on her face. Nothing teasing in the twist of her mouth. 
 
    “Gods are born every two-hundred years. It’s always been that way. Why would it stop with Fih Bryn?” 
 
    “You’re asking the wrong person. It has something to do with Fih Bryn having fixed all the world’s problems and some other such fervent idol-worshipping drivel. As I said, it is an odd place. Dangerous, too. It isn’t violent, per se. They sink their claws in and poison their own people over long years.” 
 
    Laslin stared ahead. There was truth in Avery’s warning, but it did little to deter Laslin. Had she not been with Avery, Saxon may never have passed the warning onto her. She would have stumbled across Siormar, blind to its significance, and the people would be forced to reckon with the reality of her existence and the continuation of an eternal cycle. 
 
    “They wouldn’t have to know,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t have to know what?” Avery asked. 
 
    “That I’m a god. I could wear gloves to hide my Mark. No one would have to know.” 
 
    “I’d know.”  
 
    “In Siormar, I mean.” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “I gave You plenty of reasons not to visit.” 
 
    “Fih Bryn was born there. He’s the closest thing I have to a true relative, to someone like me. I’ve never met another god, and I have questions. I could learn a lot there. About Fih Bryn and myself.” 
 
    Avery barked a laugh. 
 
    “You think a place like Siormar would freely share its knowledge? You’d learn no more than You would in any tavern across the continent. Everything they have is kept behind lock and key, and most of that is fabricated to elevate themselves higher. All in the name of Fih Bryn, naturally. Besides, I am certain I have garnered a reputation there, and I would be sorely tempted to rub the existence of a new god in their unpalatably pious faces.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to come,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Why are we talking about this? I thought we agreed not to go,” Avery said, voice tight. 
 
    “But it’s my job to help people. All people, no matter how they feel about me.”  
 
    “If Siormar wants help, they can damn well ask for it. Listen. I have scarcely known You for a fortnight, but I can promise I shall never ask anything else of You. Avoid Siormar. Forget it.”  
 
    “Because of rumours? It doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Rumours? This is not hearsay, Laslin. It came from my very lips. Can You not trust that I know what I say? I am not being pedantic. I am looking out for You as much as myself.”  
 
    Laslin bit the inside of her mouth. When she learnt she was a god, when the confusion cleared and the adults in her life finally spoke with her, she promised herself she wouldn’t use the fibre of her being to bear down on others. 
 
    Avery paled at the thought of Siormar, and Saxon had her reasons for warning against it. Avery was not petty, and this was not the start of a pattern; Laslin had a better read on her than that. 
 
    Siormar wouldn’t be the only town they’d see in the distance but never approach, promising to return in a month, a year, a decade, a century.  
 
    Laslin wanted something no town could offer. Siormar would remember nothing more of Fih Bryn than the history books did, and no human could capture a god’s essence, least of all in passed-down memories. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Avery. I think like a god because I am a god, and I don’t always understand humans straight away. Your minds don’t work as mine do, so I cannot understand all that goes through them. But that isn’t an excuse. This is your journey as much as it is mine. You shall be with me for the foreseeable future, and we have to have an equal say in all things.” 
 
    Avery huffed. She clicked her tongue but said nothing. 
 
    “Typical,” she eventually muttered. “Only I could be so demanding as to get an apology from a god.” 
 
    “You didn’t demand anything. I owed it to you,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery’s hands pressed to Laslin’s shoulders.  
 
    “That was a joke, Laslin. An attempt to lightening the mood. But thank You. It is a complicated matter and one I fear I cannot think clearly of, much less speak of. I hope my word shall suffice, for now.” 
 
    Laslin nodded. They said nothing more. 
 
    Minutes later, Avery leant against her back, humming softly as the wind picked up. 
 
   


  
 

 Seven. 
 
      
 
    The settlements clustered closer together. 
 
    They came across twenty-three villages and towns in a month, and more dotted the horizon. It was a sure sign they were nearing the edge of the continent. Laslin had seen it in the south, too. Over the centuries, people succumbed to a compulsion to build walls against the land’s end. 
 
    Avery sensed it, too. Something in the air changed. The wind picked up, bringing a faint breath of salt with it. 
 
    With the villages so tightly interwoven in each other’s lives, word spread faster than Ivy could scout the horizon. Towns eagerly awaited Laslin, preparations already made, decorations lining the streets. Work halted. People sat with their faces pressed to their windows, watching the horizon. 
 
    Upbeat piety greeted them no matter where they turned. People were delighted to learn the god really was sat astride a giant lizard, red as embers. 
 
    Laslin reconsidered her approach. The settlements she imposed on wouldn’t trip over themselves in frantically pulling a celebration worthy of a god together if Ivy sent word ahead. Some villages had lists prepared, giving Laslin problems to tackle the moment she arrived. 
 
    Avery was a blessing. She greeted everyone with cheer, never tiring of talking, and wrestled with the same score of questions every settlement conjured. She kept everyone entertained throughout the feasts that had become mundane facets of Laslin’s life, embellishing tales of their time on the road. She badgered the residents to tell them if they had any problems they hadn’t spoken of, far more approachable than a god, letting Laslin help more people than ever. 
 
    They shared a room. They would’ve occupied the same space under the stars had they made camp outside, Avery argued, and there was no need to ask more of the villages than they were already offering. 
 
    Besides, only one of them had use for a bed. 
 
    Not every village had an inn. The elders were honoured to offer their guest rooms, and they once slept in a barn. 
 
    The days rolled by. Laslin smoothed over the smallest problems, and Avery helped where a mortal could. Each night, Avery fell into bed, intent on rambling indefinitely, but succumbed to sleep within minutes.  
 
    Laslin had learnt not to stare at Avery while she slept or gaze in her general direction, but thought it fine to glance at her now and again. Avery made the long nights shorter. Books appeared in Laslin’s bags, on the small inn tables, and Laslin sat reading novels of Avery’s choice by candlelight.  
 
    She tried to recall the last time she’d read a book, but the truth trickled in: there had been no last time. She had learnt to read in the mountains but had been too occupied with the Bloodscales, with running and climbing and playing with her friends, to pick a tome from her mothers’ bookcase. Once she learnt she was a god, there was no time for mortal indulgences.  
 
    It wasn’t appropriate. 
 
    She had a clear mission; a path carved ahead of her, and powers to put to use. 
 
    But she had empty hours throughout the nights, too. 
 
    Some mornings, Avery awoke before Laslin tore her eyes from the pages. The sun rose, the candle burnt out, but only Avery drew her attention from the tales. 
 
    After Laslin’s fifteenth consecutive stop at a settlement, Avery asked if they could take a break. For Thorn’s sake, she argued, but Laslin took little convincing. 
 
    They picked a spot a few miles from their last stop. The village children followed them into the fields, running alongside Thorn, each eager for a ride on his back. 
 
    Avery lifted them one-by-one, letting them see the world from a Bloodscale’s back, and sent them home with smiles that would last a lifetime. 
 
    They stopped in a gentle valley. A stream trickled its way towards the Empty Ocean, and light pink flowers native to no other part of the continent bloomed in their hundreds. There was a grove in the distance, but not a single settlement lined the horizon. 
 
    Avery laid in the grass, using her bag as a pillow. Flowers framed her. She folded her hands behind her head, kicked her boots off, and sighed softly each time the gentle breeze rippled her clothing. The sun was bright, blessing them with an easy warmth, and Laslin found it hard to believe things would not stay this way forever.  
 
    Laslin kept herself busy. She unstrapped the bags from Thorn’s back and removed the ropes. They’d be there through the next morning, and there was no need for any of them to bear any burdens. Laslin sorted through their belongings, made an inventory, and packed them neater than before. She refilled the canteens and cleaned her boots. She used a rough brush to work the dirt and debris from between Thorn’s scales and filled bucket after bucket from the stream to scrub him clean. 
 
    Avery cracked an eye open to watch but said nothing. 
 
    When there was nothing more she could invent to do, Laslin sat in the grass, knees pulled to her chest. 
 
    “Is that it? Do You intend to sit there, staring at nothing?” 
 
    Laslin stared at Avery. 
 
    “Aren’t You going to relax? We’ve stopped for a reason, You realise,” Avery said.  
 
    “I don’t need to rest. You know this,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Come now. Surely You realise I know You better than that. You don’t need to sleep. Or eat, or drink. I am not certain You need to breathe. But there is still grey matter in that skull of Yours, and if You do not take a solitary moment to relax, You will burn Yourself out in spectacular fashion.”  
 
    Laslin shuffled in the grass, back to the stream. Avery sprawled out, face blotted by the dancing shadows of flowers. 
 
    “I do not need to rest,” was all Laslin could find to say.  
 
    “Nonsense. Have You not been enjoying the novels I leave You?” 
 
    Avery opened her eyes to measure Laslin’s expression. 
 
    “Yes. Very much so. Thank you, Avery.” 
 
    “And before that, You spent each and every night sitting, waiting. Staring at much of nothing. Surely reading is much more preferable to whatever effortless meditation You catch Yourself up in.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t answer. Nights had become something to look forward to: humans helped for the day, celebrations thrumming softly in the streets below; Avery sound asleep under the covers and a well-loved book waiting for her, dog-eared and creased. 
 
    Nights had never been something to dread. They were part of the turning of the world, all darkness and neutrality. At their very worst, they were an obstacle, keeping Laslin from her duty. 
 
    “It feels like a waste,” Laslin said. 
 
    “A waste?” Avery asked. She propped herself on an elbow and patted the spot next to her. “Come here. No arguing, thank You.”  
 
    Laslin obliged. Sitting, lying; it was all motionless. 
 
    The grass cradled Laslin. Flowers brushed her cheek. Avery leant over her, searching for an answer in Laslin’s expression that she wouldn’t find. 
 
    “Here. It is a fine spring day, and You would waste it stuck in Your own head. I wouldn’t mind it, were You thinking of anything in particular. Why don’t You read?” 
 
    “It isn’t night time,” Laslin said. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It’s a waste.” 
 
    “So You keep saying. Would You care to elaborate?”  
 
    “I’m here to help people. Stopping like this is a necessity for Thorn, Ivy, and you, but if I were alone…”  
 
    “What? You would disturb villages in the dead of night?” 
 
    Avery propped her chin on her fist. Her hair tumbled over her face as she spoke, struggling to hold back a grin. Had anyone ever treated Laslin thus?  
 
    Not since she was a child. 
 
    “No. But I’d be prepared. I’d be there the moment dawn broke. I could get more done than ever.” 
 
    “Do You want me to leave?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her answer came faster than she’d expected. Louder, too. She hadn’t given herself time to realise Avery spoke in jest.  
 
    The corner of Avery’s mouth curled into a smile. She fell back in the grass, closer to Laslin. 
 
    “The time will pass anyway, Laslin. Whether You sit upon some rock and stare into the abyss only gods see, or whether You lie in the grass and relish in the soft scent of these fine flowers. There is no need to punish Yourself,” Avery said. 
 
    “It isn’t a punishment.”  
 
    “Maybe not. But it’s more than You owe anyone. You have done more for the people than I could ever tell tales of, yet You berate Yourself for not doing more. You are a god, Laslin. As immortal as they come. You have the rest of time to help people.” 
 
    Laslin bit the inside of her mouth. It was an unfamiliar habit, human and worn. 
 
    “Not the rest of time. Only until I lose this human façade and become my true self,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    “I look at You and see You. Laslin Lonan of the mountains. Mark on Your arm. You are no less Yourself because You are not yet a phoenix or woodland nymph, or whatever nonsense awaits You,” Avery said. “I take Your point, but I expect that it is decades away. I am not asking You to change Your routine, You understand. I only wish for You to make time for Yourself in these empty hours already blocked out. Now, indulge me. Tell me about the last book I lent You. It was always a favourite of mine. Taryn first read it to me when I was terribly sick and couldn’t leave my bed for a week straight.” 
 
    Laslin was slow to start. Avery had a way with words, and the weight of them sunk deeper than anything the sages had ever said. They hadn’t told Laslin her life was forfeit, that she had no purpose but to serve; Laslin had decided that herself. Avery wasn’t asking her to change. She only wanted her to consider the passing of seconds, and she had already altered her nights for the better. 
 
    She pried her tongue free from the roof of her mouth. She closed her eyes, remembering the passages that had drawn her closer to the pages, yellowed with age and creased by Avery’s fingers. 
 
    There was a world within the stories she had no sway over. She was not responsible for fixing things, only for following the character’s inky footprints across the pages. 
 
    She need only bask in the tale. 
 
    Avery helped steer the conversation. She had no shortage of questions and remarks, and before Laslin noticed the time slipping away, she saw the story in a new light. There was life between the lines. They argued over their favourite characters and shared theories behind their motives. Avery told her about a story in a similar vein and listed off books she was certain Laslin would enjoy.  
 
    They laid on their backs, then rolled onto their sides. A sense of calm overcame Laslin, whether her eyes were on Avery or the sky. Thorn slept softly in the distance. Ivy circled overhead, tending to her patrols. 
 
    The conversation didn’t die. It moved from words to a reflective quiet. They laid together, replaying the other’s words. Laslin sunk into the grass, flowers arching ever higher above her. She closed her eyes as Avery did, taking in the world as she so rarely had the chance to. The scent of flowers, the wind playing with the grass. The stream trickling across smooth rocks. Another person lying close, content in the quiet. 
 
    Minutes turned to hours. The sky dimmed. 
 
    Avery wasn’t sleeping. Laslin knew what that looked like. This was something calmer, something more peaceful. It was not done for necessity’s sake, but more important because of it.  
 
    “Do you want to see something?” Laslin asked. 
 
    It was easy to give in to impulse around Avery. 
 
    “Need You ask?” Avery asked, eyes flashing open. 
 
    Laslin sat upright, legs crossed. The world tipped around her, reminding her of its bearings. Avery pushed herself up, batting her hair and pulling petals loose. 
 
    Laslin had spoken the words and couldn’t take them back. Avery wouldn’t let her rest until she’d seen something remarkable enough for a god to make a secret of it. 
 
    “Not too close,” Laslin said, tapping Avery’s knees. 
 
    Avery scooted back, curiosity begetting obedience. 
 
    “It isn’t much. Not really. What I was saying earlier, about my true form,” Laslin said, rambling. It wouldn’t work, not now she had an audience. The endless hours of solitude before Avery had let her mind play tricks on itself. It was the work of the Mark, not something innate within her. “This might have something to do with it. I haven’t shown anyone before.” 
 
    “I’m honoured,” Avery said. 
 
    There was nothing playful in it. She held Laslin’s gaze, unblinking, and offered Laslin all the patience in the world. 
 
    Laslin took a deep breath. 
 
    Not out of nervousness. It was part of the process. 
 
    Inhale, exhale. Warmer each time. 
 
    She closed her eyes, gathering heat behind her sternum. Lips parting, she puffed out a flicker of a flame, barely enough to light a candle. 
 
    “Gods!” Avery exclaimed, jumping to her feet. 
 
    She slapped a hand against her thigh, voice ringing with delight.  
 
    “You just breathed fire!” she exclaimed. Laslin grinned, doing it again. More, this time. “And without using the Mark?” 
 
    Laslin nodded. 
 
    “Amazing! All this time, You’ve had me slaving over firewood, trying to get a single spark going. So! What is this? Part of the transformation?”  
 
    “I think it might be. I don’t have anyone I can ask,” Laslin said.  
 
    She hooked her hands around her shins, swaying on the spot. Avery hadn’t stopped grinning. It was so far removed from the reactions she usually inspired that Laslin could’ve believed she’d never done anything beyond mortal limits before. 
 
    “You’re incredible. To think, You may well end up as a dragon!” Avery said, offering out her hand. Laslin took it, letting Avery pull her to her feet. “From now on, I shall give You the honour of cooking my dinner.” 
 
    Laslin squeezed Avery’s hand. She’d never pictured herself as a dragon or anything so well-defined by human folklore. She’d imagined her true form as something new, something unfathomable, but Fih Bryn wasn’t the first phoenix history spoke of. 
 
    Thorn opened his mouth, stretching his jaw as he woke from a nap. 
 
    Laslin wouldn’t mind ending up like him, scaled and sturdy, only with wings stretching from her back. She crouched by Thorn’s side, stroking the arch above his eye. Try as she might, she felt no more connection to his form than her own. 
 
    It wasn’t that she wanted to be a dragon, per se. 
 
    She wanted Avery to be right.  
 
    They made good use of Laslin’s fire that evening. It was a secret Laslin need not put a name to; it was something Avery wished to relish in, not share with burning ears. 
 
    Laslin started a fire, stoking the flames with every breath. Avery fell about laughing. She held up her cooking pan, and Laslin breathed on it until it glowed with heat and tears filled Avery’s eyes. 
 
    Avery’s laughter was infectious. Laslin’s lungs hurt in ways she didn’t know they could. Avery didn’t treat the start of Laslin’s true self, the beginning of a transformation beyond mortal guise, as something holy or gruesome. She didn’t look at Laslin as though she wanted to make a statue in her likeness or bow her head and cast her gaze away. She looked at her and saw more than Laslin ever thought to.  
 
    Once Avery was sleeping and the fire was embers, Laslin sat by her side with her latest book propped open in her lap. She read with a hunger that was no longer a signal to survive; it wasn’t only the story driving her on, but the promise of sharing the night’s revelations with Avery, come morning. 
 
    Each page offered her something new to tell Avery. 
 
    The next day started slowly. The last handful of villages had plied them with more food than Avery alone could eat, and she hadn’t touched her bow since they were in the depths of the forest. She prodded at the food, rolled in the grass yawning, and bathed in the stream. 
 
    Laslin sat with her back to the water, scouring the pages sunrise hadn’t torn her from. 
 
    “Do You need to bathe?” Avery asked, accompanied by the rustling of clothing. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Laslin told her. 
 
    “You most certainly are. It wasn’t a hint, if that’s what You fear. I hope You do me the favour of imagining I have more subtlety than that. And You can turn around, Laslin. I’m decent.” 
 
    Doing as Avery said, Laslin found her in her usual forest garb, drying her long, river-dark hair with one hand. 
 
    “Do I need to bathe, you mean?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve seen You splash water on Your face here and there. You don’t go as far as to ignore basins, but You’ve never indulged in a river or tub as I have,” Avery said, wringing a few drops from her hair. “I suppose I’m searching for the correct way to ask if gods sweat.”  
 
    Laslin opened her mouth, stumped.  
 
    She held out her hands. There was no dirt under her nails, and her hair hadn’t stuck to her face with grease in years.  
 
    It’d happened slowly, changing her very nature piece-by-piece. She’d ended up filthy, during her first few years travelling, ever grateful for hot water and a tub pulled in front of a fire, but somewhere along the line she’d settled for washing away the dirt on her face with cold water. 
 
    “I… Probably?” Laslin furrowed her brow. “If something strenuous happened, perhaps.” 
 
    “Something like falling in a hole?” 
 
    “Stop that. It was months ago. But I’m sure I could. I just…”  
 
    “Don’t remember the last time You did? What a blessing! I am trying to find the polite, perfectly normal way of saying I have never found reason to complain around You in certain regards,” Avery said, tapping her nose. “To be a god! I am absolutely seething with envy, not least of all because of the fire-breathing.” 
 
    Laslin shrugged. 
 
    “It isn’t all bad.”  
 
    They set off around noon. Thorn was getting restless, and Ivy had circled overhead a dozen times. Avery tied the bags to Thorn’s back, knowing all the steps, and insisted on sitting at the front. After a quick consultation with Thorn, Laslin let Avery take the lead. 
 
    The villages thinned. Clouds gathered overhead, low and ever-present, waiting for the wind to take them inland. They touched the horizon, desperate to form walls of their own.  
 
    Laslin didn’t need to say what it meant. Avery’s eyes stuck fast on the horizon, waiting for it to stop rolling endlessly; waiting for an end, for the precipice. She rubbed the top of Thorn’s head, urging him on under her breath. 
 
    Laslin didn’t stop Avery. There were no rules against visiting the Empty Ocean, nothing beyond bedtime stories to keep children in line. Avery was a capable woman. She wouldn’t throw herself off a cliffside or drown in an ocean of nothing. 
 
    Laslin was a god. She could keep Avery safe. 
 
    But as they came to the crest of a hill, something drew their eyes and thoughts from the promise of what lay beyond.  
 
    A settlement sprawled out beneath them. Not a village, not a town. It was a city, like in the days of old. A city the fragmented ruins across the continent whispered of, a city with roads as wide as rivers. The buildings rose like trees, and thousands gathered in the heart of the city. 
 
    Perhaps they weren’t as close to the continent’s edge as Laslin thought. The clouds played tricks on her and the pull of Avery’s excitement drew her in.  
 
    Avery squinted at the city, running through the maps she’d committed to memory. 
 
    “That’s Ayad, perhaps? If I had to wager a guess, that is. It boasts that it’s the largest city this side of the central divide, claiming to have some eighty-thousand inhabitants. Funny, isn’t it? This was only months from me, but I never stumbled upon it…” Avery hummed. 
 
    “People don’t often wake up one morning and decide to walk in one direction for months on end,” Laslin pointed out. 
 
    “No, indeed they do not. Only the unfortunately interesting among us, me and Yourself included. Well! I suppose this is what adventure is all about, isn’t it? Being delighted by what’s ahead of you and not questioning its right to exist or the wasted years of your own life.”  
 
    “If I were mortal, I don’t think I’d ever want to leave Vaelos,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery chuckled, shaking her head. Only a god could wish to stay in one place, finding something beautiful in a quiet, simple life. It was as out of reach for Laslin as wings were for Avery. 
 
    “That was altogether too much of my problem. But Ayad, they say, is humanity’s last line of defence. Against what, I’m not certain. I hardly imagine the Empty Ocean is going to remember its waves and rear up against the land. But as far as human settlements go, this is it, I’m afraid. You’ll have to pick a new direction after this.” 
 
    Laslin stared at the city of tens of thousands. The routine of the last dozen villages clung to her; her arrival, the awe, the gratitude, the feasts, the help that was never anything beyond the ordinary; and she thought to the night before and Avery’s laughter as her dinner burnt in the pan. 
 
    “Where shall we go first? To Ayad or the coast?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “You’re asking me?”  
 
    “I am. We’ll get to see both, eventually. It all depends on what you’d rather do first.” 
 
    “Oh, Laslin. Need You ask? A city I could see any time, but the Empty Ocean? I doubt I could gather the courage without a god beside me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Eight. 
 
      
 
    The wall of clouds was a ruse, twisting the landscape. 
 
    The meadows rolled on, rivers flowed, and forests stood tall. There was no sign of humanity beyond Ayad. There were ruins, as there always were, more numerous than ever, less fractured, unknowable. They had become a part of the earth itself, cracks in the stone like rings in trees, ageing the land. 
 
    They walked for a full day and slept little of the following night. Avery said nothing and woke at odd hours to prod the ground with a stick. Thorn dragged his feet, and all inhaled the malaise of the air. 
 
    Laslin had travelled to the southern coast alone. The town hosting her insisted it was no place for mortals and begged her to leave Thorn and Ivy behind. She obliged, not scared of the unknowable but worried Thorn might lose his footing on the cliffside. 
 
    Her feet had grown heavy. Her jaw ached, and she’d rubbed at her chest. It was a little over two years into her journey, and she convinced herself it was all in her head. God or not, she’d grown up on tales of the Empty Ocean. She knew to fear it as dormice new to flee when Ivy’s shadow drifted over them. She’d given into superstition, letting stories set her pace as something beyond reality dictated her mood. 
 
    But she was no longer alone, and the same shadow slunk behind the light. She had settled into her immortality, had traversed so much of the world, and still there was led in her soles. Her vision blurred, though she saw everything perfectly.  
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked Avery. 
 
    “Why would I not be?” 
 
    Avery snatched her bycoket hat from her head and raked her fingers through her hair, grumbling when it wouldn’t be tamed. 
 
    Laslin said nothing. Avery would speak in her own time. 
 
    “I am irritated. I cannot say why. Nothing around us has changed. Trees, flowers, the odd river, more ruins than one could count; all things I have spent my life surrounded by. And yet there is a certain pull, as though my boots wish to press upon the core of the earth. Though I suppose You are just fine, being as You are.” 
 
    “No. I feel it too. It’s unnerving,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery found relief in camaraderie. 
 
    “Why do You suppose that is? Some old magic lingering in the earth, keeping people from the coast?”  
 
    Sunlight fell upon Laslin’s Mark, but it did not glimmer from within. It didn’t echo anything of the world around them. 
 
    “If it’s magic, it’s beyond me. Beyond the Mark,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Then it’s older than the gods? That doesn’t spell the start of anything good.”  
 
    “It’s for humanity’s benefit, whatever it is. There’s a reason people don’t settle close to the coast or visit it.”  
 
    “Perhaps our little minds were not made to gaze upon the Empty Ocean. Should I succumb to madness, leave me in one of these charming ruinous follies, won’t You?” 
 
    The day did not darken. Time ground to a halt as they marched either side of Thorn. The weight of the bags finally got to him. Laslin tugged on his ropes, knowing she couldn’t leave him behind. Not there. Something told her she could walk in a straight line to the coast and a straight line back, yet end up on a new path entirely.  
 
    They told tales of the Empty Ocean in the mountains, just as they did in deep valleys and across windswept plateaus. What was an ocean? None could say. It was bigger than any lake but moved like a river, tethered by the moon. The simple truth, the sages and storytellers said, was that there had never been an ocean. 
 
    Nothing had been emptied. Water had never been tainted by salt, turning it useless and cruel. That was a story told on the flatlands, where they could not fathom a world residing beneath them. The truth was simple: the whole continent was a mountain, and the mountains Bloodscales crawled upon were insignificant peaks, mere mountains atop mountains.  
 
    Laslin never believed it, even when she thought herself mortal. The sages couldn’t agree on what rested at the foot of the continental mountain or come up with a reason why they couldn’t trek down there. 
 
    A sharp cry drew their attention skyward. 
 
    Laslin held out an arm. Ivy swooped down and clung tightly to her wrist. Her talons scraped the Mark of the Gods.  
 
    “What is it?” Laslin asked gently. 
 
    Ivy clicked her beak, wings stretched out. 
 
    “What’s wrong, girl?” Avery asked. “As irritated as the rest of us, is she?” 
 
    “I’m not certain. She’s never usually this skittish. Have you hurt yourself, Ivy?” 
 
    Laslin lifted Ivy’s talons one at a time, inspected her legs, and ran her fingers through her feathers. There were no bumps or scratches, nothing out of the ordinary beyond Ivy’s tense muscles. 
 
    “Do you want to head back to Ayad? We could meet you there. I promise it won’t take us long,” Laslin said, stroking her head. 
 
    Ivy trilled, talons tightening around Laslin’s arm. 
 
    “Oh, goodness. You’re going to break my heart, you little fiend,” Avery said, tapping Ivy’s beak. “You don’t want to leave Laslin behind, do you? I can hardly fault you for that. Here: you may ride upon my shoulder, should you wish. I shall keep you safe.”  
 
    Ivy tilted her head to the side. Laslin shrugged. 
 
    Avery tapped her shoulders. Feathers puffed out, Ivy hopped onto the offered perch. 
 
    “Remarkable! Those talons of yours are rather like bony fingers. I’ve little doubt you could snap the neck of any rodent you pleased,” Avery said, setting off. 
 
    Ivy spent the next hour on Avery’s shoulder. Outside of sleep, Laslin had never seen her stray from the sky for so long. Avery spoke to her about much of nothing as they continued coastward, calming the pair of them. Laslin said nothing, only listened, wondering what Ivy had seen to unravel her so. 
 
    The air cleared a mile from the coast. Thorn found his feet, Avery began to whistle, and Ivy took to the air. The transition was so seamless, so gradual, it was difficult to believe any murk ever held them back. Whatever lingered, old magic or the touch of the gods, had done its work. 
 
    Most would’ve already turned back. 
 
    “We’re getting close, aren’t we?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Changed your mind?” 
 
    “Hah! Not on Your life. The trek here was akin to living inside a migraine. There’d better be some reward for it all.” 
 
    The incline steepened. A distant wind tussled the grass. Avery walked faster, possessed by the same certainty as Laslin; it was not a horizon ahead but an end. The world would no longer roll on once they crossed that final threshold. 
 
    “Avery?” Laslin called.  
 
    Avery skidded to a stop. She was frustrated, impatient in her eagerness to see what all could and so few had. She was as wide-eyed as Malik had been the first time he’d seen Thorn.  
 
    “Well? What is it?” Avery demanded. 
 
    “Don’t fall off the edge.” 
 
    Avery laughed, hands on her hips. 
 
    “Sound advice. Thank goodness You are a god, here to guide me,” Avery said. Pausing, she pressed her lips together. “Still. Support wouldn’t go amiss, I suppose. For You, for me. Either/or.”  
 
    Avery held out a hand. 
 
    Laslin clasped it. Avery hoisted her up those last few rocky feet, and together, they stood at the edge of the world. 
 
    The view spread out forever, eternal and terrifying. The world continued when mortal eyes failed, disappearing into itself, hiding behind steep hills and within caverns; here it was not so.  
 
    The ocean was gone. There was nowhere for it to hide. Stood on the cliff’s edge at the mercy of the wind, Laslin understood how the evaporated water felt. 
 
    The cliff dropped hundreds of feet beneath them, though it was miles to the ocean floor. Avery squeezed Laslin’s hand, failing to summon a single word. Still, there was no silence to bask in. An endless roar joined them at the world’s end. 
 
    All rivers and streams wound their way towards the Empty Ocean. They cascaded over the cliffside, turning to waterfalls without end. Half a mile down, close enough for Laslin and Avery to make out, the roaring water turned to so much vapour. There was the endless clouds' source, waiting for the wind to draw them across the land. 
 
    The waterfalls turned to mist halfway down the cliffside. It was impossible to see the dry ocean bed. 
 
    Still holding Laslin’s hand, Avery crouched low. She pressed her free hand to the ground and rocked forward. A few feet wouldn’t make a difference, wouldn’t convince the fog to lift. She knew that. Yet there was a pull. A desire to defy fear, to inch closer and closer. 
 
    Laslin clung on tighter. 
 
    “It’s quite alright. I just want to…” Avery murmured. 
 
    Stretching out a leg, she pushed her toes off the edge of the cliff. Dirt crumbled, falling forward. Laslin saw it all without seeing. Ivy, perched on Thorn’s back, may as well have taken to the sky, lending Laslin her sight. 
 
    The cliff was all sharp angles. It’d forgotten the saltwater that eroded it millennia ago. It was proud, ready to tear apart any who strayed too close. It had a hubris no human could contend with and no god could argue against. 
 
    The rocks started grey and faded to brown. A memory of the water that had soaked in, a smear of ocean creatures that rested nowhere. Its pull was so great Laslin no longer believed she’d ever set foot upon a mountain, much less lived there. 
 
    It was not the Empty Ocean that was a fantasy but the mountains themselves. It should crumble, all of it, tossing itself into the dry sea until all was level, all was flat. There was more below them than there was above, painted in the darkness between the stars. 
 
    “Laz,” Avery said softly. “Come.”  
 
    Still holding Laslin’s hand, Avery lowered herself to the ground. She sat in the long grass, legs dangling over the edge of the continent. 
 
    “I don’t think…” 
 
    “This isn’t about thinking. Clearly, else I wouldn’t have done something so brash,” Avery said. 
 
    Another tug of her hand. Laslin couldn’t turn away from that. 
 
    Slowly, Laslin crouched. 
 
    She’d survive the fall. The cracked earth miles below would not be her end, nor would the heat of a dying star. She was not made of the same stuff death was, yet she came closer to trembling than she had in years as she sat by Avery’s side. 
 
    Her feet hung off the edge. Waterfalls roared either side of her. Mist lingered below, screaming there was nothing beneath it. 
 
    Laslin’s heart pounded like something that mattered, like an instrument of consequence.  
 
    “Why did you want to come here?” Laslin asked quietly. 
 
    “Why?” Avery didn’t echo the word, simply asked herself the same question. “To say that I had, I suppose. For my journey with You, no matter how brief, to cumulate in something worthwhile. Curiosity to be sated, that sort of thing. But now that I am here, I think I shall tell no one. I think I shall keep this to myself and have it always.” 
 
    Laslin said nothing. 
 
    Ships had sailed upon the seas, once upon a time. Serpents swam through the endless blue, but now there was nothing. 
 
    No. Not nothing. 
 
    Something new. Something different. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be brief. Stay for me as long as you please,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    Avery pressed her shoulder to Laslin’s, leaning a little closer. 
 
    “Until we reach the western coast, at the very least. If You so insist,” Avery said. 
 
    They stood, in time. The sky darkened and the mists refused to clear. Laslin shuffled back and got to her feet, arms stretched out for balance. Falling into the Empty Ocean wouldn’t kill her, but the fear was there, dizzying and enticing, forcing her tongue to the roof of her mouth. It would take an age to climb the cliffs, and the world would change without her. 
 
    Avery stood, self-assured until a gust of wind caught her hat. She lunged for it, forgetting the fall below.  
 
    Laslin grabbed her arm. Avery froze, holding her breath.  
 
    The wind fell. Avery clasped her hat to her chest, and they both burst out into laughter, hurrying away from the coast. 
 
    Avery gripped her hat as they returned inland. Ivy greeted them with a chirp. Nothing weighed their soles down as they headed away from the coast. The sinking dread was gone. 
 
    Until Laslin glanced back, and a cold wind struck her. 
 
    Avery mimicked her and shuddered. 
 
    “There it is once more. That strange, old magic, doing its utmost to keep us safe. I’ve little doubt it inspired much of our folklore. You must have grown up with tales of foolish sorts glancing back when they ought not to and turning to salt or stone or so much drizzle,” Avery said. 
 
    The sages told such stories. If any child wandered into the twisting mountain caverns, they were to leave without looking into the darkness. If temptation overcame them, as it had so many, they would turn to rock, and their grieving parents would mistake them for stalagmites. 
 
    They made camp beyond the coast’s reach. Avery started a fire, not thinking to ask Laslin for help until the flames licked the dark sky. Ivy sat at Avery’s side, a friend for life, and Avery was as silent as the Empty Ocean. 
 
    The wind no longer howled, begging the ocean to join with a chorus of crashing waves. Still, the world did not forget what had once been. There were striations in the ocean bed, deep below the mists. 
 
    Avery was cheerful in her quietude. She hummed as she poked the fire, preparing dinner, and Laslin found comfort in all the day had brought. Anyone else would have endless questions about the Empty Ocean, but they had seen the same vista, had felt the same breeze; they shared an understanding, an entwined experience. 
 
    Laslin laid against Thorn, reading her latest book. Stars littered the sky, pointing them towards Ayad. It’d been years since Laslin visited a city of the size. She’d relish in the anonymity of the bustling streets, doing all she could without revealing the Mark for all to see. 
 
    Avery offered Laslin a spoonful of her latest stew. Laslin accepted it without taking her eyes off the page. Avery spoke only to say goodnight. Midnight passed, and Laslin was no longer sitting rigid and reading. She slumped against Thorn, curled up between his side and front arm. 
 
    She lowered the book to smile at Avery, fast asleep, and found her way to the next chapter. 
 
    “I do wonder how this will work,” Avery said, come morning, from her place on Thorn’s back. “Vaelos dissolved into a state of celebration the moment You showed that Mark of Yours, and we have been greeted by nothing but festivities wherever dear Thorn has taken us. But with a city? Goodness, how easy is it for an abundance of cheer to spill over to chaos. You are the greatest excitement of anyone’s life. They won’t know how to contain themselves.” 
 
    “Ayad is very big for the east coast. It doesn’t seem possible, even to me, but at the heart of the continent, there are cites ten times the size. They’d call Ayad a small town,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Awfully judgemental, but I understand how it came to be. The sensation of moving coastward lingers in one’s bones, urging humanity to the heart of the continent. Subconsciously or otherwise. That, or it has more to do with the distribution of resources. I thought Vaelos all the world, and nearby settlements planets orbiting ours. To think of all the drama there is in a village as forgettable as ours! I shudder to think of the rest of the continent.” 
 
    “I won’t forget your village,” Laslin said. 
 
    “And that is rather charming of You.” 
 
    Ayad was a speck in the distance, ready to open itself like a storm cloud. Its secrets would pour into her bones, eager to serve her Mark. There would be more for her to do there. Problems on a bigger scale. Avery was right about one thing, for there could be no single celebration, no obligatory night of feasting. She’d move from district to district, gracing the city with her presence in geographical chunks. 
 
    The smart thing would be to only reveal herself when it mattered. She ought to take a room at an inconspicuous inn and observe those on the streets, in the markets, the taverns, and help without saying a word. 
 
    It would be smart to skip the city altogether and lose herself in another book. 
 
    Laslin shook her head. 
 
    That wasn’t how it worked. 
 
    She couldn’t lose her purpose. The weight of her Mark wouldn’t let her.  
 
    As they approached Ayad, Ivy dove down, as frantic as she’d been the previous day. Avery hopped on Thorn’s back and held out her arm, wincing as talons gripped tight. 
 
    “There, there. It isn’t all so bad in the city, is it? There are crowds abound, but you are welcome to spend your time in the wilds, enjoying a delightful tree,” Avery said. 
 
    Ivy trilled.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s Ayad she’s worried about,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    The western horizon framed half a dozen riders, moving at little more than a canter. Ivy puffed out her chest. Avery squinted, discerning nothing but dark shapes. 
 
    “May I?” Laslin asked Ivy. 
 
    She chirped. 
 
    Laslin held out her hand. The Mark of the Gods glowed a soft turquoise, reflecting off the pale feathers around Ivy’s throat. Ivy sat patiently on Avery’s arm, knowing the routine by heart. Once the Mark was heavy with light, Laslin placed a hand over her eye and drained it dry. 
 
    Screwing her other eye shut, Laslin dropped her hand. 
 
    The world came into sharp focus. Laslin clung to Thorn for balance as every vein in every leaf revealed itself to her. With the gift of Ivy’s sight, Laslin searched out the riders that had troubled the hawk so. 
 
    They appeared no closer, but Laslin drank down the details. They wore a uniform, rigid and burgundy with high collars, and shared a stern expression between the six of them. They were scouring the countryside in search of something. 
 
    Beyond that, Laslin couldn’t imagine what had upset Ivy. 
 
    “Well? We can’t all pull off that little trick. Don’t keep us in suspense, Laslin,” Avery said. 
 
    “There are six riders, all dressed the same. It looks as though they’re searching for something,” Laslin said. 
 
    “A uniform?” Avery asked. Her voice was tight. She gave Ivy a gentle nudge and set the bird on Thorn’s head. “Pray tell. It isn’t a ghastly maroon, is it?” 
 
    “With a white band around the neck. “ 
 
    Avery stared at the figures. Her gaze narrowed, top lip curling. 
 
    “Dammit,” Avery muttered. “Dammit to hell.”  
 
    Laslin blinked her vision back to a mundane, human blur. She slipped off Thorn’s back and moved to Avery’s side. She was on the verge of trembling, coiled tight enough to send shockwaves through the continent. 
 
    “Avery? What is it?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Riders from Siormar. Idiots, the lot of them. They call themselves The Peacekeepers of Fih Bryn and see to it that the surrounding countryside follows in His example. They have nothing better to do than enforce their misguided views all across the continent. It is enough to make one detest Fih Bryn, though I’ve little doubt He would be embarrassed by the lot of them. 
 
    “And don’t think they’re harmless. Don’t think it little more than nagging. They sink their claws in deeper than any mere phoenix could.” 
 
    When Laslin was younger and her Mark had not pushed all the way through her skin, there had been those too stubborn and proud to accept her as their god. It was a far cry from an entire town taking offence to her claims, but she did not need to know the details to see the danger in it. 
 
    Avery was right. 
 
    Her word was the truth. 
 
    “Let’s hurry to Ayad,” Laslin said, hand on Avery’s shoulder. “We’ll be there before they have the chance to notice us, and I doubt they’ll trouble me there.” 
 
    Avery shrugged Laslin off. 
 
    Laslin hadn’t realised how easily her hand had settled on Avery’s shoulder until she was holding it to her chest as a human would cradle a burnt palm. 
 
    “Not everything is about You. This certainly isn’t about You,” Avery muttered. 
 
    She marched across the grassland, heading to the city in spite of her words. 
 
    “Avery? What’s wrong? Please tell me. I want to help,” Laslin said, jogging to catch up with her. 
 
    “Hah! Tell You? What, and risk You hating me as much as she—oh, never mind. Dash it all. You cannot fix everything.” 
 
    Laslin grabbed Avery’s wrist, stopping her. Her tone was cruel, the echo of barked laughter, but Avery herself was not cruel. Something gnawed at her insides. 
 
    “I’m not trying to fix this, whatever it is. Only to help you, and not because I’m a god and it’s my duty. I could never hate you, Avery. You’re my friend, and you’re upset. Please talk to me.”  
 
    Avery lifted her chin. Laslin dropped Avery’s wrist before it was torn away. 
 
    “Nonsense, nonsense. You don’t know the half of it. Besides, this is a human matter, between humans, because of humans, and…” Something shifted behind Avery’s eyes. “You wouldn’t understand it. I scarcely do.” 
 
    “You don’t know that unless you talk to me.” 
 
    Shaking her head as she marched away, Avery muttered, “It is no business of Yours, Laslin. It is not something Your Mark can smooth over, like so many cracked roof tiles. This requires a beating heart and an abundance of humanity.”  
 
    Ayad pulled itself towards Avery. Thorn plodded after her and stared back at Laslin, waiting for her to follow Avery, already so settled into this new routine the four of them shared. 
 
    Laslin didn’t follow. She didn’t want Ayad to welcome her and her still heart. She didn’t want to see them because they would never see her. Not truly.  
 
    They didn’t understand her. They didn’t understand what she could do, what she meant to the world. They defined her through stories, through song and prayer, and mistook distance for piety. 
 
    Yet Avery had inched her way closer, only to snap like a thread pulled taut. 
 
    Laslin swallowed the lump in her throat. They’d sat together at the edge of the world, hand in hand, but— 
 
    What did Avery know? She’d only been at her side for months, and she only lashed out because she was hurting. 
 
    She was only human. 
 
    Only human. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Nine. 
 
      
 
    Laslin might not have been a living, breathing creature in the truest sense, but her nerves had yet to simmer and dull. 
 
    Grabbing the ropes around Thorn, Laslin guided him down the hillside. Laslin’s boots slipped on the incline as her thoughts raced to close the distance between her and Avery. She needed to find her voice. The voice she had not raised since her Mark was hidden and anger wasn’t considered beneath her. 
 
    “Avery,” Laslin called. 
 
    Avery held out an arm, blocking her way. 
 
    Laslin dug her heels into the dirt. Avery wouldn’t stop her so easily. 
 
    She parted her lips, but Avery said, “There’s a ghost. A small one. Look.”  
 
    It was a distraction, there to silence her. Had there been a ghost, Laslin would’ve felt it in her fingertips. Nothing on the continent would negate the nausea ghosts brought with them. 
 
    “Avery,” Laslin said again. 
 
    Her throat was dry. 
 
    Her teeth ached. 
 
    Avery stepped aside, gesturing for Laslin to follow. One step, two steps, and the discomfort grew. 
 
    Laslin had borrowed Ivy’s sight to see the riders in the distance, but Avery was gifted with the keen sight of a hunter. She’d seen what Laslin couldn’t. The ghost was mere inches tall. It’d be part of the earth within a week. It had spent more time as a ghost than an array of living creatures, leaving a trail of inky magic across the land it roamed. 
 
    Avery circled it like a sleeping bear. 
 
    Laslin held her breath. The ghost’s stench flooded her senses. Her anger at Avery faded, for she saw the difference between them too clearly. Avery didn’t fear the ghost. She wasn’t repulsed to stand upon the same dirt as it. 
 
    She was as human as they came, pushed and pulled by a deluge of emotions she dared to define, flesh and blood keeping death within or at bay, born to cry, to sweat, to vomit, to wrench whole parts of herself away. She would stumble and fall, fighting against the years to hold herself together, all fear and fluids, sickly from the start. Fleeting, desperately fleeting, but thinking herself untouchable, like all the time in the world was hers.  
 
    A being of bone, caging a beating heart within. 
 
    “Laslin? Laz?” Avery’s voice didn’t warble. “Look, we’re practically at Ayad. That ghost is all but behind us.” 
 
    Laslin turned towards the hillside she’d bounded down, uncertain what she’d been staring at. Thorn was close behind. The hill rose above them, ghost three-hundred feet away or more; a dark stone in the greenery. 
 
    It couldn’t reach her. It wasn’t the inaccessibility of death that turned her hands to fists. 
 
    She stood face to face with Avery. Now she had the chance to speak, she could not. Avery was human, and that was her strength as well as her weakness. Laslin could not speak down to her, but she couldn’t understand her, either. 
 
    Avery was something else. 
 
    The anger Laslin didn’t understand had nowhere to go, but the fear and frustration in Avery’s features faded. 
 
    “Goodness,” she murmured, reaching for Laslin’s shoulders. She rubbed the sides of her arms, teeth close to chattering. “Look at You. You look… Your expression has changed.” 
 
    Laslin bit the inside of her cheek. 
 
    “Of course it has,” Laslin said, lifting her chin. “Of course it does.” 
 
    “Well. I suppose it might. You laugh, You smile, You frown, but it is only surface-deep. And now I might not recognise You. Goodness. Was I that terrified the truth would make You detest me that I hastened its arrival? I am afraid I have hurt You very badly.” 
 
    Avery squeezed her arms. It wasn’t an apology but a prelude to one. Laslin dreaded its arrival. Only then did she comprehend the turmoil within her. It was not ancient, righteous anger. It was not a matter of gods and mortals. 
 
    Ever since the Mark of the Gods stained her skin, people treated her differently. They made an other of her.  
 
    She’d let herself believe Avery never would. 
 
    “I am not unfeeling,” Laslin said. “My heart may not always beat, but I understand you were being figurative, Avery. All this time, I have not—have I been so… I am not human. But I was raised as one, and I understand goodness and all the rest.”  
 
    She wanted it to be a fact. She wanted to teach Avery something of immortal life, but her voice faltered. 
 
    “No. No, You most certainly are not unfeeling. You have been nothing but kind to me and every creature You have come across. There has been nothing but compassion for others in Your every act,” Avery said softly. “I am afraid I may be the unfeeling one. I was surprised by what You saw, but it was not Your fault for seeing it. I never ought to have taken that anger out on You. I’m sorry, Laz. You must know I do not think You heartless.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t know what to do, what to say. 
 
    People were ever apologising because they hadn’t planned for her arrival, because they didn’t have enough to offer her, because she had gone out of her way to help them; but never for hurting her. 
 
    No one thought it possible for a god to suffer so. 
 
    Laslin didn’t have to speak. 
 
    Avery took a deep breath, composing herself. She pulled Laslin close and held her there, arms tight around her shoulders. Laslin couldn’t remember the last embrace that didn’t come with scales. Her mothers, maybe. The dear friend who’d followed her down the mountain paths to see her off. 
 
    Reciprocation started as a twitch in her fingers. Laslin gripped the back of Avery’s shirt and buried her face in her shoulder. Avery laughed softly, patting the back of her head.  
 
    She was warm. Sturdy. Laslin wanted her heart to beat. 
 
    “There. You’re not going to… that is, I should rather know sooner than later. Do You plan on sending me away?” 
 
    “Why would I?” Laslin mumbled into her shoulder. 
 
    “For acting so boorishly. I am overly familiar with You, I know that, but to call a god heartless – nay, soulless – is not something I could’ve predicted of myself. Even Old Taryn will be surprised I made such a fine mess of things. Well. I suppose we all show our true colours eventually.” 
 
    Laslin leant back. Her hands lingered on Avery’s waist. 
 
    “You’ve shown me nothing but your true self since you first stomped into Vaelos’ feast. I’m not going to send you away for being upset and lashing out. You have apologised, you are sincere, and I honestly cannot remember the last time someone’s words hurt me; since I was close enough to someone to feel their anger.”  
 
    “Stomped into the feast? Gods, woman! That was my stag You were feasting Your godly eyes on. If anything, You were the interloper,” Avery said. “And as for hurting You, I shall never take pride in that. I shall be more careful in the future. I shall sulk silently on Thorn’s back rather than spit venom from my lips.” 
 
    Laslin placed a hand on Avery’s face. 
 
    “See? You are nothing but yourself at all times.” 
 
    “And so be it on Your head!” Avery said, leaning into the touch before bounding towards Ayad. 
 
    A woman hung from her front window as they reached the solitary buildings scattered around the outskirts of the city. She waved them over, remarking on the wonder that was Thorn. With a shared, silent gesture, Laslin and Avery decided to reveal Laslin’s true nature to the woman. 
 
    She almost fell out of the window. Laslin shook her hand a dozen times and asked that she keep her secret for a few days. She wanted to drift through Ayad as any human traveller might, taking in the sights and helping as many as she could without causing a stampede of celebration. 
 
    The woman readily agreed and offered Thorn a resting place on the warm stones of her garden patio, along with access to whatever he wished to eat.  
 
    Thorn was happy to stay behind, so Laslin was happy to leave him. She patted his head as she left, and Avery did the same. 
 
    “Well! There’s only one question worth asking, and that’s Where to start?” Avery said, joining the main road into the city. 
 
    Startled by the abundance of life in close quarters, Avery stood with her hands on her hips, head tilted back to take it all in. Laslin pulled her out of the path of carriages and got a better look at her surroundings. Laslin had visited cities home to half a million, but a few dwindling years were all it took to turn Ayad into the greatest settlement on the continent.  
 
    The buildings touched the sky. People rushed past one another, not recognising the strangers that walked the same roads as them every day. Conversation came from every direction, the clop of horses’ hooves were of little concern to the busy citizens, and the distant horizons were gone. The continent rolled itself up, deciding only Ayad mattered. 
 
    Avery’s question went forgotten. She squinted and stared, mouth hanging open, attention stolen by a dozen things at once. Laslin watched her, imagining how it felt to be flesh and blood in a way that mattered; how it would feel if the world could stir anything in her as deeply as it did Avery. 
 
    “There’ll be a lot of sick and wounded in a city of this size,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Do try not to sound quite so thrilled about it,” Avery said, letting Laslin take the lead. 
 
    Laslin’s sleeves covered her arms. If people looked at her, it was because they were caught up in their own thoughts, not because they saw a god before them. 
 
    She was as forgettable as any human, but it wouldn’t last. 
 
    Laslin relished in it because of that. 
 
    Hundreds of years ago, when there were things such as poverty, the sick huddled on street corners and beneath bridges, met with contempt for how luck had treated them. Rodaidh Nolani, born two centuries before Fih Bryn, had done their utmost to ensure nobody was turned away from healers’ halls, no matter how empty their pockets.  
 
    When Fih Bryn cleansed the continent of currency, he finished what Rodaidh Nolani started. 
 
    There were none without homes, but sickness came with the changing of seasons and the whims of nature. A city the size of Ayad would have at least four healers’ halls, while Avery’s village would’ve seen healers go from household to household at their patient’s behest. 
 
    Laslin could walk through the halls and lay her hands on the sick and injured, but the mere act would reveal her true nature.  
 
    The healers’ halls weren’t hard to find. They were the tallest buildings in the city, each with a torch burning at their very top. A three-headed serpent, the symbol of Rodaidh Nolani’s truth, was worked into the brickwork on each side. 
 
    Laslin walked the perimeter, fingers trailing the walls. 
 
    “I don’t mean to get under Your skin, but is this really it? You aren’t going to bless anyone? Anoint them with something innocuous but soothing?” Avery asked. 
 
    “This does most of the work,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Again, not to offend, but what are You doing?” 
 
    Laslin paused. It was so integral to her being that she couldn’t find the words at first. 
 
    “It helps if I’m there. If I can make contact with the sick and injured. But it isn’t a necessity. I can’t die. You know that. I can’t be hurt, can’t be poisoned, or fall ill. But I can draw it all within myself. I can take whatever plagues someone and purify them of it,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery leant against the wall, mouth curling into a smile. 
 
    “Why, Laslin, You are a giant sponge. Why did You not tell me of Your talents before?” 
 
    “I thought it obvious. You haven’t once been ill around me.”   
 
    “Not falling ill in two-odd months isn’t as remarkable as You make it out to be. We humans aren’t quite so brittle as all that. In fact, I have suffered no major pains in the last, oh, three years. Unless You meant to say You have been watching me sleep for all that time, too.” 
 
    Laslin’s step slowed. The person on the other side of the wall had something wretched caught in their lungs. It almost made Laslin’s next breath difficult. 
 
    “It was a joke, Avery,” she said. 
 
    “A joke! Learn that from me, did You?” Avery asked, grinning. “Although now You mention it, I can’t recall a single nightmare I’ve had since leaving Vaelos. I suppose You’ve been doing this sponge business, this leeching, everywhere we’ve gone, haven’t You?” 
 
    “Just a side-effect of my presence,” Laslin said. 
 
    “I’ll say!” 
 
    Avery bowed at the waist and followed Laslin the rest of the way around the building. 
 
    Healing wouldn’t be instantaneous. Any relief her presence brought would be passed off as a wave of good luck, of medication finally taking root. Sickness would fade day-by-day, rather than month-by-month, and wounds would smooth over with no risk of infection. Deep illnesses would never return. 
 
    They visited four healers’ halls and one set up for animals. Laslin walked the city’s oldest paths, ensuring they remained strong, and had a stern word with a building leaning a little too far towards the street for her liking. 
 
    Avery took her by the arm and paraded her through the markets and taverns. There was nowhere better for gossip, for concerned citizens to bemoan their neighbours’ lot in life. 
 
    After a day of fixing dozens of tiny problems and the dull business of communing with the city’s foundations, Laslin sought out the Mayor. 
 
    Avery discovered her whereabouts with a few pointed questions to the locals, and Laslin dragged her feet as she headed for the city's centre. 
 
    The Mayor was a busy woman with no time to take care of an extravagant household. A modest terrace house stood above them, and Laslin ascended the stairs to the pretty, redbrick building with a sigh caught in her chest. 
 
    She wanted to help Ayad, but things would change the moment she introduced herself. It would no longer be her and Avery, alone amongst the tens of thousands, doing all they could to help without needing thanks. 
 
    Laslin should’ve been doing that all along. Coming and going without breathing a word of the gods, doing good deeds because it was the right thing to do; not because she needed them to know they were blessed by her presence, that she had touched their lives. 
 
    They were only halfway up the stairs. She could take Avery’s hand and tug her back to the crowds. They could find an inn, any inn, and do the same thing tomorrow. 
 
    Avery took the last dozen steps two at a time and rapped rhythmically on the door. 
 
    It was for the best. 
 
    Humanity wanted to know when a god walked amongst them. 
 
    A woman opened the door in the midst of doing a dozen other chores, glasses pushed onto her head. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked. 
 
    Avery clasped her hat to her chest and said, “May I presume you are the Mayor of this fair city?” 
 
    “That would be my wife,” the woman said. “My wife who is having her first day off in months. I assume there isn’t an emergency.” 
 
    The city wasn’t burning behind them. 
 
    “Not an emergency, per se, but certainly something worth rushing to see. Now, if you would be good enough to fetch your esteemed wife, I can promise neither of you will regret it.” 
 
    “I get the feeling you aren’t going to leave until you see her, are you?” the woman asked. Avery shook her head. Sighing, she called, “Irene. You’d better come deal with this.” 
 
    The Mayor appeared within seconds. She greeted Laslin and Avery with a silent nod and waited for them to say their piece and be summarily dismissed. 
 
    Avery took a step back and stood next to Laslin. 
 
    “My good Mayor and wife thereof. I’ve no doubt a city as grand as Ayad has heard the rumours. A god roams east, stopping here and there, aiding all the settlements that welcome Her,” Avery said. Neither of the women’s faces changed. “Might I introduce Laslin Lonan of the Western Mountains, god made flesh.” 
 
    She held her hat towards Laslin. 
 
    Laslin raised a hand, waving. 
 
    The Mayor’s wife glanced at the door, about to slam it on them. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Half of my village were similarly speechless. Fear not, I would never make such bold claims without all the evidence one could desire. Laslin, if you would!” 
 
    Laslin rolled her sleeve past the elbow, revealing her Mark. It never failed to surpass expectations, even without its turquoise glow. 
 
    Anyone could tell it was the only true part of her body. 
 
    Things moved quickly, as they always did. Vivian, the Mayor’s wife, remained as dry as she’d been upon answering the door, but there was a piety to it Laslin appreciated. She did not change who she was upon learning what Laslin was. 
 
    A chorus of chatter followed them into the parlour. They were offered a flourish of drinks, all of which Avery accepted. The Mayor became a woman of business and wonder all at once; she asked practical questions, sought ways to help prepare the city for the news of a god’s arrival, but did so with wide eyes, squeezing her wife’s hand every few minutes. 
 
    Avery did much of the talking. Everything Laslin had said at the last dozen settlements was filtered and refined by Avery, and the presence of another human helped both women relax. 
 
    Avery knew when to smile, when to joke. She knew how to slip serious matters and hard questions into the flow of conversation. Laslin could not have spoken about her work at the healers’ halls without boasting, but Avery didn’t consider not telling the tale. 
 
    Dinner was prepared. They sat around the table, discussing all Mayor Irene would show Laslin in the morning, all they could fix before announcing her arrival that afternoon. 
 
    “You’ll stay with us tonight, of course,” Irene said, pointing her fork around the table. “To think! A god’s been wandering the city on my day off.” 
 
    “Thanks for this. She’ll never take a day to herself again,” Vivian sighed. 
 
    “On the contrary! I’m sure she’ll associate taking time off with all manner of good things happening. And now our dear Laslin has revealed herself, Irene doesn’t have to concern herself with missing the arrival of a god for another two hundred years,” Avery said. 
 
    The women laughed. Laslin pushed food around her plate, searching for something she could stomach. The more accepting Avery was of her, the harder it was to feign an appetite before other humans.  
 
    “Well. Either way, we’ll have the guest rooms prepared at a word,” Irene said. 
 
    “We only need the one room,” Laslin said, toying with a string bean. 
 
    Irene and Vivian glanced at one another, each searching for a delicate way to ask their next question. 
 
    “A matter of safety, you understand,” Avery said. “Think of me as Laslin’s personal bodyguard. One can never be too careful when They’re a god.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Irene said, distracting herself with a mouthful of wine. 
 
    “Stand watch all night, do you, Avery?” Vivian asked. 
 
    “Like an owl,” Avery confirmed. 
 
    Vivian cut into her meal, humming. Whatever lingered on the tip of her tongue was stolen by the knock at the door. She dabbed the corner of her mouth with a napkin and excused herself. 
 
    Used to interruptions, Irene dove back into practical matters. Did Laslin want to visit Fih Bryn’s temple, or would that be strange for her? Laslin preferred these sort of conversations. She could give clear, satisfying answers and move her own agenda along without stifling the fun of an evening. 
 
    Avery eased back in her seat, taking hearty bites of her dinner.  
 
    “Dear?” Vivian called into the room. “There’s someone here to speak with you. They say it’s important.” 
 
    “Send them down to the office. There are plenty of people who’ll be happy to help them out,” Irene called back. 
 
    A drawn-out pause followed. 
 
    “They’re rather insistent.”  
 
    “Well, who is it? Do they know we have guests?” 
 
    “I believe that may be the problem. It’s a group from Siormar. Our guests have brought them here.” 
 
    Hurt did not claim Irene at the mention of Siormar, but an old, tired frustration crossed her features. Siormar had made her work as Mayor more difficult than it needed to be on no shortage of occasions. 
 
    Irene wiped her hands and got to her feet. 
 
    “I apologise. I’ll have a word with them and they’ll be gone before You know it. Trust me. This is hardly the first time I’ve had the Peacekeepers at my front door.” 
 
    “Let me help,” Laslin said, standing. 
 
    Irene waved her back into her seat. 
 
    “No need. We don’t want to play into whatever this is and cause a scene,” Irene said, vanishing from the room. 
 
    Laslin stole a glance in Avery’s direction. She hadn’t paled, nor did she look as though something in her might shatter at a kind word. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of—well! You cannot say that I did not try to protect You, Laz. Avoiding Siormar only works in our favour if Siormar avoids us, too. Still, try not to worry Yourself. For all the swords they carry, I doubt a single one knows which way to point a blade.”  
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    Avery stabbed her fork into a hunk of meat. Slumping in her seat, she tore a chunk of it off with her back teeth and gulped down a glass of wine. 
 
    The door muffled Mayor Irene’s voice. Laslin stood slowly. Avery was a bear trap overstretched, groaning on its hinges as it begged to snap at air, if not bone.  
 
    She said nothing. She didn’t glance at Laslin, instead drumming her fingers on the table. 
 
    Laslin hurried after the Mayor. She should’ve been the first one on her feet, for she’d brought the Peacekeepers of Siormar to Ayad with word of her deeds. 
 
    Irene and Vivian were in deep, frustrating conversation with them. Three Peacekeepers had ascended the stairs, and the others wrangled their horses on the street below. 
 
    Laslin couldn’t keep her composure. She pressed her fingers to her temples, though she hadn’t suffered a headache in years. As she had drained disease from those across the city, something too was within her, sunk into a soul that didn’t need purifying. 
 
    She straightened her shoulders and almost found reason to breathe. It was the sun caught in her eyes, that was all. She couldn’t focus on those before her with her mind stuck on Avery.  
 
    A man stood before her, fifty or sixty, with his hood pulled up in defiance of the weather. His face was—his eyes—it didn’t matter. The other man—he was—he stood with— 
 
    Laslin screwed her eyes shut. They opened as if on rusted hinges and fixed on the woman at the back of the group. Laslin had never seen her but recognised her at a glance. She was human, a human, and Laslin knew her, past, present, and future. Her hair was—her skin—it didn’t matter. 
 
    Light burnt in the woman’s eyes. They didn’t reflect the sun; the flames came from within, like a cat’s eyes alive with lantern light. Laslin pushed between the men, not stopping until she was before the woman. 
 
    Laslin reached for her face but snatched her hands back. No, no. It was too much, and it was too familiar. 
 
    Or not familiar enough. 
 
    Laslin twisted her fingers in the front of her shirt. 
 
    Confusion bound the woman to the spot. Her lip curled into the start of a snarl. She wouldn’t look Laslin in the eyes as Laslin poured into hers. Her gaze dropped to Laslin’s arm, to the Mark that became her. 
 
    “What are—” the woman muttered, stepping back. She stumbled, losing her balance on the top step, and Laslin grabbed her arm. 
 
    The woman hissed, mistaking Laslin’s hand for white-hot iron. She batted it away and circled Laslin without taking her glowing eyes off her. 
 
    “I presume you’re the source of all this trouble,” one of the Peacekeepers said. 
 
    He placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder, drawing her away from Laslin. 
 
    Irene gestured to Laslin with an apologetic sigh.  
 
    “Please, get back to dinner. Don’t trouble Yourself with our neighbours. Siormar and Ayad have never seen eye-to-eye, but we’ve never come to blows because of it. It’s all a simple misunderstanding,” Irene said. 
 
    “Misunderstanding? Misunderstanding is too kind a word. This woman has spread deception across the continent, and too many settlements have fallen prey to her blasphemy. All we want is to ensure Ayad doesn’t unwittingly commit the same sacrilege. Imagine the frenzy your city would be worked into.”  
 
    The woman with burning eyes looked away, gaze fixed on a crack in the paving stones. 
 
    A frustrated chitter fell from above. Ivy perched on the awning, eyes darting between the Peacekeepers. 
 
    “All this nonsense, again,” Vivian sighed. “The Mayor takes her first day off in what feels like a lifetime, and you have the gall to show up and talk about a god strolling into our city.”  
 
    “There isn’t a god here,” the man said. 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    The door creaked open. Avery joined them as the Peacekeeper pointed a frustrated finger at Laslin. 
 
    “This woman is the problem! She wilfully defies the legacy of Fih Bryn and claims to be of His blood. She sees whole settlements crushed by acts of idolatry! We are here to help you and your city. We aren’t the enemy.” 
 
    Laslin stood straighter. Her Mark was her defence; her being was her defence. She had met plenty sceptical of her claims, convinced it was too good to be true, but never any who called her a liar. 
 
    It didn’t sting. It didn’t fill her with fear. 
 
    There was a misplaced fascination to it. What made Siormar’s Peacekeepers so certain of themselves? What did they know of Fih Bryn that filled them with such self-righteous bile and spite? Even Laslin was not so confident in her being, yet these people had taken it upon themselves to hunt a god. 
 
    “I’ve already told you that we don’t know what you’re talking about,” Irene said. “Fih Bryn’s blood is none of my business. Look. Go back to Siormar and tell them the only people dining with the Mayor of Ayad are her cousins. It’s all a misunderstanding.” 
 
    Irene defended her city as much as her god. She understood enough of Siormar to know Laslin proving herself would do more harm than good. Laslin wanted to speak over Irene, to tell the Peacekeepers she was a god, one they deemed false, and she wanted to know why. 
 
    She wasn’t angry. She wasn’t determined to put them in their place. 
 
    She wanted to learn from them. 
 
    The woman with burning eyes found her voice and said, “Avery doesn’t have any cousins.” 
 
    All eyes were on Avery. She could not speak because she could not draw breath. 
 
    Not until Ivy swooped down to perch on her shoulder. 
 
    “So. You went crawling back to them after all, Braith. Well. Good to know you aren’t dead. I ought to have expected as much, though I’m surprised they welcomed you back,” Avery said. “More fool me.” 
 
    The woman’s lips parted. A beat of hesitance gave her away. She didn’t speak to be cruel, but cruelty was expected of her by her fellow Peacekeepers. 
 
    “They understood the truth of it. They understand the temptations of the wider world and how easily I was convinced leaving was my choice,” Braith said. “This is my family, and it always has been. Siormar is my home, and it is—” 
 
    “A privilege to serve in the name of Fih Bryn,” Avery interrupted.  
 
    She’d heard it all before. 
 
    Vivian stepped between the pair of them. 
 
    “Are we going to have an issue here? This is our city, a city you are welcome in, so long as you do not fling insults or anger at our guests,” Vivian said. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, our dinner is getting cold.”  
 
    Braith stepped towards Avery, and Avery towards Braith. Laslin took Avery’s wrist, not wanting to lose her in whatever this was. 
 
    The Peacekeepers descended the stairs, knowing their message had been felt. Braith lingered behind. The light in her eyes faded, her lips parted; the start of Avery’s name stumbled from her mouth. Avery took a deep breath, jaw tightened. 
 
    Braith turned away, following her fellow Peacekeepers back to the horses. 
 
    Vivian ushered everyone inside, Ivy included, and locked the door behind her. Laslin stood on the other side of the glass, watching Braith mount her horse. 
 
    She hadn’t said anything, hadn’t done anything. 
 
    She was born to fix problems, to soothe tensions between humans, but she did not know how to help when she was the problem. 
 
    “They won’t do anything. I can promise you that,” Irene said. “I’m so sorry it had to come to this. It isn’t the welcome I wished to give You. Trust me, no matter what Siormar and their Peacekeepers preach, we’re honoured to have You here. We’ve no reason to doubt Your claims.”  
 
    Laslin nodded, pretending to understand. 
 
    “Idiots, the lot of them,” Vivian sighed. “Fih Bryn fixed all our real problems two-hundred years ago, so no god could possibly be born after Him. People talked about Your arrival here, as I’m sure they did across the entire continent. Idle chatter, really. What if the next god born was in this very city—imagine if it’s Margaret’s youngest, then the world would really be in trouble. That sort of thing. It feels like we have the delightfully devout coming from Siormar every week to remind us how wrong we are.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to cause any problems for Ayad. I’m sure there’s plenty I can do without giving Siormar more of a reason to swarm your streets,” Laslin said. 
 
    She stole glances at Avery as she spoke. Avery stood in the corner, murmuring sweetly to Ivy, who listened with rapt attention. 
 
    “Nonsense. You shouldn’t have to hide away because of people like that. Surely gods can’t be bullied.” 
 
    “I have to do what’s best for everyone,” Laslin insisted. “And it will be nice to not have so much attention on me, for once. It distracts from what I’m really here to do.”  
 
    Irene and Vivian glanced at one another. They weren’t convinced but weren’t about to argue with a god. 
 
    The rest of dinner was a stilted, practical affair. Irene and Vivian helped make a schedule for the following day, detailing all the things Laslin could do for Ayad without drawing Siormar’s ire towards the people. It was oddly liberating. She wouldn’t have to endure stares, praise, adoration, or the celebrations that overshadowed any good she’d do. 
 
    Avery said nothing. She ate twice as much as usual and drank more. Irene and Vivian retired early for the night, not wanting to take up more of Laslin’s time, and Laslin was glad to be alone with Avery. 
 
    It wasn’t curiosity. It wasn’t that. She didn’t care who Braith was or how she knew Avery, so much as she cared that Avery was alright. 
 
    The guestroom was nothing like the inns Laslin was accustomed to. Those had no qualms about them: they were designed for countless people, and everything within was robust and sturdy, rooms so bare they could scarcely not be neat. The curtains were thick, floors covered by an easily replaceable rug, and the plain, practical bed linens were washed as often as they were used. 
 
    But the guestroom was an extension of the rest of the house. The carpet was still plush, seldom seeing use. The curtains were a light, silky material, designed to let filtered light into the room, and a floral bedspread brought the room together. 
 
    There were too many pillows to ever be of use. Paintings hung from the walls, none the same age, and fresh flowers graced the sill and table. A rocking chair waited in a corner for Laslin to sink into the rest of her book. 
 
    Avery slammed the door behind her. She took in none of the room. She kicked off her boots and socks, did away with her breeches, and threw her overshirt across the room. Lastly, she threw herself into bed, covers tight around her shoulders, back to Laslin. 
 
    Laslin sat by the window, doing nothing for a time. She hoped Avery’s mood would temper and futilely searched for the right thing to say. The sky fell to its darkest, and Laslin took out a book, searching for a distraction, for a metaphor she could eke guidance from. 
 
    Her eyes skimmed the same paragraph over and over. She turned a page, then turned back. She couldn’t pry her thoughts from Avery, tossing and turning in bed. Avery who’d always fallen asleep in an instant, during all nights but this. 
 
    There were no answers waiting for Laslin. There was no right thing to do, to say. It was not the distance of godhood that did it. Humans would struggle, too. 
 
    There was only one thing for it. Laslin had to act and deal with the consequences later. 
 
    Putting the book down, she crossed the room on quiet feet. 
 
    She sat on the bed, letting Avery stare up at her. Laslin waited, patient but not without pressing her fingers to her knees, wanting to see if Avery would hiss or sigh or claim it was alright, really; that they would be gone from this part of the world soon enough, Siormar but an ugly memory Laslin wasn’t meant to understand. 
 
    “Oh, dammit. If You’re really not going to leave it alone,” Avery muttered, pulling back the covers. Laslin stared at the empty spot, sheets creased by Avery’s restlessness, and could not put a thought to what she saw. “Get in, would You? I can’t very well pour my heart out if You’re looming over me.” 
 
    Laslin did as she was told. It wasn’t that she hadn’t understood; she needed confirmation, explicit permission. 
 
    She didn’t want to make a fool of herself in front of Avery. 
 
    Laslin’s body remembered the steps for getting into bed. The rest of her did not. Avery threw the blankets over her, and Laslin’s head swam, dizzy with delight. The world rearranged itself, her blood changed course in her veins, and the muscles that never tired finally relented to comfort. 
 
    It’d been years since she’d slept in a bed. It was nothing like a sloped hillside, nothing like sitting on the root-gnarled ground. 
 
    The weight of the blanket and warmth of the bed overcame her. Laslin stretched out her toes, close to forgetting the day. 
 
    Avery, now on her side, could not do the same. She watched Laslin with the same fascination one might a dog that had wiggled under a duvet in a mimicry of humanity. Laslin tugged the blanket over Avery’s shoulders. 
 
    “I know I may have mentioned her name once or twice, but did Braith look familiar to You?” Avery asked. 
 
    It was easier to speak in the dark. The moonlight made shapes of them, not details. 
 
    “She did,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    It hadn’t all been in her head, then. 
 
    “Saxon’s sister. Ten years divide them, but they do look remarkably alike.” 
 
    Laslin shuffled onto her side, facing Avery. Her arm rested between them, Mark catching the moonlight like the frozen surface of a calm lake. 
 
    Avery, for all her rage, had calmed. Laslin had not said anything, much less the right things, but perhaps her presence helped in times of turmoil, too. As she had trailed her fingers across the thick walls of the healers’ halls, so too had she offered herself to Avery. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about her?” Laslin asked. 
 
    Avery scoffed. 
 
    “Gods, no. I have spent years talking about her and am only just beginning to think of other things. I should hate to fly into another rage.” 
 
    Laslin accepted her answer. She didn’t have to play the part of a god, destined to be all-knowing. Avery’s eyes were fixed on Laslin’s, her breathing was soft and slow, and that was enough. 
 
    How foolish it was to have wasted nights perched on the foot of some bed or confined to a chair, shoulders hunched as she read. She would not sleep, she had no delusions of that ever changing, but she could rest and find comfort in a mattress and a blanket, in the warmth of someone next to her. She could prop herself against the pillows and read her books, no less of a god for it. 
 
    The time would pass whether she denied herself comfort or not. 
 
    Avery reached into the gap between them and found it no great ravine, no trickling creek. She lifted her hand, eyes still on Laslin’s, and waited to be told to stop. She waited for Laslin’s eyes to flash with indignation. 
 
    Laslin followed the path Avery’s fingers took through the air. They came to rest at the heel of her palm, pressing to the Mark of the Gods. Colour flared around Avery’s fingertips, a faint burst of turquoise, gone as soon as it sparked. 
 
    They both blinked hard. 
 
    Avery drew a deep breath, caught off-guard by the tactile nature of the Mark. 
 
    It was not like ink, not like flesh. It was not like anything a human was supposed to touch. 
 
    Slowly, Avery walked her fingers down the inside of Laslin’s arm, summoning pinpricks of light Laslin had only ever drawn from herself before. 
 
    It was an unsettling sensation. It was not unwanted, but it was something she should not want; one more touch and she’d no longer comprehend her life without it. 
 
    “How long have You had this?” Avery asked. Her voice was a whisper, dancing down Laslin’s spine. “I doubt You came into the world with such a sigil upon Your flesh. Much of Your upbringing was delightfully human, was it not?” 
 
    “Since I was thirteen,” Laslin breathed. 
 
    Her words came without thoughts behind them. It was all too easy around Avery, running her fingertips up and down the Mark, no longer watching the godly glow. Her face pressed to her pillow, and not once did she blink. 
 
    “How did You discover it? Were You plagued with strange dreams that led You to the mountain peak, where a destined bolt of lightning struck You, revealing the truth of Your existence? Did it appear all at once, brandished on Your skin, silencing all those around You?” 
 
    “I tripped,” Laslin said, too enthralled with Avery’s imagination to make a tale of her own. 
 
    Avery laughed, breath on Laslin’s lips. 
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    “I tripped. I was walking down a path I’d taken a hundred times, and I tripped. I caught myself with my hands and scraped both palms. My mothers washed the grit away, and there it was. You could see the start of it. It healed over, but it didn’t last. Maybe because word had spread and everyone knew it was there. By the time I was fourteen, the whole thing had come to the surface.” 
 
    Most people believed the Mark had always been there, contrary to the facts of Laslin’s early life. Avery took in the story, adding it to all she’d learnt about Laslin, privileged and hard-won, and Laslin feared that was all it was: a story she stored away, should anyone ask. A tale that fit in somewhere around the truth. 
 
    It could not have been there, wandering those rocky mountain paths. What had she been doing at the time? Taking water to the Bloodscales and their week-old hatchlings? That was not her life. It was not a thing of routine, of predictability, of going blissfully unseen in a community of thousands. 
 
    That was the old Laslin. The illusion of humanity cloaked her for long years, deceiving all those who knew her. Her mothers had beamed with such pride at the Mark their daughter bore, but had it all been for show?  
 
    Had they been disappointed? Had they been afraid? She’d heard them whispering that it all made so much sense, one night. Laslin had always known things she couldn’t have possibly understood, and she’d stared at the sky with such longing. They’d find her by the window, night after night, staring at the constellations until her eyes grew heavy. She hadn’t cried as a new-born, not as other babies did. 
 
    She wondered if her mothers felt something had been stolen from them. They would forever be remembered as the mothers of a god, but what did that matter when their child was gone from the mountains and scarcely thought of them at all? Anyone would prefer a mortal child, one of flesh and blood, there through all their days, helping with the housework and sipping tea with them. 
 
    “A truly incredible story,” Avery said. “Better than anything I could come up with. To think, the Mark of the Gods was with You all along, and it only showed itself by chance. Do You think it was the fall that did it? Had You not scraped Your palms, would it have taken its time showing up, or were You always fated to know Yourself as a god at the tender age of fourteen?” 
 
    Avery’s voice was her own again, hushed with excitement. She smiled, and Laslin was grateful for her past if it meant distracting Avery from the present. 
 
    “I think I always knew there was something there. I always knew I was different,” Laslin said, and it was like a confession. The shock, the floundering, the chest-heaving sobs; she’d fallen victim to them because she thought herself human. It wasn’t a wave of relief. It wasn’t an answer she hadn’t known she was seeking. “If it’d taken any longer to show up, I might’ve searched for it myself.” 
 
    “Gruesome,” Avery said, scrunching up her face. “But it is a wonderful thing to know Yourself at such an age. It would appear You have always had faith in Yourself.” 
 
    “I’m sure all teenagers feel the same way.” 
 
    Avery hummed, conceding. Her fingers were still on Laslin’s arm, only they’d stopped moving. Laslin was both glad of it and disappointed, but the warmth of Avery’s fingers was grounding. 
 
    Avery followed her line of sight and withdrew her hand, having forgotten it’d been there. The Mark flashed, reaching out for a touch denied to it. 
 
    Before Laslin could say anything, Avery tucked Laslin’s hair behind her ear and said, “Do not take this the wrong way, Laz, but are You gay?” 
 
    Laslin spluttered a laugh she feared would wake the household. 
 
    “What sort of question is that?” 
 
    “Or bi? Straight?” Avery continued. “Or none of the above. It would do a god no good to fall victim to such mortal follies, yet one cannot help but wonder.” 
 
    Laslin propped herself on an elbow, looking down at Avery. 
 
    “It’s a very strange question. Where do you come up with these things? We were just discussing the Mark of the Gods, and now—this?” 
 
    She did her best not to smile. 
 
    “Actually, we were using the Mark of the Gods as a ruse to talk about You. You don’t have to answer, of course, but it will only fuel the fires of my speculation. There may be an unspoken rule against it. A general sort of guideline for not breaking human hearts. And then, naturally, one has to worry about outliving Their loved ones.”  
 
    Content in her conspiracies, Avery patted Laslin’s face. 
 
    Laslin fell back on the bed and said, “I will outlive Thorn.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Your one true love. Who could compete with him? He is a handsome fellow, stalwart and adoring, with scales the colour of rubies. Is he all You think of? Does no one else stand a chance?” Avery said. Too quickly for Laslin to answer, she added, “I jest, I jest. How old is the boy, anyway?” 
 
    “Nineteen.” 
 
    “And You mentioned knowing him since he was a hatchling. Then he knew You before the Mark, before all Your grand acclaim. It must be wonderful to have a friend of the sort,” Avery said, sighing wistfully. 
 
    “Yes. He’s known me his entire life, and I’ll always be by his side. Bloodscales can live for almost five-hundred years, you know.” 
 
    “Putting the humble tortoise to shame!” 
 
    Laslin reminded herself how long five centuries truly were; a human would be blessed to live a fraction of that time. Laslin was only just thirty and had seen so much and travelled so far. It would not do to miss Thorn while he was still there, still so young, and waste all the years they had together in fear. 
 
    When the time came, she would no longer look human. She wouldn’t have held that form in centuries, and two new gods would’ve walked the continent. 
 
    “You and Thorn are a lot like each other,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh? Pray tell how You’ve come to that delightful conclusion. Is it my strong, silent presence that draws the comparison?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Well. I am fond of you both.” 
 
    Her words confused her. She had not laboured over them, yet they were her own. Avery smiled, pressed her lips tightly together, and smiled again. 
 
    “Then You shall not be seeing me off after all this trouble?” 
 
    “What trouble?” 
 
    “All of—this. I am quick to anger, granted, but those idiots from Siormar have done nothing to help me make a good impression. I was rather worried this was the end of the line for us. I’d have no choice but to crawl back to Vaelos and pretend I’d left You of my own choosing.” 
 
    “Why? Why would I blame you for their actions? Everything their beliefs are based on happened in Fih Bryn’s time, and you weren’t around for that.”  
 
    “Not their actions, per se. Goodness knows they would stalk You with or without me by Your side. But all that has become of Braith, and—and my reactions to their ill-doings,” Avery mumbled. “I have not become too much for You?” 
 
    “No, Avery. You haven’t. How could you? You’re allowed to be upset, you know,” Laslin said. 
 
    It was all she needed to say. 
 
    Basking in the relief of it, Avery rolled onto her back and said, “I ought to let Saxon know what happened. That Braith lives yet. I know she worries for her.” 
 
    “Ivy can send a letter first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Avery frowned. 
 
    “Or we could speak to her directly. We’ve gone as far east as we can and will more or less pass Saxon’s cottage as we head northward,” Laslin suggested. 
 
    “I rather think that will be for the best. Thank You, Laz.” 
 
    Avery’s eyes drifted closed. She relaxed into the bed as though she too had not laid in one for years. Her breathing slowed, rhythmic and gentle, and sleep needed only the slightest suggestion of permission to claim her. 
 
    Laslin laid by her side, and though she considered it many times, didn’t rise to fetch her book. 
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    The journey to Saxon’s cottage was cut in half. Every village they passed had been graced by Laslin in the weeks prior, leaving them with no feasts to attend or ceremonies to preside over. The universe had its hard boundaries, but so much of the world was what people made of it. Laslin and Avery walked the same path, taking refuge under the stars of a night, yet it was a new venture for them both. 
 
    Least of all because Avery kept biting her tongue. She would grow tired of whatever point she was making a few words in, snap her jaw shut, and shake her head as she marched on. She tossed and turned more of a night, too. 
 
    Heading to Saxon’s cottage was the exact thing Avery needed, but Laslin felt she was doing frustratingly little. As they made their way across the land, on foot and on Thorn’s back, Laslin dusted off an old hobby. It’d been years since she’d let her thoughts lapse into the time-sink of speculation. 
 
    Everything would play out as it was destined to. The truth would not rearrange itself to suit her wild guesses. Yet she found herself trying to piece together how Avery and Braith knew one another, pulling on threads she couldn’t untangle. 
 
    Ivy flew ahead, taking advantage of their trajectory to carry letters back and forth to Vaelos. Avery’s smile shone the brightest when Ivy landed on her shoulder and dropped a small, neat envelope into her hand. 
 
    “Listen to this, Laz,” Avery said, unfolding the page. “Dear Avery. I need you to ask Miss God something. How far away are the mountains? I miss Thorn and want to know if I could walk there and meet another big lizard. Look at the thoughts You’ve put in his head! What a terrible influence You are.” 
 
    “If you didn’t get to ride on Thorn every day, you’d sound exactly like Malik,” Laslin said. 
 
    “As far a point as any. Listen here, though, for I must always do as little Malik commands. How far aware are those mountains of Yours?” 
 
    “As the crow flies?” 
 
    “Or the hawk. Speedy little things.”  
 
    “It’d take months to get there. Five, perhaps six,” Laslin said. Avery let out a low whistle. “At a guess. I’ve never taken a direct path there before.” 
 
    “Perhaps we shall happen upon them, on some adventure or another,” Avery said, pulling herself onto Thorn’s back to pen her reply to Malik. 
 
    Heading into a village to restock would be more trouble than it was worth. Avery frowned at the thought of a crowd mobbing her, eager to drag Laslin back for one last miracle, and took matters into her own hands. 
 
    Avery knocked an arrow and struck true, catching a rabbit as it bounded through the grass. Laslin watched her take aim and release, watched the focus in her eyes, the stillness in her breath. Avery was not only a fine archer by her village’s standards but in comparison to the world at large.  
 
    That night, once Avery had skinned and cooked the rabbit, Laslin asked her to shoot a handful of makeshift targets. Avery obliged, glad of the practice, and did not ask Laslin why she wanted to watch. 
 
    Laslin’s thoughts returned to the question Avery asked beneath the blankets. Was she this, was she that? She ignored the pull as best she could, dismissing it as a mortal quandary. Those were human terms for mortal souls. 
 
    The last thing Laslin wanted was to be more than people could bear. She did not want to leave humanity overburdened by epithets. Labels, titles; those were for beings desperate to define their short lives.  
 
    She was what she was. She had only herself to answer to. 
 
    There had been indiscretions during her first years on the road. Her body and mind were not yet aligned with her immortal soul, and she stumbled into a handful of situations. When her mind cleared and her thoughts slowed, some years later, guilt and shame overcame her. 
 
    Now, it was an amusing footnote in her history. She could only give into the whims of that old, fragile form, as so many did. 
 
    She could tell Avery that. It might be answer enough for her. 
 
    But she knew Avery, and she knew she would pry. Avery would dig deep, wanting to know all about her partners, and Laslin would be forced to admit that her indiscretions were not without distinction, not without a pattern. 
 
    Oh, there was no need for titles. Yet she was a god; she was born of the mountains; she was the blood of Fih Bryn; she was forever defining herself by those constants, knowing the truth of her was unchanging. Certainty was no cage. There was as much freedom in it as fluidity.  
 
    Laslin couldn’t give Avery the answer she deserved because she hadn’t thought of the matter for long years. She considered parts of herself gone for good, faded through something other than neglect. 
 
    But maybe. Maybe— 
 
    The weather began to change. The start of summer made Thorn’s scales glow. 
 
    “You don’t have to come to Saxon’s, You realise,” Avery said from the other side of the fire. One more night and they’d see the edge of the woodland creep into view. “There’s no need for us to both suffer her hospitality.” 
 
    “What should I do? Sit outside and wait for you to do whatever it is you’re going to do?” Laslin asked, leaning against Thorn. 
 
    “Putting it like that does make me sound rather uncharitable. I am in no position to deny a god a roof over Their head. Fine, fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn You. Multiple times.” 
 
    Avery slumped in the grass. The sky was dark, clouds covering the moon, and there were no stars for the nearby lake to reflect. It was not yet ten, but Laslin could scarcely tell the water from the meadow surrounding it. 
 
    An island rose at the centre, a fine resting place for ducks, with an old lookout tower swarmed by the silhouettes of trees. 
 
    “I won’t come in if you don’t want me to.” 
 
    “If I don’t want You to? It isn’t that. Well. Obviously, I would not wish it upon anyone, least of all You. I am simply giving You the chance to escape,” Avery said. 
 
    “I know. And I don’t want to escape.” 
 
    Avery hummed, noise turning to a groan. 
 
    Laslin wanted to help more than Avery wanted to be helped. Frustration knotted within her, choking the night air, and it would only unravel once they reached their destination. Avery could be as foreboding as she wished; she wasn’t fooling Laslin. 
 
    She wasn’t even fooling Thorn. 
 
    It was clear to anyone, god or beast, that Saxon was important to her. 
 
    “Do you want to sleep?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “No, no. That’s the last thing I need right now. What I want is…” Avery sprang back, hands held in front of her. “I want to do something stupid.” 
 
    “You could fall into a pit,” Laslin suggested. 
 
    “No. No, stupider. I am overwrought with my own energy. Had I not cooked dinner with my own hands, it would take little to convince me that there was some poison lacing it. Right. That’s it. Impulse calls! I’m going swimming.” 
 
    Avery threw her hat to the side and shook her hair out. 
 
    “You’re going swimming?” 
 
    Avery hopped from foot to foot, tugging her boots off. 
 
    “That I am. I daresay it’s long overdue. Saxon shall humiliate me by slamming the door in my face, should I turn up reeking of the journey,” Avery said. 
 
    “I haven’t noticed a problem.” 
 
    “Oh, You are far too benevolent to swoop so low as to offend me.” 
 
    Boots and socks abandoned, Avery pulled her shirt over her head. 
 
    Laslin stood up, tried to say something, and span on the spot. 
 
    Avery threw her vest at Laslin’s back. 
 
    “Are You coming? It’s rather dark, and I have a considerable preference for not drowning,” Avery said. 
 
    “Am I coming?” 
 
    Avery clicked her tongue. The light between them faded as Avery banished the fire with a hiss of water. 
 
    “There. I shan’t look,” Avery promised. “Or—here. Is this better?” 
 
    For a still, quiet night, Laslin struggled to hear anything beyond Avery’s voice. Blood pounded in her ears, a sure sign she was out of touch with the whims of mortals. 
 
    Avery cleared her throat, forcing Laslin to relent. It was pitch-black, and all Laslin could make out was Avery’s breeches, repurposed as an elongated blindfold. 
 
    “Are You looking? I shall assume You are. Is this better? Will You swim now? The night is dark, and I am nothing if not gallant,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin bit the inside of her mouth. 
 
    “Take those off. You’ll drown if you go in there dressed like that,” Laslin said, smothering the cinders of laughter in her voice. 
 
    “Oh, but I am not dressed at all!” Avery declared, tossing her breeches aside. “I shall not force You, Laslin, but tomorrow I am likely to be sobbing into Saxon’s arms, baring my soul to the world. Indulge me, won’t You? You might even have a jot of fun.” 
 
    Avery headed for the lake. Thorn remained dead asleep, and the fire was but a memory. What kept Laslin on the banks? Certainly not modesty. That was a human trait, not without its purpose, but something Laslin had risen above. Embarrassment was not becoming of a god, and this body was only a shell, waiting for her true self to burst forth. 
 
    Avery spoke true. Her eyes would not wander. 
 
    “Wait!” Laslin called, pulling her tunic over her head. 
 
    She kicked her shoes aside and left her clothing in a pile. 
 
    Avery braved the shallows. She jumped from foot to foot in the dark, flat water. It sloshed around her feet, disturbing the entire night. 
 
    “Damn! It’s already summer! Why is the water this cold?” Avery said through chattering teeth. “I shall never get used to it like this. There’s only one thing for it.” 
 
    Hands curled into fists, Avery charged through the shallows, water loud and free around her. She didn’t stop until the lakebed gave way and water reached her shoulders. 
 
    She shrieked and laughed, luring Laslin in with delighted shuddering. 
 
    Laslin waded into the water, letting it rise around her and form a seal, holding her tight. It was cold, colder than was becoming of summer, but she moved the sensation to the back of her mind. She didn’t shriek as Avery did, but the cold water touched her in ways the changing seasons no longer did. 
 
    “I’m going to be honest with You. I don’t know why I thought this a good idea,” Avery said. 
 
    The water rippled around Avery. Laslin stood on her tiptoes, silt clouding the bottom of the lake as she barely kept her head above water. 
 
    “Do you think it’s a bad idea?” 
 
    “Ah! There it is! The truth of it. Had I not promptly removed all my clothing and dove into the nearest lake, I would be sitting around the fire, compulsively thinking about doing this very thing. And look, it is no longer quite so cold, is it?” 
 
    The water lapped around Laslin’s jaw, catching the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “It’s—it’s fine,” Laslin agreed. 
 
    “Ho, what’s this? You’re not shorter than me, are You? I never would’ve thought it. Well! That shall be a moot point once You become a mountainous dragon.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to happen tonight.”  
 
    “One would hope we don’t suffer that level of excitement, no. But try to see the bright side, Laz: You currently have no clothing to tear. And You know I would never doubt You, but You do know how to swim, don’t You, O Mountain God?” 
 
    Giving up on finding her footing, Laslin hooked her arms over the surface and trod water. 
 
    “Of course I can. There are lakes in the mountains. There’s one at the foot of Mount Sen that’s the size of an ocean. You can’t see the other side, even on a clear day,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery pushed off the lakebed and drifted further from shore. Laslin’s vision adjusted to the dark as much as it ever would. Enough to make out Avery’s expression, softened even as she shivered, and her wet hair stuck to her face and bare shoulders. 
 
    It was an invitation, or Laslin chose to take it as one. 
 
    Memories of the mountains were at the forefront of her mind. With the moon hidden and the night close, there was no need to banish them. 
 
    “Bloodscales love water. They’re amazing swimmers,” Laslin said as ripples formed around her and Avery. “They could make it across Lake Sen in an hour, and they’d only have to take a dozen breaths. 
 
    “But it isn’t all lakes up there. There are hot springs, too. Hidden in the caves, out amongst the rocks. Even in the depths of winter, when everything is covered in snow, they’re warmer than any bath you could ever draw. Everyone had their favourite. We visited them a few times a week. My mothers always said they were what made the mountain people so hardy, what let them live for so long. 
 
    Avery’s arms swept rhythmically across the surface, keeping her afloat. Her legs kicked in the depths below, sending her across the lake. 
 
    “Careful. You’re going to make a Malik of me yet. How could I stay away from the mountains after such an idyllic tale? You truly make it sound like a dream.” 
 
    With a few broad strokes, Laslin joined Avery further out in the lake. They were halfway between the shore and central island, though Laslin was convinced they’d scarcely strayed from the banks. It was deep beneath them, too deep to touch the bottom without diving, and fear and novelty muddled together. 
 
    “There’s plenty of hard work to be done in the mountains, and a lot of it is to keep yourself warm. But you’d be fine there. You’re a hunter, after all,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Indeed I am. What do You have up there? Bears? Deer?” 
 
    “Moose, too.” 
 
    “Moose?” Gods. I thought them the stuff of stories. Are they truly as large as everyone says?”  
 
    “Bigger.” 
 
    Laslin had been smaller, last she’d seen one. Thirteen, if that. Once her Mark came through, there was less wandering of the mountain paths allowed, and Laslin was not yet certain enough of her divinity to push back against the sages’ pliable definition of piety. 
 
    “I would need a dozen—” 
 
    Avery snapped her mouth shut. Without warning, she yelped, arms thrashing wildly, throwing water every which way. Laslin screwed her eyes shut and grabbed Avery’s arm, saving her from drowning or worse. 
 
    “What is it?” Laslin asked. 
 
    The Mark warmed along Laslin’s arm, ready to find its purpose. 
 
    “I think—” Avery began, spitting water from her mouth. “I think a fish touched my foot! Damned creature. Shouldn’t it be sleeping at this hour?” 
 
    Laslin loosened her grasp.  
 
    “A fish?” 
 
    “Don’t sound so disappointed! It started me, is all. Here I am, naked in a cold, dark lake, utterly defenceless.” 
 
    “And who’s to blame for all that?” 
 
    “Blame the stars, for all I care. I shall not learn any lesson from this, though I am lucky to still have my toes. Come. Let’s swim to that island. I want to get a better look at those ruins,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin set off after Avery. It was nothing like sinking into a hot spring after a long day spent helping Bloodscales roll rocks to clear a path after a landslide. The lake was intent on pulling at her muscles, leaving her lungs icy as she gasped for breath. 
 
    She felt none of it but pretended she could. She pushed her face into the water, seeing nothing but the density of darkness, and imagined something within her would begin to ache or beg for air. 
 
    The lake didn’t grow particularly shallow. Avery scrambled up the side of the island, huffing as she went, grumbling about the mud. Laslin waited until Avery stood before the ruins to join her. 
 
    “Well! It makes no more sense than it ever has. Is it like this everywhere? Ruins littering the landscape, having the gall to pretend they are as natural as any tree or brook?” Avery asked, hands on her hips. 
 
    “They’re older than any of the trees. But you’re right. They’re everywhere. In the mountains, in the valleys. East and west. I’ve never gone a day without stumbling across some new ruin.” 
 
    Avery pressed her hands to the crumbled stone, searching for the braille of the past. 
 
    “That’s all You have to say? You’re not going to tell me?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Tell you what?” 
 
    “What it all means, naturally! Why our land is plagued by the ruins of a civilisation that came long before our own, and why there is no written history, no clues outside our imagination. I have been fascinated with it since childhood. Since I realised that not only did the adults around me not have any satisfactory answers, but rarely thought of the ruins at all. They blinded themselves to them, accepting that they were what they were.  
 
    “As though they were sculptures, figurative representations of a landscape, not the remnants of houses, castles, towers, shops; a whole world laid out before us!” Avery said, hooking her fingers between two ancient stones to hoist herself off the ground. 
 
    A sliver of moonlight escaped the cloud cover. Laslin saw Avery with a little more clarity, water dripping from her heavy hair and leaving silver streaks across her pale skin. 
 
    “I’d tell you if I knew. I’m sorry I don’t have the answers you deserve,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    Avery glanced over her shoulder. There was enough light to see her smile. 
 
    “Goodness! I don’t expect them of You. I only hoped You might share what You do know,” Avery said. Letting go of the watchtower ruins, she dropped to the ground and said, “Actually, I think I’m rather poorly prepared for climbing. Let’s sit for a moment, Laz. You might be safe in that godly skin of Yours, but I am quite exhausted.” 
 
    They sat in the long grass and stared across the lake, naked, shivering. Avery’s shoulder pressed to Laslin’s, and her knee came and went, knocking Laslin’s. 
 
    Avery glanced at her, then back to the water. The night’s breath moved across the surface, soft and fleeting, and the escaping moon let its light dance over the water. 
 
    “Laz?” Avery said, after her third glance. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Well. How do I put this? I understand I promised You I would not dare gaze upon You, and I trust You’ll understand that this was not intentional, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But! Have You, ah. Found reason to be naked, of late?” 
 
    Avery cleared her throat. Laslin shuffled on the spot. 
 
    “Well. I don’t need to bathe.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. So I recall. Now, I may be pointing out something You already know, but—well. Your shoulders, Laz. Your shoulder blades, too. Did You realise? Is it new?” 
 
    Laslin twisted her neck, wanting to see what had Avery so tongue-tied. 
 
    “May I?” Avery asked. 
 
    Her voice was soft, reserved. Laslin didn’t know what she was giving her permission to do, but she knew it wouldn’t be too much. 
 
    Avery knelt behind her and tentatively pressed her fingers to Laslin’s shoulder. Laslin tensed, touch doing more than freezing water ever could. Avery didn’t have to say another word; Laslin felt it all in her touch. Her fingers traced the strange shapes across her skin, seams in the surface, ravines in her flesh. 
 
    “They’re the start of scales, aren’t they?” Avery asked. 
 
    Laslin nodded. She hadn’t known. 
 
    She hadn’t felt the change. 
 
    “Well! This is all rather fascinating. I suppose I was spot-on with all my talk of dragons,” Avery said. 
 
    She returned to Laslin’s side, but her hand remained on her back, illustrating all the ways Laslin’s body had changed. 
 
    A heat came upon Laslin. It was childish, uncouth; it was an anger she had not felt in decades, something her very essence ought to have held back. But with Avery there, she could not ignore the sensation. With Avery there, she understood the truth of it.  
 
    Laslin had spent years telling herself her body was not her own. It was a vessel for her, something to discard, but she had been wrong. For the first time, she understood what was happening: her body was being stolen from her. It peeled itself away, chiselled into something new, something beyond her choosing. 
 
    And Laslin had denied herself so much. 
 
    She had denied herself who she was for fear of confusing mortals. For fear of being too much for them. But putting words to what she was did not mean her existence was too much, too big, divided into too many boxes. 
 
    All parts of her overlapped. Not naming what was true, what was real to her and the world around her, had no less weight than refusing to be obscured. 
 
    “I am,” Laslin muttered. “That question you asked: I am.” 
 
    “Pardon? The question I asked?” 
 
    Laslin nodded. 
 
    “At Mayor Irene’s house. You asked me if I was gay. Well: I am. I’m a lesbian.” 
 
    Laughing softly, Avery wrapped an arm around Laslin’s shoulders. 
 
    “Oh, yes. I had long since suspected as much,” she said. 
 
    “What? Then why ask me?” 
 
    “It is only fair You get to answer for Yourself.” 
 
    Sighing, Laslin dropped her head onto Avery’s shoulder. They sat together until clouds covered the moon once more, and Avery’s weary, mortal muscles had a modicum of strength. 
 
    They swam back to shore and wrapped themselves in blankets. Laslin breathed life into the fire, and it wasn’t long before they could crawl back into their clothes. 
 
    Avery fell asleep faster than she had in nights. By firelight, Laslin saw that she had grabbed the wrong things in the dark; Avery slept in Laslin’s tunic, and Laslin passed the night in Avery’s loose shirt, smelling faintly of her. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twelve. 
 
      
 
    Avery slept well. Once her blanket was dry, Laslin threw it over Avery and swept a hand across her forehead, chasing out the scent of sickness. 
 
    Laslin couldn’t focus the whole night through. She sat with her latest book propped open on her knees, one hand under her shirt, tracing the start of scales. She took in none of the words and gave up on reading long before sunrise. 
 
    The scales were deeper, more of an intrusion, when Avery wasn’t the one mapping them out. 
 
    She waited for dawn. When it came, the lake did not suddenly reflect the sky; it had done so the whole night through, and the water could not be blamed for the whims of darkness. Colour crept back to the water’s edge, a paintbrush touching a jar of water, letting the surface paint its own patterns. 
 
    The sun climbed over the horizon, and still Avery slept. Laslin didn’t wake her. Thorn blinked his vertical eyes open, chewed on nothing, and set off for the lake. 
 
    Yesterday’s trek had run him ragged. He hadn’t done much more than lap at the edge of the lake last night. With well-earnt rest behind him, he slipped into the water and swam in the shallows. His short, front arms trailed behind him, accompanied by the occasional kick of his back legs. 
 
    For all he trundled across the land, tearing out bracken with his clumsy feet, he became one of Avery’s arrows in the water. His body rippled like a wave, fluid, free, and he darted around beneath the surface. 
 
    Laslin joined him on the banks, feet in the cool water. From there, the island was a league away. A god could scarcely swim across, much less a frustrated mortal. The crumbled watchtower took on a new life, and not only because the sun turned black rock grey and silver, revealing the remnants of windows, the arch of a doorway. 
 
    Avery’s curiosity claimed Laslin. For so long, she’d accepted the ruins as part of the world, as worthy of question as a loose boulder or fallen tree, but now she understood what fascinated Avery so. 
 
    People had ducked through that doorway once. Or they had not needed to duck. They had stood watch at the top of the tower, and they would only do so if there was something worth guarding. A town or city had surrounded the lake, now forgotten down to its very foundations. The trees Laslin collected firewood from had not yet been saplings. 
 
    More so, it was a time before the gods. Before any god Laslin knew the name of. These people could have trekked to the sea. They could’ve built boats, sailing to distant shores, oblivious to the empty miles beneath them. 
 
    Something terrible had unfolded. The ruined civilisation, forgotten in a heartbeat, said as much. For the first time, it bothered Laslin that she didn’t have the answers. 
 
    Avery awoke close to noon. Thorn was done with swimming and lounged in the shallows with his head in Laslin’s lap, eyes closed. Laslin stroked his scales, more at peace with them than her own. She knew that as she had been there a hundred times before with him, she would be there a hundred times again. 
 
    She had taken Thorn to his first hot spring. She carried him in her arms, for he was young, not yet any bigger than a manageable dog. He wriggled, more confused than afraid, and became very, very still once Laslin lowered him into the warm water. 
 
    It’d been a struggle to retrieve him. He was faster than Laslin in the water and took to it with an ease a fish would envy. 
 
    “Good morning,” Avery said, once breakfast was done. “Terribly sorry to have kept You waiting. It appears I did something incredibly foolish last night and wore myself out.” 
 
    “I think you needed it. Besides, Thorn’s been enjoying himself. It isn’t a problem,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Indeed. Look at the boy. Perhaps we ought to have sailed him to the island last night. Well, try as I might, I have not slept so very much that we shall avoid seeing Mad Old Saxon today. I suppose I’d better resign myself to fate and get on with it.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t point out that Avery wanted to visit Saxon. She climbed on Thorn’s back, letting Avery take the lead, content in the silence between them. 
 
    No shortage of paltry reassurances came to mind, but Laslin didn’t voice them. She’d be seeking comfort for herself, not Avery. Avery needed to focus on the destination ahead, not have time stretched out by a god’s inquest. 
 
    As the evening wore on, Laslin allowed herself to lean forward and rest her chin on Avery’s shoulder. Avery’s taut muscles slackened, and she reached for one of Laslin’s hands. 
 
    A dim sky greeted them as Saxon’s cottage came into view, lost amongst the long shadows of trees guarding the forest. It was as lovely as the first time Laslin had seen it, low sun casting golden light around the woodland framing it. Caught between the highest branches, the light had the same pull as Braith’s eyes. 
 
    Avery hopped off Thorn’s back and ran up the garden path.  
 
    Thorn tilted his head, eyeing the looming trees. Laslin held his face and promised they’d go no further. She left him in the front garden, resting amongst the fragrant flowers. Ivy, busy delivering more letters to Vaelos, would be with them come morning. 
 
    Avery yanked the chain beside the door. A bell chimed within. She tapped her foot and, on the count of ten, pulled the bell three more times. Its peals filled the cottage, and not a soul or mothball stirred within. 
 
    “Curse that woman. She knew I was coming, I swear it, and sought to torment me on her very doorstep,” Avery groaned. “Well, more fool her! She never changes, and I expect that—” 
 
    Avery’s eyes darted around the assortment of rocks and flowerpots crowding the white stone path. She crouched before a young maple in a terracotta pot, tilted it back, and scraped a key from beneath it. 
 
    “Hah! Mad old thing. Anyone could’ve ransacked her silly little home. It’s a good thing it’s only me breaking in, along with a god to keep me honest,” Avery said.  
 
    The door swung open without a creak or groan. Ignoring the entrance hall, Avery burst into the adjoining room.  
 
    Laslin trod more carefully. She closed the door behind her and removed her boots, placing them in line with Saxon’s assortment of shoes. 
 
    The hallway was narrow, the ceilings low. Fresh flowers sat on a cabinet, somehow wild within a frosted vase, and everywhere Laslin looked, the cottage was neat and clean and busy. 
 
    “Don’t linger! Gods beyond You only know what lurks in her den,” Avery called. 
 
    Laslin joined her in the living room. The wallpaper was faded, but fresh paintings hung in frames carefully whittled from the wood of the forest. Avery sat astride in one of the armchairs, kicking her feet irritably in the air. 
 
    The hearth lay cold. It wasn’t Laslin’s place to breathe life into it. 
 
    She sat in the armchair opposite Avery, knowing, somehow, that Saxon would not be angered by the intrusion. Not that she could relax. She placed her hands on her knees, fixated on nothing. 
 
    “There’s something You must know,” Avery began, eyes closed. “That if I am to cry – if – it is not because I am upset, or that I am otherwise wounded. It is because this body of mine knows the best way to humiliate me in front of Saxon, and I am ever sabotaging myself.” 
 
    “You can cry if you need to, Avery. It’s alright to be upset,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery folded her arms over her chest. The front door swung open, and Laslin struggled to sit straighter. 
 
    “Hello, Avery. It’s lovely to have you here,” Saxon called from the hallway. 
 
    “How did you know it was me?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Because you are the only soul who refuses to remove her boots in someone else’s house. You’ve tracked mud through the corridor,” Saxon said, earning a smile from Avery. “Also, there is a giant lizard in my garden.” 
 
    “Has he eaten your prized cabbages?” 
 
    Saxon stepped into the room, shaking her head. 
 
    She truly did look like Braith, divided only by years. No light shone behind her eyes, but Laslin imagined a pull towards her. 
 
    “He is nothing but goodness itself. I offered him a carrot and he was content with that,” Saxon said. Turning to Laslin, she said, “Good evening, Your Grace. I’m honoured to have You in my humble home.” 
 
    Getting to her feet, Laslin held out a hand. 
 
    “Please, it’s Laslin. And I’m sorry to have been an accomplice in this break-in.” 
 
    Shaking her hand, Saxon said, “As You wish, Laslin,” and pointed her back into the armchair. 
 
    “Tea?” Saxon asked. 
 
    “So long as you forego the eye of newt,” Avery muttered. 
 
    Laughing to herself, Saxon patted Avery’s shoulder as she made for the kitchen. 
 
    Avery grunted, letting her bycoket hat fall over her face. 
 
    Chamomile and honey filled the cottage, entangling with the exposed beams above. Saxon returned with a tray, teacups at the ready, along with small, triangular sandwiches. 
 
    She poured a cup for the three of them and placed the plate of sandwiches on Avery’s chest. 
 
    “They’re your favourite,” she said, sitting back with her drink. “Now. What brings you here, Avery?” 
 
    “Must I have a reason?” Avery asked, shoving an entire sandwich into her mouth. 
 
    “You needn’t, but I was more shocked to find you here than a god and Her lizard,” Saxon said. 
 
    Avery shuffled into something more reminiscent of a sitting position and grabbed the tea, swallowing down the sandwiches she was inhaling. When the food was done with and she’d helped herself to second cup, Avery brushed the crumbs off her shirt, straight onto the floor. 
 
    “I saw Braith. A week ago to the day,” she said. 
 
    “Oh,” Saxon whispered. Tea ran over her fingers as her grasp loosened on the cup. “Then she’s alive. Gods, she’s alive. Where was she?” 
 
    “Over in Ayad. She came with the rest of Fih Bryn’s little Peacekeepers and interrupted a rather pleasant meal we were having with the Mayor and her wife. She isn’t herself. Doesn’t sound like herself. They are pulling at her strings, and—well. Perhaps she is herself. Perhaps the Braith I knew was the illusion. No wonder she went crawling straight back to them.” 
 
    Saxon nodded. The light-hearted friction between them was gone. There was no pushing and pulling, no snapping away sympathy. They were of the same mind, holding the same ache, the same tender fear in their exposed hearts. 
 
    Laslin sipped her tea. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Avery. Are you alright?” Saxon asked. 
 
    “Am I alright? She’s your sister.” 
 
    “Yes,” Saxon agreed. “But she’s your wife.” 
 
    The rub of resentment returned as quickly as it vanished. Avery’s teeth pressed together. She glanced at Laslin, so quickly Laslin might’ve imagined it, and fought to stray from anger, frustration, conversation doomed to dissolve into a whirlwind of raised voices and old wounds brought to the surface like scabs torn away. 
 
    “Damn the very mention of it. It is a technicality, and we both know it. She was my wife, but it was all ink and paper; clearly, she cares nothing for our vows,” Avery said, and it wasn’t for Saxon’s benefit. 
 
    Saxon knew the whole story.  
 
    Laslin didn’t need to hear it. It wasn’t for her. It was a matter for mortals, for those with beating hearts. She was beyond it all. She was on the outside, watching through the mists that clouded the Empty Ocean. She leant into the corner of her chair, so small for one with so much power, for one who had decided she was above mortal matters.  
 
    “She’s back with the Peacekeepers,” Saxon murmured. “I’m grateful she’s alive, but—I’m so sorry, Avery. I hoped it was only Siormar she missed, not those foolish crusaders. How did she seem? Was she well?” 
 
    “As well as any brainwashed fool could be. This is no small matter, Saxon. She had the audacity to approach the Mayor of Ayad and denounce a god to Her face. They have been scouring the countryside for Laslin, ever since word of Her arrival spread. I doubt the Peacekeepers will settle for warning us off. They’ll draw blood before long.” 
 
    Saxon said nothing. She wiped her fingers on a kerchief and poured herself a second cup of tea.  
 
    “Braith wouldn’t,” she finally murmured. “Braith is headstrong, she always has been, but she wouldn’t challenge a god directly. She wouldn’t let it come to violence.” 
 
    “You know her better than that, Saxon. Don’t delude yourself.” 
 
    Saxon leant back in her chair. Her hands were not shaking; the news had yet to sink in. 
 
    Avery nudged Saxon’s knee with her boot. 
 
    “Tell Laz about it. Siormar, the Peacekeepers, and all the rest. I have been frustratingly vague about it, and short with Her at times. I’m afraid but she deserves to know it in full. She isn’t omniscient, you know.” 
 
    Saxon turned to Laslin, shaking off the fear rooted deep in her chest. Laslin tensed, breath held indefinitely. She’d hoped they’d forget about her, but they saw her for what she was; an intruder, a being unlike them who could never understand the fragile complexity of the human heart. 
 
    “I expect you now know more of the gods than even I do, Avery,” Saxon said, finding a smile for Laslin. “I’d be honoured to let You know everything about Siormar, though I can muster little pride in my birthplace. 
 
    “It is a strange, singular place. You must know it is the birthplace of Your predecessor, Fih Bryn. Siormar ensures all know this, the continent over. Many, many hundreds of years ago, in the time of monarchs, a noble resided in Siormar. He believed he owned the land it was built upon and all the lives that dwelt therein. He declared he had met a god, and They had bestowed a vision upon him. Siormar would be the birthplace of a god, and that god would be the final one to grace humanity. Siormar’s god would see to it that all our problems were washed away with the Empty Ocean. 
 
    “Other gods came. Ceyda-Yr, Rodaidh Nolani, all born far from Siormar. But the people did not forget the prophecy. It was the beating heart of the town, long after the noble died. 
 
    “When the Mark was discovered upon the young Fih Bryn, it confirmed the vision was true and the prophecy fulfilled. The town became more set in its ways. I was born almost two-hundred years after Fih Bryn, blessed by all the selfless deeds He had done in His mortal form, and Siormar was still alive with talk of Him. I believed it all. We all did, having it instilled in us as children. Fih Bryn was the last of the gods, but someone was bound to take advantage of the two-hundred years that passed and claim they were His descendant. 
 
    “It was impossible. There was nothing left in the world to fix beyond the impiety of mortals. The Peacekeepers ensured Siormar fell in line with their beliefs, and the town turned a cold eye to any strangers. 
 
    “Our fear was real, the beliefs etched into our bones. Fih Bryn was a phoenix, ever watching over us. We could not risk His ire, could not be seen to worship false idols after all He’d done for us. The world would unravel, and the continent would crumble into the Empty Ocean. We were protecting all of humanity, even if they were too blind to understand the truth. 
 
    “I cannot tell You how I left. There was no one moment that told me it was all a farce, bestowing clarity upon me. I spent much of my early life devoted to Fih Bryn’s teachings, wanting to bestow his wisdom and blessings upon others. I studied all I could of the gods before Him and could not for the life of me find a single shred of truth behind the prophecy. 
 
    “Which god had illuminated it? Why were there no records of other prophecies? Why would the gods stop coming into the world because Fih Bryn had made great strides for His people? I asked questions. They were not appreciated. 
 
    “It sounds simple to say that I left. There are roads in and out of Siormar, just as in any town, but I was not free to walk them. I begged Braith to come with me, but she was young. She was a child and wouldn’t be led astray.  
 
    “The Peacekeepers and Priests alike always had a particular interest in Braith. She was born the same year You were, Laslin, two-hundred years after the birth of Fih Bryn. There was something within her they could not understand. Something they feared, something they wished to exploit. I wish I could tell You what it was, but none of us have ever understood. 
 
    “She dreams. She knows things she shouldn’t. She sees things beyond her comprehension. 
 
    “I was in my early twenties when I took matters into my own hands. I left, determined to see the world through clear eyes, and found this cottage. I made myself a home and met a young Avery in the forest. 
 
    “I wrote to my sister as often as I could. I never knew if the letters reached her. There were never any replies, but one day, more than a decade later, she turned up on my doorstep. Our father, once the leader of the Peacekeepers, had passed away. His influence over her dissipated, and in her fear and confusion, she’d fled Siormar. 
 
    “She met Avery. She moved to Vaelos. For years, I thought Siormar was behind us, but one morning—” 
 
    Avery clicked her tongue. 
 
    “One morning, we awoke to find Braith gone. Vanished. There was a note on her pillow: something did not feel right about this wide world and never had. She could not live a life of blasphemy and felt her blood turn cold every time someone noted the year and how the new god must be twenty-six by now. She had no choice but to vanish into the night and never return home, You see.” 
 
    Avery slumped in her chair, hat covering her face. 
 
    For so long, Laslin had wanted to know more of the gods that came before her, but she could not take in all she’d learnt of Fih Bryn.  
 
    But with Saxon there, she didn’t know what she could say to Avery. She could not move from her seat. 
 
    “Could I not stop it? I have the Mark of the Gods. I could show people their prophecy was wrong, that our lineage did not end with Fih Bryn,” Laslin said. 
 
    “It would do no good. You must realise You are not the first to claim to be a god made flesh. Plenty have created Marks of their own. I heard one tale of a man who smeared the residue of a ghost across his skin and let it glow by moonlight,” Saxon said. “I know You are nothing like that man, but You must understand this: the people of Siormar do not want to be wrong. They do not want to question their ways and will never see the truth. It is not about what is real, but rather about maintaining control.” 
 
    “But your sister and all those in Siormar. It sounds like no way to live.” 
 
    “It isn’t, but even You could not convince them You are anything but a fraud, a sacrilege upon their lands. Siormar will change, it is already breaking away from old traditions one soul at a time, but all the magic in the world will not heal the town overnight.” 
 
    There it was. 
 
    The first true problem Laslin had stumbled across in eight years of wandering, and she could only make the situation worse. She would hurt those she wished to help, fracturing the town down to its rotten foundations. 
 
    Avery got to her feet before Laslin could protest.  
 
    “This talk shall get us nowhere. I only came to let you know that Braith is alive and in high spirits, and I have done just that. I am going to sleep. Take the sofa tonight, Saxon. I’m sure your bed will serve me well. I’ll be gone by morning, so you needn’t worry,” Avery announced. 
 
    Caught in a routine that overwhelmed the weight of the evening’s revelations, Laslin felt compelled to follow Avery down the hallway, diligently spending the night in a chair in the corner or at the foot of the bed. She could not find the right words, could not tell her anything Saxon had not already, but she could be there while she slept. 
 
    Laslin didn’t make it to her feet. 
 
    Avery shut the door behind her, pulling the latch across from the inside. 
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    Laslin and Saxon sat in silence. 
 
    Laslin didn’t belong there. It was a human place for humans, and Laslin belonged under the stars with Thorn, never battered by the elements.  
 
    In time, Saxon returned to herself. She picked up the tea tray, took it to the kitchen and returned with sandwiches of her own. All the while, Laslin was bound to the chair. Saxon ate in small bites, hesitating a dozen times before speaking up. 
 
    “I’m sorry I do not have all the answers for You,” Saxon said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “I was born and raised in Siormar. I have read every text dedicated to Fih Bryn and Your ancestors. I have compared them to each other, lining up the truth and binding it together. But all it amounts to is a list of facts: names, ages, places, deeds. I know I should have something to show for my time in Siormar, but I do not have the answers You need. I am sorry, Laslin.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Laslin said, but there was embarrassment in it. How easily Saxon read her, how desperate she must seem. She was a god flailing for answers and turning to mortals for them. “I came here for Avery and for you. Not myself.” 
 
    “But you have questions. I can tell.” 
 
    With her sandwich finished, Saxon fetched a dustpan and brush to clear up Avery’s crumbs. 
 
    “Did…” Laslin faltered. “You’ve read about the gods. Did any of Them have questions about Themselves? About Their role in the world?”  
 
    “All but Fih Bryn, though He was prophesied. You must remember that. From the day He was born, He and all others of His age were taught what they might be, and what they might do.” 
 
    “It’s just—He did everything for humanity, didn’t He?” 
 
    Laslin held out her arms, not caring for the universe’s truths. Asking was what mattered. Voicing her thoughts and being heard, being taken seriously, and not having humans assume she had all the answers. 
 
    “He built upon the foundations of those before Him,” Saxon said. 
 
    She stood, carpet clean, and gestured for Laslin to follow her into the kitchen. 
 
    It was a cosy space, wrapped around a small table in the centre, good for two people to dine around. Everything had its place. Pans hung from hooks, and garlic and fresh herbs swung from the rafters. Saxon pillaged the cupboards, getting a start on dinner. 
 
    “Fih Bryn and the others fixed everything, then. They answered all of humanity’s prayers and set the world right,” Laslin said. 
 
    “But?” Saxon asked, setting down a chopping board. 
 
    “But something doesn’t feel right. Something in the world. And that sounds selfish and cruel, as though I want there to be something wrong, all to have the privilege of fixing it.” 
 
    Humming to herself, Saxon began peeling a pile of potatoes. 
 
    “Something wrong with the world? The Empty Ocean, perhaps?” she asked, chuckling to herself. “Laslin, I can only think to say this. If You believe there is something wrong, then it is not because You desire suffering. It is because You are the only one qualified to read between the lines of the world, and You have a purpose yet. You are no Fih Bryn, but Fih Bryn was no Rodaidh Nolani.”  
 
    Laslin nodded slowly. The world was made of more than human suffering and happiness. There were cracks in the earth set to collide, making the whole continent tremble, sending the birds into the air and the beasts into freshly-turned graves. There was so much Laslin could smooth over that no human need ever know of. 
 
    She did not need credit. She didn’t want it. She wanted to be useful, and if Saxon believed she could be, there was hope yet. 
 
    She watched Saxon prepare a stew, no longer at odds with her surroundings. It wasn’t long before the smell was overpowering. Laslin listened for the sound of a latch opening, floorboards creaking beneath Avery’s feet, but it was all in vain. 
 
    “Avery’s favourite,” Saxon said, once the dish was finished. “I doubt she’ll be back tonight, but hopefully morning will find her in better spirits. You’re welcome to some if it catches Your fancy. I know You don’t need it, but it’s there for the taking.” 
 
    Laslin thanked her more for not forcing dinner on her than the offer. Saxon finally sat down, helping herself to more tea. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry about Braith. About what she’s been through and how Siormar has shaped her. I’m sorry for what you had to endure in the name of my blood, as well,” Laslin said. 
 
    “You aren’t to blame, Laslin. And I do not think Your meeting Braith means nothing. Knowing that she’s alive, that she hasn’t—that’s enough. I’ll sleep well tonight, even if Avery has demoted me to the sofa,” Saxon said. 
 
    Laslin smiled. 
 
    “You care deeply for Avery. I’m glad of that,” she said. 
 
    “I was about to say the same of You. Whether she will use the word or not, Avery is my sister. She’s family. I understand her anger, her hurt, but I wish I could help it temper faster than it is. It seems I can only make things worse.” 
 
    “Does she blame you?” 
 
    “For Braith’s departure? Yes and no. She blames herself, blames Siormar, blames me, blames Braith; it all depends on the day. But I was much younger when I first arrived here. Twenty-one. Avery was fourteen, and Braith, left behind in Siormar, was eleven. Braith and I had never been particularly close. I loved her and there was no bad blood between us, but that gap of years did as much to keep us apart as our Peacekeeper father. He didn’t trust me, but he adored Braith. He kept her under his thumb, groomed her for her role as enforcer, as if knowing I would disappoint him. 
 
    “I met Avery in these very woods. Even as a teen, she was as deft with a bow as any hero of old. She was strange to me: so loud, so opinionated, so delightfully insufferable. No one in Siormar would’ve dared to be themselves with such conviction.  
 
    “She helped me see the world through clear eyes. She introduced me to the people of Vaelos, and Taryn did much to guide me through my first years of freedom. I had been afraid, You see. Not afraid of what the people of the village would think of me, but of what I would think of them. Even now, I live in this cottage alone, terrified the press of a crowd will send me running back to Siormar. 
 
    “Regardless. Avery and I had been friends for eleven years when Braith found me. I introduced them, hoping Avery and Taryn would have the same effect on Braith as they’d had on me. And they did, for many years. But as You sense something foul in this world, beneath all appearances, something was not right. 
 
    “Braith and Avery both lived their lives in fear. They were happy, make no mistake, but Braith was petrified the Peacekeepers would come for her in the night, and Fih Bryn would turn her to ash for her sins. And Avery was afraid she could not be enough for Braith, could not keep her safe, away from Siormar’s long shadow. Part of her feared every day would be their last together, and. Well. One day Braith could take no more.”  
 
    “How long ago was that?” was all Laslin could ask. 
 
    “Nearly four years ago. Not the most recent of wounds, but one time has yet to attend to.” 
 
    Four years. So little time for her, so much to a mortal. 
 
    “She won’t be angry forever. She wouldn’t have come here if she didn’t trust you. If she didn’t want to be close. I offered to have my messenger-hawk send you a letter, but Avery was hurting, and she needed to be here.” 
 
    Smiling, Saxon reached over the table and squeezed Laslin’s hand. 
 
    “See? You have a purpose after all, a great purpose. You are here to soothe rattled souls,” Saxon said. “Thank you. I never would’ve thought of it that way.” 
 
    Saxon said her goodnights and saw herself to the living room. Not wanting to disturb anyone, Laslin remained in the kitchen and stared out the small, square window. The night was clearer than the last, offering stars in their multitude to count. 
 
    But it was not so entertaining anymore. 
 
    Moving on tiptoes, Laslin left the cottage. She sat with Thorn, thinking she might take out a book, but couldn’t bring herself to do more than wrap her arms around his scaled neck.  
 
    Not wanting Avery to think herself abandoned, should she wake, Laslin crept back into the cottage. As she stepped out of her boots, she heard the clunk of a latch being pulled open. 
 
    Laslin froze. She held the breath she hadn’t done much with since nightfall, listening for another tell-tale sign, for a muffled call for comfort; a hand on the door, a creaking floorboard.  
 
    Minutes passed. No sign came. Laslin stood before the bedroom door, intent on knocking in just one more minute.  
 
    She dropped her hand. She didn’t move. 
 
    The door creaked open. Avery jumped.  
 
    “Gods, Laz!” she scolded in a whisper. “What are You doing? You scared the life out of me.” 
 
    “I was worried about you,” Laslin said. 
 
    “So You decided to stand outside the door until I opened it?” 
 
    Avery frowned. Moonlight hit her bloodshot eyes, pale face red and patchy.  
 
    “I heard the latch, but I didn’t want to presume. I wanted to give you a moment, and—” 
 
    “Dash it all, Laz. Come in, won’t You? Loathe though I am to admit it, sleep has become a puzzle without You sitting in some corner of the room.” 
 
    Taking her by the wrist, Avery tugged her into the bedroom. There was little room between the bed and walls, and only a tall, narrow wardrobe and wooden chair served as furniture. 
 
    Avery threw herself on the bed. 
 
    “Do you want to talk?” Laslin offered. 
 
    It’d helped Saxon. 
 
    “Absolutely not. There’s nothing to say. You heard it all Yourself and have inferred the rest. Gods know what Old Saxon said to You out there,” Avery said, fighting with the blankets. “All I want is—look. You needn’t concern Yourself with me. Sit down, won’t You? There’s a book there.” 
 
    Laslin understood what Avery couldn’t say. It was impossible for Laslin not to help when Avery only wanted one thing: her presence close by, silent and sure. 
 
    Laslin could give her that. 
 
    She closed the bedroom door, all light lost to the curtains. She pulled them open an inch or two, giving herself something to read by. Before she picked up the book and settled into the chair, she crossed the room, possessed by the certainty she marched into cities and towns with, and perched on the edge of the bed. 
 
    Avery glowered up at her, irritated by the disturbance. Sleep had almost been upon her. 
 
    Laslin put a hand on her face, brushing her hair back. Avery’s eyes closed, expression softening under Laslin’s palm. Laslin said nothing. She made for the rigid chair and creased the book’s spine as it cracked open. 
 
    She listened for Avery’s breathing as she read. It took her no longer than a chapter to drift off. 
 
    It was there, doing the same things she did every night, reading some book of Avery’s to fill the empty hours as Avery slept peacefully a few feet away, that Laslin realised the truth of it. 
 
    She realised she loved Avery, even if she did not know what form that love took or what it meant. Avery, with her clever words and bright smiles, her tangle of hair and propensity for trouble, ever at the mercy of her impulses. Avery, who could hit a knot in a sapling at fifty feet, Avery who shrieked when a fish touched her foot. 
 
    Avery, who called her by her name, who treated her like a friend, like an equal. 
 
    They had known each other for a changing season, but Laslin’s past blurred into itself, losing so much to meaningless monotony. Whole years went forgotten, but it wasn’t so with Avery. 
 
    Laslin remembered each day from beginning to end; Avery waking in the early morning, auburn hair catching the morning light, yawning more than any Bloodscale had the sense for; Avery’s stories that decorated the day, the conversations that never punished Laslin for short, stilted answers; the evenings, sat around a fire or in a banquet hall, her thoughts and gaze always returning to Avery. 
 
    Time did not come into it. Time was not a thing of substance between them. There was no moment that had started it all. For all Laslin could tell, she had loved Avery since that first night in Vaelos, when Avery held her bycoket had to her chest and laughed as she stumbled over an introduction and apology. 
 
    It was a soft thing, a private thing. Laslin did not need to speak of it for it to be. It was a spring-green sapling, thriving in the soft dirt of a dark forest. If she told no one of it, if she kept its very existence a secret, it would become a mighty oak. 
 
    It would become part of the forest, having always been there, for any who stumbled across it knew. 
 
    Putting her book down, she looked at Avery. Avery laid on her side, arm draped across her face as she slept. 
 
    Shaking her head, Laslin returned to her book, feeling no need to look at Avery until she awoke.  
 
    Ivy tapped the window as the sky lightened. Laslin hefted it open, letting her in, and took the letter from her leg. Two for Avery, from her brother and parent. Laslin placed it by her pillow and returned to her book.  
 
    Ivy disappeared to check on Thorn and find herself her breakfast. Avery awoke an hour later, far earlier than Laslin had expected her to. The sleep, brief though it was, had done her good. She was something of herself again, yawning loudly as she stretched her arms over her head, blinking herself awake as she unfurled the letters Ivy had brought her. 
 
    “Do You have the writing things?” Avery asked, by way of good morning. 
 
    Laslin retrieved them from the bag she’d brought in from Thorn’s back. She put them on the bed without a word and continued reading. 
 
    Avery made short work of it. Hopping out of bed, she whistled out of the window for Ivy. Ivy was there in an instant, heeding the call with more delight than she ever did for Laslin. Avery fussed over her and tied the letter to her ankle, bidding her farewell.  
 
    She watched Ivy leave, elbows on the sill. She took in the morning in soft silence, and nothing in her eyes said she’d sobbed the night before, alone in the dark. 
 
    “I suppose I’d better face Saxon. The longer I leave it, the more thrilling it’ll be for her. I wouldn’t say no to breakfast, either,” Avery said, clambering over the bed to get to the door. 
 
    “Saxon made your favourite dish last night,” Laslin said, eyes still scanning the page. 
 
    Avery peered into the corridor with all the trepidation of a thief in the night, searching for the courage to leave a room.  
 
    “Are You coming?” Avery asked. 
 
    “I don’t need breakfast,” Laslin said, waving her out of the room. 
 
    “I suppose that’s me told,” Avery said with a shrug, letting the door swing shut behind her. 
 
    Time alone with Saxon was exactly what Avery needed. Laslin put her book down and took over Avery’s watch at the window, looking out onto the open hills. 
 
    Thorn had stirred and was staring skyward, eager for the sun to warm his scales. Poor creature. In the winter months to come, their journey would slow to a near-stop. 
 
    Laslin heard voices across the cottage. Avery’s greeting to Saxon, overly jovial, a theatrical remark or two, and the demand that Saxon play host and fetch something to eat. Laslin pictured them at the cramped table, then sat in armchairs across from each other. 
 
    They could speak honestly, without an audience; without anyone to hide any sorrow or raw, private nerves from. They were there for hours. 
 
    Reminiscing, perhaps. Unravelling what had happened, trying to make sense of how they felt about Braith and what they were entitled to feel about the whole, sorry situation. Was she worth saving? Did she want to be saved?  
 
    And then they spoke of old times, of the age before Braith, when Avery was a teen and Saxon was new to the world, friendship brewing between them. Avery had begun hunting in the woods, sharing her spoils with Saxon, skinning rabbits and deer to keep them both warm throughout winter. And once a bear, and how Saxon had scolded Avery for taking such a risk; but they were both delighted with the new furs as the snow fell thick throughout the night, too deep for Avery to risk making her way back to Vaelos. 
 
    Saxon had told Avery about the gods, had shared the secrets Siormar kept guarded and performed rites in the forest. Avery had laughed off her piety, bored by ancient rituals, but always followed Saxon into the woods, indulging her. They had been sisters, family, long before marriage came into it. Recent revelations rekindled some of that.  
 
    Or so Laslin imagined. 
 
    Perhaps they spoke of nothing but the weather. Perhaps Avery recounted the plot of every book she’d given Laslin, stopping Saxon from speaking of anything that verged too close to meaning something.  
 
    Laslin left the cottage around midday to sit with Thorn. She returned his ropes and bags to him, and within an hour, Avery and Saxon were at the door. 
 
    Avery, reluctantly glum, deigned not to smile as Saxon said her goodbyes. Saxon opened her arms, offering a hug, but was pleased enough when Avery clapped a hand on her shoulder and said, “Maybe next time, Saxon, when you catch me in a better mood.” 
 
    Avery left with treasure in tow and packed jars of Saxon’s cooking into Thorn’s bags. 
 
    “Thank you for having us. I’m sure it’s done Avery a world of good,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Thank You for bringing her,” Saxon said. “Next time, I hope You won’t have to spend Your visit locked away in my bedroom. Though it was very thoughtful of You to do so. Avery hasn’t been so honest with me in years.”  
 
    Laslin smiled. A warmth kindled between them, sparked by thoughts of Avery.  
 
    They set off without any fanfare. Laslin sat with her hand on Thorn’s head, Avery behind her. They didn’t discuss the next leg of the journey, for there was nothing for it but to explore the north-east of the continent and stumble across more villages and towns in need of help, letting the tedium of life ebb at them. 
 
    It was a strange thing. Laslin had done just that for years, but after finding purpose in making for Saxon’s cottage, it did not feel right to not know where she’d end up. 
 
    Avery said little, busy reflecting on all she’d discussed with Saxon. 
 
    It wasn’t until late afternoon, hunger getting the better of her, that Avery spoke up. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Avery said. 
 
    “You’re sorry? What for?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “For not telling You about Braith and all the rest. You must think me a liar or heartless. How could I not mention I had a wife? I suppose there is always denial at play, but I ought to have told You.” 
 
    Laslin looked over her shoulder. Avery stared off to the east, through the hills and trees, to the coast dozens of miles away.  
 
    “You aren’t obligated to tell me anything. Why would you be?” 
 
    “Why? Because we’re friends, Laz.” 
 
    Laslin pressed her hands flat to Thorn’s scales. The wind picked up around them. There it was: Avery was not beholden to her as a god, but because they were friends. 
 
    She saw more than the Mark on her arm and the fire in her lungs. 
 
    “We are. Friends, that is,” Laslin said. “You can tell me anything you wish to, or not tell me at all. It’s up to You, Avery. I know you’d never deceive me.” 
 
    Avery shuffled closer, chin pressed to Laslin’s shoulder. 
 
    Laslin thought she had said all she meant to but heard herself say, “Do you still love her?” 
 
    There was always a chance. Always something Laslin could do to help her, to help Braith. She was a god. She could save a single mortal from the fires of their past, turning any future she could seize for herself to ash. 
 
    “Braith?” Avery almost spoke the name with ease. She laughed sharply, muttering, “Gods.” 
 
    “Sorry. That was blunt. I’m not trying to pry. I just want to know how best to help you.” 
 
    “No, no. I understand. You are allowed Your curiosity, Laz. Mine is a muddle of a mortal mind, a map of murky waters. And didn’t we just agree we are both friends? You have every right to ask what You please, and I shall answer whatever I am comfortable with.”  
 
    Laslin nodded. Would it be easier to speak if they were not sat astride Thorn, but looking at one another across a fire, or would Avery never find the words with Laslin’s eyes on her? 
 
    “I have thought about it many times. I have been wracked with indecision. Some days yes, some days no,” Avery said, after careful thought. “And I think there is only this to say: it does not matter that I love her still, for she has broken my trust in a way there is no recovering from, even if she is not to blame. Even if Siormar stole everything from her, herself included. 
 
    “We were both young. And it was something of a fairy-tale, You see: Braith had escaped the unthinkable, stumbled across me in the forest, and found someone to confide her secrets in. I was proud of that. Proud that we had defied the odds, or—I cannot say. We were both young. 
 
    “I wanted her in my life, always. I want her in my life but cannot imagine it. Perhaps the future shall change things for us both, and we will meet in a neutral place and bury all manner of hatchets in the scorched earth. 
 
    “We will meet as friends. As family. But never anything greater. I cannot live with the fear of her disappearing into the night. Not again. 
 
    “I love her. Indeed I do. She is as much the victim in this as I am, even if I have trouble seeing that, some days. But there will always be a distance between us that I will never breach, for love is nothing without trust.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t know what to say. Sorry wasn’t enough. It wasn’t necessary. She parted her lips to fill the silence, but silence was what Avery needed. Laslin had listened, and that was enough. 
 
    “Besides! Now I know she is alive, much of my guilt has abated. She is only my wife by a mere technicality, for I have never been given a chance to get her alone to sign the damned papers. Perhaps I should’ve invited her into the Mayor’s house,” Avery said. 
 
    She laughed, warm and genuine. She was not only in good spirits again, but something within her had changed. It would wax and wane, but the truth was free, and there were no shadows for Avery to jump at.  
 
   


  
 

 Fourteen. 
 
      
 
    Avery led them clear of the forest, much to Thorn’s relief. The cheerful ease of her mood returned in fits and starts, but after six days on the road, her mouth was full of too many stories to tell. 
 
    Laslin listened with rapt attention, but nothing of Saxon or Braith slipped through as a metaphor or unduly villainous force. Laslin opted not to intervene, never sure when mortals were sincere in their desire not to discuss something, but decided Avery’s pride didn’t need to take another beating. In their time together, she’d been more open with Avery than anyone who didn’t have feathers or scales, and she hoped her freely-given smiles were enough to urge Avery to confide in her, should she need to. 
 
    Presently, they came to Ironsi. The small, lively town bordered a lake that would’ve been little more than a puddle down south, and the dozen boats drifting across the surface made for fine entertainment as Avery ate her lunch in the long grass. They discussed their plan of action, whether to announce Laslin’s lineage or do good without making a scene, ultimately distracted by Thorn wading in the shallow water. 
 
    “I know what You’re thinking,” Avery said, popping the last of her lunch into her mouth. 
 
    “That we won’t get away with swimming in a lake this busy?” Laslin hummed. 
 
    Avery laughed as she hadn’t for days and said, “Funny, aren’t You? There’s absolutely no need to tease me while I’m still recovering from Saxon’s embrace. You’re thinking that we ought to go quietly, to whisper to walls and stare at unsavoury structures, or whatever it is You do, and disappear before any realise there is a god in their midst. Do not let Siormar get to You, Laz. Their Peacekeepers are all talk, and while they can do a lot of it, no one’s going to lop Your head off. If such a thing is possible. I am loathed to imagine harm coming to You, but—is it possible?”  
 
    Had anyone else asked, Laslin would’ve taken it as a sign that her godhood was undeniable, seeping from every pore of her being. None looked at her and saw a human, a familiar shape with a soul lodged in the right place, and only wanted to know her limits. Avery asked because she cared about Laslin, not her godhood. She was not interested in the powers of a god, only in all of Laslin’s little quirks and curiosities. 
 
    Laslin tilted her head towards the paring knife Avery had used for lunch. 
 
    Avery handed it over, narrowed eyes on Laslin’s, spelling out the first signs of regret. 
 
    “I trust that You aren’t going to coat me in blood to prove some point, but I do not enjoy the direction this is headed in,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin pressed the blade to her palm. Avery’s fingers twitched in the air, and she let out a small yelp. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Laslin said. “Look.” 
 
    She pushed the blade to her skin. It dipped, malleable at the mercy of touch, but did not split. Paling and regaining her colour in split-second cycles, Avery leant forward for a better look. It was no trick of the light. 
 
    Laslin placed a hand in the grass and thrust the knife upon it. Nothing came of it. Nothing beyond Avery leaning forward and clasping Laslin’s hand with both her own, stopping the blade from falling a second time. 
 
    “Gods, woman! You’ve made Your rather literal point,” Avery said, voice an octave too high. “You needn’t send me spiralling into an early grave.” 
 
    The knife was cool against Laslin’s palm, but Avery’s hands were warm around hers. She didn’t let go of the blade, didn’t pull away. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. And it can’t harm me,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Does that matter? There is no world in which You should have to attempt to mutilate Yourself to answer a mere question. I don’t like to see it. I don’t like the thought of You slipping and not being as entirely indestructible as You believe,” Avery said. 
 
    “But you asked the question. You wanted to know.” 
 
    “Indeed, I did. I now realise the mistake in it and am sincerely sorry. I thought You might prick Your finger to make a point, but…” Avery shuddered, dramatic but deserved. “You are not a spectacle to behold, Laz. I would never ask You to do something that might strike fear into Your heart.” 
 
    Laslin’s grip loosened on the knife. Avery took it from her, then reclaimed her hands. 
 
    It had taken years of godhood for Laslin to wonder if she could still be harmed. She still walked the mountain paths, still hauled young Bloodscales into hot springs and lost herself in the forest, when the impossible was not demanded of her. Eventually, she realised she hadn’t seen a bruise in months or a scratch in years. 
 
    She grew less cautious as time wore on. She let herself tumble down steep mountain paths, walked barefooted through rivers, and lifted hot pans off the stove. Still, she was unscathed. And one day, unsatisfied with her accidental answers, Laslin took a knife and drove it into her arm. Only it did not so much as scratch the surface, no matter how Laslin pushed and twisted, teeth grit together, seething. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    “Oh, hush. Let me worry about You, won’t You?”  
 
    Avery put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close, silencing any argument. 
 
    When the ships showed no signs of docking any time soon, they left Thorn sleeping in the long grass and headed into Ironsi. The cheerful town boasted murals on every other wall, and fishers handed out their haul from the bountiful lake. In the age before history, there had been ports like Ironsi along the edge of the continent, fuelled by the salt in the air. 
 
    Laslin worked without drawing a crowd. She wasn’t letting Siormar win, letting them get to her, only ensuring the town didn’t have to deal with any self-righteous lectures from the Peacekeepers. She headed to the healers’ halls, set those within on the path to recovery, and Avery aided her in a few rounds of eavesdropping to set minuscule problems right. 
 
    A god’s work never ended. The sky soon darkened, thanks to Avery turning the hours to nothing. Avery found a book exchange near the town centre, discarded all the novels Laslin assured her she wasn’t going to reread, and personally picked out half a dozen new ones for her. They made for the tavern where Laslin could catch wind of the true problems plaguing the town while Avery indulged in dinner. 
 
    They sat in a booth, close by a window. Ivy appeared, letting Laslin know all was right with Thorn, and headed back into the sky. Laslin had no food of her own but wrapped her hands around a glass for normalcy’s sake, as though any stranger cared whether she was or wasn’t eating. 
 
    Drinking wasn’t such a chore. Water was much of nothing between her teeth.  
 
    “We could always return to the town’s noticeboard. There was all manner of godly requests there; someone was in dire need of having a tree branch removed. Ironsi is as content a town as any we have visited. These people are utterly enthralled by the novelty of their lake and imagine themselves taming the once-full ocean. I should imagine that—” 
 
    Avery cut herself off. Her eyes narrowed, and she continued cutting apart her dinner, though she’d already reached the plate beneath. Laslin had studied Avery’s face so many times, awake and asleep, and saw all that changed: the tightness in her jaw, the start of a sneer, her slowed breathing. 
 
    Laslin waited until Avery gave the slightest nod to turn in her seat.  
 
    Three Peacekeepers stood at the bar, ordering drinks of their own, pretending not to have noticed Laslin. They had shirked the more noticeable parts of their uniforms, all forgoing the maroon cloaks, but Laslin had met them all outside the Mayor of Ayad’s house. 
 
    Two of them chatted amongst themselves, leant against the bar. Behind them, Braith’s gaze fixed on nothing. 
 
    Avery stared at her. Into her. Through her. Avery had not blinked in seconds, years. And as Avery could not look away from Braith, Laslin could not, either; the Peacekeepers around her were nothing, and the cheerful ruckus of the tavern turned to strained whispers. 
 
    Golden-orange light shone in Braith’s eyes, but Avery didn’t see it. No one did. 
 
    No one but Laslin. 
 
    “We’ll leave,” Laslin murmured, staring at Braith. She didn’t want to leave. She wanted to cross the tavern and find the source of the light in Braith’s eyes. “Come on.” 
 
    Avery’s hands tightened around her knife and fork. Laslin pushed her chair back, and the Peacekeepers dropped their ruse. 
 
    The man who’d done most of the talking last time towered over them. 
 
    He placed a hand on the back of an empty seat and said, “May I?” 
 
    Avery swept out a hand, saying, “Oh, by all means, join us. But do be careful about placing your hands on the table. I have finished my meal but find myself eager to sink my fork into something else.” 
 
    The man chuckled, taking the seat. His companion took the seat on the other side of the table, but Braith remained on her feet, staring down at them. 
 
    The light in her eyes faded when Laslin focused on it, when she thought too hard about it, slipping back into focus when her gaze darted elsewhere.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to sit, Braith? Or are they treating you as they would a steed or hound? You always were the Peacekeepers’ favoured pet, ever eager to be tugged along,” Avery said. Braith said nothing, only stared at a spot near Laslin. “No? Nothing? Don’t tell me they cut out your tongue for speaking out of turn. They were always so happy to control it before.” 
 
    Braith opened her mouth. The man raised a hand, silencing them both. 
 
    “Braith is as important to us and Fih Bryn, as all believers are. You aren’t one to speak of manipulation, for all you put her through. It is a testament to Braith’s faith that she found the strength to return to us,” he said. 
 
    Braith clasped her hands behind her back, standing straighter. 
 
    Laslin wore long sleeves to hide her Mark and kept her hand under the table, fingers curled to her palm. The Peacekeepers wouldn’t see reason. They defined their own reality and would not glance beyond the perimeters of a prophecy; no evidence could sway them. The Mark would only be seen as proof of Laslin’s guilt. 
 
    “Perhaps we could go elsewhere. I don’t want to make a scene or cause any problems for the town,” Laslin suggested, taking the encounter as one of the true challenges presented to her as a god.  
 
    “Then we are in agreement,” the other Peacekeeper said. “We don’t want Ironsi to suffer. In fact, we’re here to offer our aid; to reach out to you in earnest, to help you.” 
 
    Their words meant nothing to Laslin. She glanced at Avery and, after a long moment, gave the slightest nod. 
 
    “And how, pray tell, are you going to help a god?” Avery asked. 
 
    “We aren’t. We’re going to help Laslin. We acted in haste in Ayad, having not properly assessed the situation. But we are Peacekeepers and take our responsibility seriously. We have determined you aren’t malicious, Laslin. You aren’t doing this to harm people and may truly believe what you’re saying and what you’ve been told. It is my privilege to invite you back to Siormar, where we can help you understand the ways—” 
 
    Avery snorted loudly enough to stop them mid-sentence. 
 
    “You’ve decided that Laslin is delusional? Is that it? That She is so susceptible to outside influences that it is the perfect time to indoctrinate Her into your cult?” Avery asked, eyes still on Braith. 
 
    The man at the head of the table said, “Well, she is travelling with you, Avery, and we have already rescued one from your grasp.” 
 
    Laslin was on her feet before anyone had time to react. Turquoise light bled from her fist. 
 
    The Peacekeepers skidded back in their seats. Only Braith remained grounded, eyes reflecting the Mark of the Gods in oranges and golds. 
 
    “Have you finished eating, Avery? It’s time we left,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery said nothing. All in the tavern turned towards them as light bled through Laslin’s sleeve, not beyond her control but bending to it. It was not a threat. She did not wield it as a weapon against the Peacekeepers. 
 
    Rather, Laslin let Avery know the Peacekeepers could say anything they wished about her, but she would not allow them to utter a bad word against Avery.  
 
    Murmurs of a god in their midst rippled through the tavern. Laslin stared at the seated Peacekeepers, daring them to say something more, daring them to deny the power that bled from her. 
 
    Braith stepped closer. She reached for Laslin’s arm. Before she could grasp her, restrain her, Avery shot to her feet and took Laslin’s hand. 
 
    She dragged Laslin out of the tavern. People called after them, wanting to know if she really was a god, if she was the one they’d heard tell of travelling through the east on the back of a giant lizard. 
 
    “Avery,” Laslin called. They’d marched halfway through Ironsi, and still Avery stared ahead, gripping Laslin’s hand. The light of her Mark faded, giving them a chance to blend into the crowds. “Avery, it’s alright. They’re behind us.” 
 
    Avery didn’t stop. Laslin trusted she had her reasons to keep beating her boots on the flagstones and let Avery lead her to the outskirts of town. She stopped close to the lake, in the shade of an evergreen where none could overhear them. 
 
    Confusion claimed the town. The rumour of a god caught the attention of every last citizen, and the Peacekeepers were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “They haven’t followed us. We can—” Laslin said, cutting herself off when Avery turned to her. 
 
    Tears streaked her face. 
 
    She placed her hands on her head, walking in circles. When that brought no relief, she crouched on the ground, forehead pressed to her knees. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me, Laz? What possible reason could I have to be cruel to her? You heard me. Making some great joke of her being their dog when that is exactly how they treat her. When that is the problem and always has been,” Avery said, sniffing loudly. She rubbed her face, shaking her head when Laslin crouched in front of her. “It’s my fault, You know. All of it. My fault she didn’t stay, my fault she went back to them. I’m pathetic, I know it, and… 
 
    “And I looked for her. Saxon and I both. We scoured the forest. I dared to venture to Siormar, knowing Saxon could not, and they told me in no uncertain terms that Braith had not returned. They promised no kindness, should I intrude upon the town again. And I believed it, fool that I am. I decided the Siormar in Braith’s letter was metaphorical, that she was dead, and… 
 
    “And this is how I treat her when it’s all my fault.” 
 
    She sobbed into her hands, rocking on the spot. Laslin let the words hang in the air, ensuring there were no more roiling within Avery, and gently placed her hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “It isn’t your fault, Avery. You must know that. Saxon doesn’t blame you, and I doubt Braith does, either. You were there for her. You kept her safe for so many years, and you let her know that the world outside Siormar is kind,” Laslin said softly. 
 
    “Not my fault? Dammit, Laz. I should’ve taken her more seriously. I should’ve paid attention to her dreams, her fears, and I should’ve protected her.” 
 
    Laslin placed a hand on Avery’s face, meeting her gaze. 
 
    “You didn’t like it when I stabbed myself with your paring knife. This is the same,” Laslin said. “I don’t want to see you hurt, Avery. I don’t want you to think these things about yourself.” 
 
    Avery took a deep breath. She sniffed loudly, scrunching up her mottled face. Laslin found a kerchief in her back pocket and rose to her feet while Avery blew her nose and grumbled to herself. 
 
    “They won’t follow us forever. They can’t. Thorn can outpace them. I’ll make sure they can’t find us,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery got to her feet. She handed the kerchief out to Laslin, thought better of it, and slipped it into her pocket. She straightened out her shirt, and Laslin tucked loose strands of her hair back into place. 
 
    “Well. That was awfully embarrassing,” Avery said. Her mouth quirked at the corner. “You are goodness itself to worry about me so, Laslin, but there are things rattling within me that I have gone to great lengths not to feel. Being around You has turned me into a walking disaster; we shall get through all my childhood woes, at this rate.” 
 
    Laslin squeezed her hand. The best thing for it was to continue as though nothing untoward had happened. It wouldn’t take long for someone to realise she was the god who’d illuminated a tavern with her Mark, and the distraction of a celebration would be good for both of them. 
 
    Avery had the same idea. She turned to the town, halfway to a frenzy, and make it three short steps. 
 
    Braith’s eyes burrowed into Laslin from the edge of the lake. 
 
    Avery froze. Laslin didn’t. 
 
    She closed the distance between her and Braith, knowing it was not all in vain. Braith needed her as much as any human ever had, and the other Peacekeepers were nowhere to be seen. If she was to get through to her, it had to be now. 
 
    “What was that? What did you do?” Braith asked softly. “It isn’t right. I want to help you, but I don’t know what was done to you or how they convinced you you needed to be something more. You’re a human. Fih Bryn made this world for you. Isn’t that enough? You don’t need to sacrifice yourself to this delusion.” 
 
    Braith was earnest. It was the rest of the world whose minds had been hollowed out and filled with someone else’s thoughts, set to control them, and not hers. 
 
    She truly believed it. 
 
    She was the hero in her story. Laslin was sick, confused. She needed help; she needed to see that the only light in the world was Fih Bryn’s. 
 
    “Braith,” Laslin said softly. She lifted her hands, and Braith didn’t flinch. “There’s nothing wrong with you. There never has been. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Laslin held her gaze. They were close, now, close enough to touch. If only Laslin could say the right thing, if only Laslin could shine brightly enough to let Braith know there could be more than one light in the world, more than one star watching over the night. 
 
    She pressed a hand to Braith’s face. Braith trembled, and the fire deep in her eyes burnt hotter than ever. 
 
    Lifting her free hand, Mark gracing her palm, Laslin covered one of Braith’s eyes and then the other. She drew the light into her Mark, letting it glow softly.  
 
    Braith staggered back. She fell but pushed herself to her feet before Laslin could tower over her. 
 
    “What did You do?” Braith murmured, staring at her palms. “What’s—what’s wrong with You? What do You want?” 
 
    There was fear in her voice. Fear that filled the air when the other Peacekeepers caught sight of her and hurried to the lake. Avery took Laslin’s hand and tugged her back, but the Peacekeepers did not dare risk another confrontation. 
 
    They led Braith away. Nothing Laslin had done was enough to keep her from them. 
 
    “What was that?” Avery asked, turning Laslin on the spot. She cupped her face and pressed their foreheads together. “Gods, Laz. When You act, You truly go for it. Part of me feared You intended to let Braith’s brains sizzle like a frog in a pot. Are You alright?” 
 
    Laslin closed her eyes. The light of Braith’s eyes burnt in the black, a light she had seen so long ago. 
 
    Long before she was flesh and blood. Long before she’d mistaken herself for a human. 
 
    “I’m alright. I’m fine. If you are,” Laslin said. 
 
    She’d never swayed on the spot before, but Avery was there to support her. 
 
    “You ridiculous thing. I shan’t be alright for a long time yet, and at the same time, I doubt I have ever felt so sure of myself. You’ve freed me from certain burdens. I much prefer thinking of Braith as a nuisance rather than the dearly departed. Let’s find somewhere to rest up, and—oh, blast it. We aren’t going to wriggle out of this one, are we?” 
 
    The town had gathered behind Laslin. The Mark had drawn the faithful close, and Laslin could not deny who she was. She could not stop to make sense of the day, of Braith, when humanity stood reach to worship her, bound to point out every inconvenience in their life. 
 
    It was what she was made for. 
 
    Taking Avery’s hand, she called, “I’m sorry for the disturbance. I didn’t mean to cause a scene. Who can I help first?”  
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    Their journey took them as close to the north-eastern coast as they could get without suffering low moods or the slowing of Thorn’s feet. The summer faded before them, warm days slipping from Laslin’s grasp. 
 
    For the first three months, Laslin spent her days in anticipation of the dark. Come sundown, Avery dragged her to the nearest river or lake, and they swam beneath the wax and wane of the moon. Avery’s eyes wandered, but only to Laslin’s back. So long as Avery didn’t remark that the scales had spread, Laslin could rest easy. 
 
    Autumn staked its claim sooner than felt possible, and neither could stand the chill of the water for more than a few minutes. Laslin’s fiery breath couldn’t compete with a flowing river, bringing icy water from the north. 
 
    They didn’t speak of the disappointment. Laslin didn’t tell Avery she wished her Mark could turn the world into a perpetual summer, giving them endless months of long, hot days to indulge in cool water. 
 
    She didn’t need to. 
 
    Something had shifted between them, something they didn’t speak of. They treated each other no differently, but there were pauses where they had not been, soft and certain, and glances that gave as much as they stole. Laslin wasn’t forced to fumble with words, for Avery understood it well enough. 
 
    Gradually, the settlements grew more scattered. Word of Laslin’s arrival no longer rushed ahead of them. Some days, Laslin announced herself and her intent, taking in all a village had to offer. Others, she would move through the town centre, relying on Avery to eavesdrop so she could tend to all that ailed the place without a soul catching a glimpse of her Mark. 
 
    The land grew rugged, though they were months from the true north. Rivers were framed by jagged rocks. Trees distanced themselves from one another, and rocky crags and sudden inclines littered the land as ruins did, even there. Snow would be upon them in a month if the weather held. 
 
    Avery spoke with glee of the hats and scarves she’d wear, accompanied by fur-lined cloaks, but grumbled before bed, whining when Laslin wouldn’t breathe warmth into her hands. 
 
    “You have a natural advantage,” Avery argued for the umpteenth time as they rode across a beautifully bleak stretch of land on Thorn’s back. It’d been eight days since they’d seen another soul, and Avery was busy talking herself in circles. “Not only are You from the mountains, and so accustomed to snow and bitter winds, but You have the heart of a dragon within You.” 
 
    “Do you want to borrow my coat again?” Laslin asked. 
 
    Avery prodded Laslin between the shoulder blades. 
 
    “I’m awfully sorry not all of us can be so wonderfully immortal and inherently immune to the cold. You knew that I would complain when You chose to bring me along, Laz. You’ve only Yourself to blame.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if You were sincere when You denied charges of omniscience.” 
 
    Laslin rolled her eyes. It was yet another quirk Avery had forced her to remember. 
 
    She unbuttoned the hefty coat she’d turned to for the last few years and held her arms back. Avery did the rest of the work, pulled the coat free, and shuffled into it. 
 
    “Perhaps not omniscient, but most certainly benevolent,” Avery hummed to herself. 
 
    Laslin’s long-sleeved tunic was made from the wool of the beige-faced sheep famous for roaming the hills on the warm southern plains. The cold was no true obstacle for her. Her fingers never numbed, and her skin didn’t turn blue, even if she could feel the temperate plummet around her. 
 
    It didn’t hurt or slow her down. It was an annoyance at times, and Laslin liked to dress the part to fit in with mortals, but she had no need of a coat. 
 
    Not when Avery would get better use out of it. 
 
    “I shudder to think what will become of me once I delve into a true winter,” Avery said. 
 
    “You’ve been shuddering all morning.” 
 
    “Oh, hush, would You? Make Yourself useful if I’m such a burden.” 
 
    She pressed herself to Laslin’s back and slipped her arms around her waist, hands fanned in front of Laslin. Again, Laslin rolled her eyes, and Avery knew it. Avery knew it in the same way Laslin knew Avery was grinning. 
 
    Leaning against Avery, Laslin puffed out tiny balls of flame into the air. Avery laughed, as abruptly delighted as she always was, and let her fingers dance in the air. 
 
    Breathing fire was no longer a strain. It wasn’t practise that did it, but Avery’s unfaltering acceptance.  
 
    As afternoon mulled on, Ivy’s cry drew them out of their comfortable, contemplative silences. Avery shielded her eyes from the low autumnal sun and whistled her welcome to Ivy. 
 
    “That’s my girl! Back with a letter from Old Taryn already? It scarcely seems that you’ve been gone a day,” Avery said, holding her arm out. “I am absolutely delirious with desire to know how the harvest went, after Laslin’s little show of magic.” 
 
    Ivy landed hard, wings spread out. There was no letter from Taryn to be seen, only Avery’s latest missive on her leg. 
 
    “Well. That doesn’t spell the start of anything good. Has something startled you, girl?” Avery asked, brushing the top of Ivy’s head. 
 
    Laslin brought Thorn to a stop and slipped from his back. Their surroundings were open, far flatter than any of them were used to. They’d passed a moor some miles back, but this dull stretch of land wasn’t blessed by hardy heathers, flowering even now, and swathes of crowberry. 
 
    It would’ve taken magic stronger than Laslin’s to mask the rider approaching from the south. 
 
    Avery held out a hand. Laslin took it, eyes fixed on the rider, and let Avery hoist her onto Thorn. The rider was gaining on them, now, pushing their horse along a deliberate path towards them. 
 
    Someone from a town they’d recently visited, bringing news that a child had fallen sick and needed the Mark of the Gods to bless them; someone who’d heard whispers of a god in that part of the continent, eager to herd Laslin back to their humble town. 
 
    Laslin’s fingers tightened around Thorn’s scales. 
 
    It wouldn’t be that easy. 
 
    “Good work, Ivy,” Avery muttered as the rider came into view. “You saved me quite the surprise.” 
 
    Braith’s horse skidded to a stop by Thorn. 
 
    Laslin stared at Braith as Avery did. Not with the same anger in her eyes; Laslin’s was fresh, stronger for being on behalf of another, soured by the pull she felt towards Braith. 
 
    Everything Braith had said in Ironsi had yet to untangle itself from Laslin’s thoughts. The burning in Braith’s eyes was brighter than ever, born within her, and Laslin’s heart pounded as it had not in months. It was nothing like the urgency that filled her chest in moonlit ponds. 
 
    Braith no longer dressed as a Peacekeeper. Her burgundy robes had been swapped out for leathers and a plain black cloak, letting her blend into any city or village. She choked her horse’s reins as her gaze darted between Avery and Laslin, never settling on either of them. 
 
    “Well?” Avery demanded. Something was caught in her throat, but she wouldn’t stoop so low as to clear it. “This is no wild coincidence. You’ve chased us all this way north. Aren’t you going to say anything? Or are you waiting for your fellow enforcers to take the lead?” 
 
    All Avery felt, all she’d suffered those last years, was palpable in the air, there for the taking. Her shoulders rose, her muscles pulled taut. She was so unlike herself. Out in the open, horizon clear on all sides, she was backed into a corner. She’d been forced to endure the loss of someone so dear to her and could not bear to retrace the steps she’d already taken. 
 
    “Avery, please. I’m not here to—” Braith began, but Avery’s unblinking gaze would not allow her to continue. Turning to Laslin, she bowed her head and said, “Your Grace.” 
 
    Strange. 
 
    Laslin knew where Braith was from and who she belonged to, but she had not thought she factored into this at all. Forget the light in Braith’s eyes, the knowing without knowing. This was all about Avery. Something had been wedged loose in Ayad and Ironsi, catching Braith in a rush of guilt three years in the making. 
 
    “Your Grace?” Avery sneered. “What’s got into you? We all know the gods died off with Fih Bryn and Laslin is but a fraud, an imposter. What trick is this, then?” 
 
    Braith closed her eyes. The fire faded. Laslin blinked hard. 
 
    “It’s no trick. I’m here for Her Grace, here to deliver a message,” Braith said. 
 
    “A message? From your fellow Peacekeepers? Signed Her up for a public hanging, have you? Something for Siormar to truly bond over?”  
 
    “Avery, please. This is important. It isn’t about us,” Braith said, only giving Avery time to scoff. “It was all wrong. I understand that now. Please, Your Grace, I—” 
 
    “She goes by Laslin.” 
 
    Braith pursed her lips together. The dull crescents beneath her eyes said she hadn’t slept in days or years. 
 
    “Lord Laslin, Your Grace. Please hear me out. I’m not with the Peacekeepers anymore.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be the first time you’ve made such a claim,” Avery sneered. 
 
    “Avery! Please stop. You can punish me after this, you can say whatever you need to and I’ll listen, I’ll take all the blame, but I need to speak with Lord Laslin,” Braith said. She dismounted her horse and stepped closer, hand covering her heart. “And I need to understand. I need to know what Her Grace did to me and why it’s all so clear now. The dreams I’d forget, the rambling in the background—it’s all here. As clear as my own voice.” 
 
    There was a strain in Braith’s voice. Not through force of speaking or the toil of sowing lies; the truth was so much more abrasive than that. Like the flames Laslin saw in Braith’s eyes, Braith too had seen something she couldn’t comprehend. 
 
    “Dammit, Braith, what’s your game? What ruse is this? A fine tale indeed, complete with a change of heart. Well! Fool me once, and all that. What is your plan here? To lead Laslin into some trap?” 
 
    Braith ignored Avery. All she saw was Laslin, silent atop a lizard from lands she had yet to dream of. Something had changed within her, and the fires in her eyes threatened to burn white. 
 
    Laslin needed to retreat. To flee. It was too close to a truth she couldn’t grasp at. 
 
    “There’s no trap. I’m not asking You to trust me, but I saw Him. I saw Fih Bryn.”  
 
    Avery’s gaze snapped to Laslin. Laslin stared into Braith’s burning eyes, watching her reflection twist in the light. She stared until she saw the vision branded into Braith’s brown eyes; wings spread, time dilated. A voice so far from Braith’s that the sun could’ve whispered it. 
 
      
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    there is nothing worth saving. or that wishes to be saved 
 
      
 
    Laslin clamped her hands over her ears. Only Avery’s hand on her shoulder pulled her from the erratic depths a whisper of the wind had forced her to. 
 
    “You saw Him? You saw Fih Bryn?” Laslin asked. 
 
    She couldn’t look at Braith. 
 
    Her lower jaw trembled. 
 
    “I swear it,” Braith whispered. 
 
    Laslin had spent forever as the only one of her kind. In the beginning, she dreamt of crossing paths with another god; now she did not dream. With Braith before her, offering a truth denied, Laslin understood her restless wandering. She wanted to help humanity, true, but she wanted to understand herself, too. 
 
    Eight years on the road. Almost a decade before that spent wondering, waiting, knowing the sages spoke false but not knowing how to correct them. 
 
    But she couldn’t look at Braith again. 
 
    She couldn’t face such unbridled humanity. 
 
    “Avery,” Laslin murmured. “Put your arms around me.” 
 
    It was a trap. It had to be. 
 
    Laslin tapped Thorn’s head and murmured, “Run.” 
 
    He set off as no creature should. All lumbering and plodding was left to the tortoises that never ventured this far north. He pushed off on his back legs as he would in a lake tormented by a storm, front legs clawing the ground ahead, pulling his destination towards him. 
 
    The cold air turned to a cutting wind. Laslin leant forward, arms wrapped around Thorn’s neck, and Avery held her tighter than anyone ever had. She yelped and whooped, laughing in stunned delight as Thorn bounded across the barren lands turned to a blur. 
 
    Braith called after them, drowned out by Avery’s bountiful blasphemy. She mounted her horse, but it was too late to give chase. Thorn’s escape had startled the creature, and they were long over the horizon, disappearing through the arch of a sandstone formation, finally bringing colour to the landscape. 
 
    Thorn tore through valleys of amber waves, frozen in paths made for neither humans nor gods. The sound of hoofbeats didn’t echo through the canyons rising steadily around them. When Thorn’s energy was spent, he stopped as abruptly as he’d set off. 
 
    Laslin flew forward. She moved like Ivy, closing in on her prey, only with none of the grace. She hit the ground hard, cushioning Avery. Had Avery not been there, Laslin would’ve accepted her fate and laid on the dry ground while Thorn recovered, waiting for something in the depths of the universe to inspire her to move. 
 
    As it was, she had a human to worry about. 
 
    She grabbed Avery by the shoulders and brushed her hair out of her face, searching for a wince of pain or the scowl that came with seeing Braith again. 
 
    Avery rocked on her knees, dust coating her grinning face. 
 
    “What in the name of the gods, Yourself included, was that?” she asked, baulking a laugh. “I didn’t know the boy had it in him!” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh? Your whole escape was less well-thought-out plan worthy of a god and more well, let’s hope this does the trick, then? You are a devil, Laz. After all our time together, You’d think I could predict Your next move.” 
 
    Thorn fell flat on the rocky ground, legs spreading in a star around him. He breathed heavily, mouth open, and let exhaustion best him. 
 
    “It got us where we needed to be,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Indeed it did! And here is the part I cannot work out: my darling wife appears, claiming to have met Fih Bryn, and I know how You wish to know more of the gods, and so Yourself. Yet you sped off before she could truly speak. Was it so clear to You that Braith was lying?” 
 
    Laslin sat cross-legged in front of Avery, holding her shins. 
 
    “She wasn’t lying. That’s the problem. There was something different in her, even if it had always been there. She wasn’t the woman we met in Ayad,” Avery said. 
 
    Scowling, Avery folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Then You don’t think this is all some trick? You don’t believe Braith intends to lure You into some trap and have her fellow Peacekeepers flay You?” 
 
    “I have You to rescue me from traps,” Laslin said. 
 
    “That You do, dear Laz. But I still don’t understand it. Are You not curious? Do You not want to meet Grandpa Fih Bryn?” 
 
    “I am, and I do.” 
 
    “Then why run?” 
 
    Laslin cocked her head. Ivy circled overhead, guarding them from the skies, and Avery shuffled on the spot. Laslin could not give her the whole truth, for she did not understand it. Braith did not scare her, but something within her made Laslin want to run. 
 
    “I don’t think it would be right,” Laslin said softly. She could only speak of what was true to her, what she understood down to her marrow. “I want to know more about myself, about the gods, and I want to help Braith. Perhaps these things are intertwined. Perhaps I have lost the right to call myself a god after running from Braith. But right now, all I truly know is that Braith hurt you. That you need time to heal, and I could never follow her if it meant prolonging that pain.” 
 
    Avery said nothing. It took everything within her to do so. Her teeth fused together, her jaw trembled, and she swallowed the lump in her throat over and over. Her eyes burnt bright with tears a single word would spill, and after a dozen deep breaths, she dashed away the ones that had yet to fall. 
 
    “I cannot—surely I cannot be considered more important than a god,” Avery said. 
 
    “Of course you are, Avery.”  
 
    “Well! There it is!” Avery said, voice far too loud. “Wonderful, aren’t You?” 
 
    Avery rocked on her knees, catching Laslin in a kiss so brief, so light, Laslin could well have imagined it. And perhaps it was all in her mind, as it had been so many times. Avery had leant close on her way to her feet and Laslin pulled the rest from her imagination, not dormant a day since Avery had joined her. 
 
    Avery dusted off her clothes. She checked her arms for bruises and her boots for scuffs.  
 
    Laslin pursed her lips together and busied herself with Thorn, making sure his ropes were in place, and none of the bags had come loose. 
 
    She called Ivy to her side and thanked her for the warning. Certain they had lost Braith, Ivy set off for Vaelos with Avery’s letter to Taryn and Malik. 
 
    “Do we let our dear Thorn rest, then?” Avery asked, having spent an inordinate amount of time not looking Laslin’s way. “A run like that and I’d be in stitches. It’s a wonder he didn’t pass out.” 
 
    Laslin rubbed the top of his nose, bringing a canteen to his open mouth. 
 
    “He’ll be back on his feet in a few hours,” she said. 
 
    Avery wandered over and distracted herself with the business of petting Thorn’s head. 
 
    “This does not give me the best feeling about the mountains, I must admit,” Avery hummed. 
 
    “It doesn’t?” 
 
    “Goodness, no. Look at the size of him! What could these gigantic lizards possibly have to run from? Don’t tell me there are dragons in the mountains who make snacks of them.”  
 
    “Their speed is for outrunning eruptions. That’s what my mothers always told me,” Laslin said. “The Bloodscales were originally from a cluster of volcanoes and had to escape pyroclastic flows.” 
 
    “Escape what now?” 
 
    “It’s a cloud of hot gas and volcanic matter. Shards of rock, that sort of thing,” Laslin explained. 
 
    “Gracious. Your mothers are smart women indeed. I’m not certain that makes me feel any more relaxed by the thought of those mountains of Yours, though.” 
 
    “I didn’t grow up on a volcano. You’d be perfectly safe there.” 
 
    Whistling to herself, Avery dug through their bags, as famished as Thorn. She broke off a crust of bread and plied Thorn with a half-dozen carrots. 
 
    “I hope I will. The last thing I want is to reach Your beloved land of Bloodscales and hot springs and trip into a pit of molten lava. How embarrassing for us both!” Avery said, sitting against Thorn’s side. “I can picture it now. Reunited with Your mothers, in floods of tears not because of the time that has passed and how very much You have missed them, but because I have sizzled to a slow and undeniable death. Although, saying that—can You cry?”  
 
    Laslin blinked as if to clear her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t, in some years.” 
 
    “Ah. Well. I shall have to finally come up with some joke good enough for You,” Avery said and went about making a meal of her bread. 
 
    Laslin sat upon a jagged rock, letting Thorn and Avery rest. They were well hidden with the sandstone rising around them, shaped like fossils of themselves. They were a puzzle with no answer, all depth and texture, with tiny holes and alcoves rewarding any creature brave enough to live somewhere so desolate, so cold. 
 
    How different it was from the mountains. Those had risen from the earth, grey rock forming slants and peaks, coming together to reach the clouds. It was cold there, but that wasn’t all it was. There was the heat of the hot springs, the memory of lava, the log cabins with their glowing hearths, and the people gathered to tell stories late into the night. 
 
    If there was life in the sandstone stretch, Laslin wasn’t privy to it. She knew it was an old land, one worthy of respect, but anyone would be hard-pressed to call it home. From the maps she’d studied years ago, the twist of dusty amber stretched another dozen miles north, then disappeared into the rocky dirt where only the hardiest of plants grew. 
 
    Laslin had never considered returning to the mountains. Not intentionally. There were so many places for her to visit, hundreds and thousands of settlements, and once she’d scoured the entire continent, enough decades would’ve passed for new people to be at the mercy of new problems. 
 
    If she wandered back to the mountains, everything would’ve changed. The familiar shapes burnt into her mind would be lost to the whims of erosion, and not a single face she recognised would remain. Some part of her had known she was saying goodbye to her mothers forever. 
 
    Some part of her had been sad. Had she cried back then? If she had, she couldn’t connect with the feeling. That was the old Laslin, too entwined with her mortal foundations. 
 
    But to hear Avery speak of the mountains with such certainty painted a different picture of Laslin’s future. If Avery wanted to visit the mountains, they’d go. If Avery wanted to meet her mothers, Laslin needn’t fear she wouldn’t know what to say to them. 
 
    Avery would fill in the gaps, smoothing over the fragmented being Laslin had become. 
 
    Laslin would take Avery to the hot springs, to the high, rocky plateaus where Bloodscales guarded their eggs. She would walk the paths she had not thought of in years, sharing the views she hadn’t forgotten. 
 
    Not truly. 
 
    Hoofbeats tore Laslin from the mountains. The air around them was cold for cruelty’s sake, not the gentle wonts of nature. 
 
    “Curses,” Avery muttered, getting to her feet. “Followed us here, has she? She must’ve given Ivy the slip.” 
 
    Thorn lifted his head, one eye cracking open. 
 
    “It isn’t Braith. Or if it is, she isn’t alone. Listen: there’s more than one horse. Four, at least,” Laslin said. 
 
    Hooves beat the sandstone in concert, drawing closer by the second. Laslin pointed Avery onto Thorn’s back, trusting he could push himself a little further if it meant keeping them safe, and held out her hand. 
 
    The Mark of the Gods warmed her palm. Her eyes darted around for something of use, for the magic inherent in the earth, but it had all been drained dry to send sweeping patterns across the sandstone. 
 
    “Gods. To think, I dared entertain the thought that Braith had changed. Granted, I thought she might’ve knocked her head, but I clung to the most gruesome thread of hope for upwards of ten minutes. It was all a ploy, wasn’t it? Her and her intolerable Peacekeepers are on our heels again, hundreds of miles from home.” 
 
    “It might not be them. People must pass through here all the time,” Laslin said. 
 
    “You’re wielding Your Mark like a blade. I sincerely doubt You’ve taken this for a coincidence.”  
 
    The hoofbeats stopped. There was nothing to distract Laslin. Not the pounding of her heart, not her heavy breathing. She was still, silent. 
 
    She heard it coming. 
 
    She heard the bow creak but couldn’t predict the path the arrow would take. Hand held out, she backed towards Avery and Thorn as the arrow arched overhead. 
 
    It landed with a wet thud, piercing the narrow strip between Thorn’s scales, and settled alongside his heart.  
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    A volley of arrows followed, striking the amber stone and skidding uselessly along the ground. They’d been loosed from behind cover. Blind luck had Thorn on his side, gasping, wheezing. Strands of thick, yellow saliva webbed his teeth together, scales dulling with every breath he struggled for. 
 
    Laslin didn’t move. Avery notched an arrow and fired back, not relying on luck to hit her targets, but Laslin was still. Calm. The arrow hadn’t hit Thorn’s heart or his lungs. She understood that. She saw his nerves mapped out like the lines on her palms, the veins and vessels travelling around and around in a circuit, creating an orbit around him. 
 
    Something had ruptured within him. His blood wasn’t where it ought to be. 
 
    Laslin reached across the landscape, searching for something to make the Mark glow. Riders emerged from their cowards’ hiding place, finding their bravery now one arrow had struck true. 
 
    Avery sent an arrow soaring into someone’s shoulder. The rider fell from the horse and the poor creature, forced to play the part of accomplice, ran in fearful circles. 
 
    Around and around. Everything was moving, everything was connected. A rider jumped from his horse, helping his wounded companion. The sun, high in the sky, held them steady as they drifted around it, never stopping, never slowing. 
 
    “What in the name of every god are you doing!” Avery bellowed. “Arrows are for game! For the hunt! Stop firing upon us, or I swear my next arrow will land between someone’s eyes.”  
 
    Laslin’s hands covered a spiralling rock formation, weathered by all the world threw at it season after season, around and around; a statue that had lost its shape, becoming its own plinth. She inhaled, exhaled. The earth understood. The Mark glowed turquoise against her palm and spread to her heart.  
 
    “You’ve forced us to act,” one of the riders called. The man from Ironsi’s inn. “Stop this. Stop your blasphemy, your lies. After all you’ve done to Braith, taking her from her people to silence her, you ought to be grateful we do not—” 
 
    Avery’s arrow soared, striking the soft flesh around the rider’s knee. 
 
    He howled. 
 
    Avery needn’t have bothered. 
 
    Laslin understood the sandstone, the lines in the earth, running forever, coiling under the cold sun. It was a mirror of the light above, orange and gold, and not afraid to shudder. 
 
    She grasped the light of the Mark. The ground trembled. An arrow fell from Avery’s hand. The Peacekeepers of Fih Bryn didn’t have the sense to heed their horses’ panic and retreat. The bright earth cracked open and rose from itself. The sandstone roared. The whole world echoed it. Pillars arose, a blockade offered out by the continent itself. 
 
    Dust filled the air. Shadows covered Laslin and Avery, long and wide. The riders couldn’t have fired another arrow had they wanted to. Laslin had created a wall even Avery couldn’t shoot over, ensuring the Peacekeepers of Fih Bryn finally understood the power within her. 
 
    “Thorn. Thorn, darling boy, here, it’s alright,” Avery murmured. “I’ve got you. Here, here, just keep breathing, that’s all you need to do.” 
 
    The light fell from Laslin’s Mark, leaving it as dark as the age before time and space. Urgency rushed back. Fear, in all its mind-clouding viscidity. 
 
    She turned from the cliffside she’d created. Thorn was black as coals, save for his eyes. Avery crouched at his side, one hand on his face, the other around the arrow, holding it still. Blood gathered around the wound, staining Avery’s fingers and running through the canyons between his scales. 
 
    His eye fixed on Laslin. She’d stopped breathing and hadn’t drawn breath since the Mark demanded it of her. She fell to Avery’s side, Avery with tears in her eyes, stroking Thorn’s face, as powerless as any mortal. 
 
    “I’ll kill them. I swear it. They aren’t harmless. Their delusions aren’t laughable. Look! Look! What do we do, Laslin?” Avery asked. 
 
    Laslin stared at her Mark. She couldn’t bear to hold Thorn’s gaze, and she couldn’t answer Avery. What did they do? What could they do? Nothing, not without Thorn. He’d been with Laslin since she was a child. 
 
    He’d understood her better than she had. He’d never demanded anything of her, never bowed and simpered or elevated her any higher than his back. He was her friend, her oldest companion. 
 
    And now there was an arrow lodged in his side, an arrow that was only meant to scare Laslin. 
 
    Well. 
 
    It had worked. 
 
    “We can’t very well remove it. The bleeding will get worse, the arrow’s holding back the deluge, but there’s no one to help us, this far out,” Avery mumbled, forehead pressed to Thorn’s side. “Damn them. Damn Braith to hell. Of course it was a trap, of course it was all nonsense from that woman’s mouth.” 
 
    “Braith wasn’t there,” Laslin said. 
 
    It was the only thing she’d said since the arrow had struck. 
 
    Avery stared at her, not understanding how Laslin hadn’t thrown herself at Thorn, how she wasn’t sobbing, resigning herself to fate’s dwindling minutes. She mistook her stillness, her stony silence, for acceptance and indifference. 
 
    But the gods’ blood roared within Laslin. It burnt in her veins, around and around. What could she use to heal in this barren landscape? There were no plants to steal sap from, no mountain springs to learn from. Her presence alone was doing all it could to soothe Thorn and stretch out what little time he had left. 
 
    Her heart pounded. Laslin wasn’t breathing, but her blood raged within her, sending everything around and around. 
 
    She was all Thorn had. 
 
    She was all she had. 
 
    Laslin tugged at her collar and plastered her hand over her heart. The Mark of the Gods met itself, one circle covering another, binding her to herself. Light glowed, but Laslin was not taking magic from the world. 
 
    She was pulling something from herself, drawing out the fire burning within her chest. 
 
    She knelt at Avery’s side and covered Avery’s bloody hands, gently easing them back. Avery trembled, but she let Laslin do what she had to. She trusted her, even as Laslin wrapped a hand around the arrow and tore it free. 
 
    Thorn whimpered. Laslin plastered the Mark of the Gods over the wound as the blood rushed free, and poured part of herself into him. 
 
    Laslin’s hands shook. Her arms, too, then her shoulders. Her whole body trembled, imagining blood rushing from wounds she’d never suffer; a cold came over her that was not autumn preparing to slip into winter, but a season that was an end unto itself. 
 
    Laslin gasped for breath. Thorn’s eye darted around, arrow wound closed over. Not even a scar remained. He pushed himself onto his feet, scales turning the colour of the blood that stained him. 
 
    Had Laslin been on her feet, she would’ve crumbled. Avery’s eyes darted between them: Thorn, no longer at risk of succumbing to anything beyond hunger, and Laslin, feeling her face pale as her eyes lost focus. 
 
    Avery swooped down and wrapped her arms around Laslin. Laslin’s unsteady hands found Avery’s shoulders as she sunk into her. She didn’t lose consciousness. She wasn’t built for that. But she’d lost something beyond the parts she’d given away and couldn’t comprehend how the rest still functioned. 
 
    She could not stand, speak, think. She couldn’t summon the very earth to her side, reshaping the land. 
 
    All she could do was let Avery hold her so close she could feel her heart pound, though her own no longer did. 
 
    “Gods. He’s alright, isn’t he? He’s going to be alright,” Avery said, kissing the top of Laslin’s head. “I don’t understand what You did, and I don’t think You do either, but gods, I’m grateful. Look at him. Look at Your loyal lizard, standing there as though he’s never had a scratch on him. Although, no offence intended, Thorn, he is in rather desperate need of a bath.” 
 
    The world had stopped turning. The sun was no longer the centre of all things. Laslin was not a being of flesh, of weight. She pressed her face to Avery’s chest, and there was nothing to her; she was light as air, neither god nor mortal. 
 
    She wasn’t anything. 
 
    Her Mark changed. She’d used it in ways she wasn’t made for, turning it stone grey. Time slipped away. Laslin curled up in Avery’s arms long enough for the sky to darken, and Avery asked nothing of her. She didn’t demand the explanation Laslin couldn’t give. 
 
    She spoke softly to Thorn, telling him how dear he was. She kissed the top of Laslin’s head over and over, and kept the wind off her. 
 
    Avery was something. She was a being of mass and worth, a mortal whose blood could run as Thorn’s had. Avery began to shake. She huffed, scolding herself, but couldn’t keep it at bay. 
 
    Laslin breathed again. She eased herself back, hands on Avery’s shoulders, and met her gaze. Her Mark was black again. She was all she’d ever been, nothing less for what she’d done to save Thorn, and only Avery’s hands trembled. 
 
    “He’s alright,” Laslin said softly. “Thorn is safe.” 
 
    “Oh, dash it all. I’ve been trying not to cry for the better part of three hours, but You must forgive me and my human habits. Gods. I truly thought Thorn lost to us, and the only thing worse than the prospect was how You would take such a blow. But he’s really safe, isn’t he? And You haven’t burnt through Yourself, have You?” 
 
    Avery’s honesty opened something within Laslin. She saw herself roaming the land alone. She didn’t need a companion, nor did she need anyone to carry her bags. She could do that alone. She could go anywhere, do anything, but she would be lost. Thorn kept her tethered to the ground. He was the one constant in her life, the only proof that she had once lived upon in the mountains. 
 
    Panic drenched her. Had she not found the magic within herself, had the arrow struck an inch to the left— 
 
    Laslin stopped breathing again. 
 
    Avery had knelt by Thorn’s side, soothing him. She’d fought against the inevitable, ensuring the last words he heard were full of kindness, and still she overflowed with concern for Laslin. There was nothing but sincerity within her, and a warmth that grew in being bestowed upon others. 
 
    “Thorn’s safe. He’s alive. And I’m still here, Avery,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery rubbed her mouth with the back of her hand. Her shoulders fell slack, and Laslin placed a hand on her face, stopping her eyes darting about. 
 
    There was something more to it. 
 
    “What is it?” Laslin asked. 
 
    It was all Avery needed her to say. 
 
    “I’ve never used my arrows as instruments of violence. I’ve never hurt a fellow human, that is. Whenever I’ve struck a creature of the forest, I have taken pains to ensure it is quick and clean and necessary. But after they fired at Thorn, I could not hold myself back. I hurt those people, Laz. I made my bow something of the past, something cold and cruel. Perhaps they shall never walk again properly, perhaps that one rider shall never use his dominate arm again. 
 
    “And I did that to them. I knew my arrow would land true. I have left my mark upon them, and they shall never be the same again,” Avery said. 
 
    “They hurt Thorn, and they would’ve done the same to us,” Laslin said. 
 
    “I know. I understand that it was not unprovoked and that I was defending us. But I believe I would’ve killed them if I had to, and that terrifies me. It would have changed me, but I would not regret it. Not after what they saw fit to do to us.”  
 
    Avery lifted her chin. Her eyes were dry, and she no longer trembled. She didn’t need Laslin’s hand on her face, but Laslin didn’t drop it. 
 
    “Why?” Laslin whispered. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    Avery leant into Laslin’s touch, eyes fluttering closed. 
 
    “Come now. You know why,” she said. 
 
    And Laslin did. 
 
    She sat back, rubbing her face like the child who had stumbled and scraped her palms. For the first time in a lifetime, Laslin missed her mothers. Not as individuals; her mind wouldn’t let her reach back at that far. She missed the shape of them, the people who stood over her, caring, always saying the right thing, wiping away tears and chasing away monsters. 
 
    But they weren’t there. They were in the mountains Laslin had convinced herself were not of this world, and they had not set eyes on her in eight years. They had not thought of Laslin, and she had not thought of them; they could not tell her that everything was going to be alright.  
 
    They could not prove her safety with a tight embrace, could not pick up the pieces and sweep the dust away from the aftermath with soft hands. 
 
    She had only herself, and Avery needed her as much as she needed Avery. 
 
    Laslin dropped her hands and got to her feet. 
 
    She was a god. She was there to look after mortals, Thorn and Avery alike. Blood stained the vermillion ground, but it no longer flowed. It was not a river, tumbling over the edge of the continent and turning to mist. The rains would come, washing it away. 
 
    Thorn’s eyes were bright. Avery hadn’t killed anyone. The Peacekeepers had fired their arrows, and their wounds were a reflection of their foolhardy actions. 
 
    Laslin offered out a hand. 
 
    Avery took it, letting Laslin pull her to her feet. 
 
    “They’re gone, aren’t they? Chasing their tails like the cowards they are,” Avery said. “Still, it goes to show the extent of their denial. So certain were they that You were some false idol that they deigned shower You with arrows. And look what the world has to show for it!” 
 
    Hands on her hips, Avery stared at the wall of rock Laslin had summoned. 
 
    “I didn’t want to kill them,” Laslin said. “Despite everything.” 
 
    “Magnanimous indeed. Here stands a testament to Your power, a monolith casting shadows like a warning. Hah! All those pesky ruins hardly seem like such a wonder. They were built stone-by-stone, eroded over time, yet I saw You pull this from the continent. You are something else, Laz.” 
 
    “I’m a god. That’s what they forget—or refuse to believe.” 
 
    “I have never forgotten You are a god, despite the time we spent together, many days as mundane as any spent with a mortal. But. Well! I suppose I can be forgiven for not knowing this power resided within You when I have never seen the likes before. It is a blessing You are endlessly benevolent,” Avery said, tapping the rock wall with the toe of her boots. “Do You think that’s the end of it? The Peacekeepers return to Siormar with scars aplenty, telling tales of how the false god has been scared away, wounded worse than they are?” 
 
    “I should think so. Either that or they have to tell the rest of Siormar that I really am a god,” Laslin said. 
 
    She headed to Thorn’s side, preparing him for the road ahead. Blood had seeped into the ropes and some of their bags. They’d have to restock at the next town. 
 
    “Yes, yes. It’s easy to shrug when You know You can turn the world against them. And I have to admit that those idiots were at least dedicated to their absurd cause. Siormar is a great distance away. It will take them months to return with the news, and continuing the pursuit will be almost impossible. They’ve no idea where we’re headed! We are a problem for the heathens of the north.” 
 
    Laslin nodded, climbing onto Thorn’s back. She was eager to leave the swathe of sandstone branded across the continent, eager to find a river to wash in and food aplenty for Thorn and Avery. 
 
    “They won’t try again,” Laslin said. “I promise.” 
 
    Close behind, Avery grabbed Laslin’s arm and pulled herself onto Thorn’s back. She leant against Laslin, as exhausted as Thorn ought to be. Her breathing slowed, but she didn’t drift off. Her grip remained steady around Laslin’s waist, keeping back the worst of the cold. 
 
    Thorn marched on with the blessing of the gods surging through him. It would run its course in time, but it kept away the memory of what had happened and how far he’d fallen. They tore through the empty miles of unsound rock, both looking for a hint of green on the horizon. 
 
    “Braith really wasn’t amongst them, was she? They were muttering something about us having stolen her away,” Avery murmured, hours later. “Well. It could still be a ploy. You do suppose Ivy is safe, don’t You? She didn’t warn us of a second approach. I know she could have missed the group altogether, but… forgive me, but something sits poorly within me. Perhaps it’s baseless, but I want to be sure. If they’ve done anything to her, I swear I’ll march back to Siormar myself.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t bask in Avery’s concern. She didn’t congratulate herself on always being right about what she’d invested in Avery. 
 
    She didn’t let her worry for a second longer than she had to. 
 
    “Ivy’s fine,” she said. 
 
    “She is? How can You tell?” 
 
    Glancing back, Laslin tapped between her eyes. 
 
    “I told you, months ago. Ivy and I are connected. If anything happened to her, I’d feel it. Right now, she’s headed to Vaelos with your letters for Taryn and Malik. If anything, it proves that Braith was truthful. The riders didn’t come from the same direction as her.” 
 
    “Well. So long as dear Ivy is safe,” Avery grumbled. 
 
    Come evening, the sandstone was behind them. They’d crossed the narrowest stretch and the mishap of nature went forgotten as the dusty rock turned to hard dirt, grass finding its place again. Gorse grew in clusters, bringing colour to the balancing world. Thorn huffed happily, taking well-deserved mouthfuls of anything vaguely leafy they passed. 
 
    They stopped at a shallow river. Avery hiked her breeches around her knees and lured Thorn into the water with the last of the carrots. Laslin followed, smooth stones under her feet, and washed the blood from her hands and the blood from Thorn’s scales, one and the same. 
 
    The water ran red, then clear. Avery kicked it around, returning to herself as the cold water flowing south made her shudder. She fell to her knees, not caring what it did to her breeches, and submerged as much of her face as she could, scrubbing away the day. 
 
    She surfaced with a grin, face red from the cold. Laslin sat on the banks, drying next to a fire she’d breathed life into, and watched Avery and Thorn play in the shallows. Avery turned her fear of losing him to a celebration of life and laughed loudly, doing her utmost to teach him to fish. 
 
    Thorn ignored her instructions and sunk his head into the water, snapping at the dark aquatic plants. 
 
    Avery caught herself a handful of small fish and cooked them on a spit, eating so ravenously she spent half the time spitting out the bones she came close to choking on. When her meal was done, she busied herself with the bags they’d removed from Thorn’s back. She took everything to inspect, and washed what she could in the river. She searched for a fresh length of rope and tugged it between her hands, testing it. 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me off for that?” Laslin said. 
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    “Not resting. You don’t need to do any of that now. You barely tasted your dinner.” 
 
    Avery shook her head. 
 
    “Nonsense. These bags need time to dry, and I do not appreciate staring at the bloodstains.” 
 
    “And what are you doing now?” 
 
    “Why, making certain this rope is safe to use. Is it not obvious?” 
 
    “The same rope we’ve been using all this time. It’s fine, Avery. Stop fussing.” 
 
    Avery turned her back to Laslin but couldn’t find a new way to keep her hands occupied. Relenting, she dropped the rope in a pile and sat next to Laslin. 
 
    There was no pretence anymore. No sitting on opposite sides of the fire, slowly shuffling closer, digging out a book as an excuse to sit side-by-side and point out some stirring paragraph, a fateful mistake at a pivotal moment. 
 
    Avery took Laslin’s hand between her own. She kissed Laslin’s knuckles and kept her mouth pressed there. 
 
    There was as much stirring within Avery as there was within Laslin. All that had happened was yet to sink in, yet it was under their skin, making it impossible to think of anything else. They could not see clearly. The day had blistered their eyes, and everything was bright-dark with no shades between. 
 
    Laslin let Avery kiss her hand. She eased it free to place on Avery’s face as they both stared ahead, watching the setting sun spill mauve across the horizon. 
 
    Everything was about to change, but there was no urgency within either of them. Lines would be crossed, some things could never be taken back, but it would happen when it happened, and not a moment sooner. There was a time for them, and it was not today. 
 
    Not after Thorn’s brush with death and Laslin’s power plunging into itself. Not after seeing Braith, arrows raining upon them, returned in kind. Avery’s muscles were strained from pulling her arrow back. 
 
    Laslin rested her head on Avery’s shoulder. 
 
    This could still be taken back. It wasn’t too late. Laslin could throw away what she felt for the good of them both, could become immortal and unfeeling, wise enough to rise above any aching, wonderful feelings. She could stop sitting so close to Avery, and she could stop meeting her gaze and sharing her smiles.  
 
    She could do so much to stop this but would not. It was inevitable. Had Laslin never fallen on that mountain path and scraped her palms, the Mark of the Gods would have found another way to the surface. 
 
    And so it was with this. 
 
    Her actions were inconsequential. They only moved things forward, pushed them back, and she couldn’t deny herself. 
 
    “Laz,” Avery said, word crumpled by a yawn. “Would You believe that I am beyond exhausted? I think I should like to sleep for a week or more, if only to forget this whole cursed day.” 
 
    “You can. Sleep on Thorn’s back. He’ll carry you to our next destination, and I’ll put you in a bed.” 
 
    Avery snorted a laugh. The sound pulled the sun beneath the horizon, and darkness covered all the land. 
 
    “A wonderful offer, and one I have no doubt You are sincere in. But I am only begging for scraps of pity, You see,” Avery said. She stretched out her legs, hidden beneath her blanket. “If You would only be so generous as to offer Your lap, I think I shall sleep more soundly than ever before. I need nothing else.”  
 
   


  
 

 Seventeen. 
 
      
 
    Dawn greeted them with the ringing of tambourines. 
 
    Having passed the whole night using Laslin’s lap as a pillow, Avery awoke from one dream to another. 
 
    With a bleary, puzzled look Laslin’s way, Avery bolted upright and watched the horizon. 
 
    A caravan of people made their way from the sandstone stretch, some whistling, others singing, following the rattle of tambourines as the day began. They dressed in olive deels, a far cry from the Peacekeepers’ uniforms; each wore it in their own way, with furs draped over their shoulders and bright sashes around their waists. 
 
    Laslin rose as they drew closer. Avery’s mouth twisted into a smile. 
 
    The night had been kind to them both. Sleep soothed Avery’s nerves, and the watchful stars brought everything within Laslin back to a soft rhythm. Thorn slept peacefully, looking no more ragged than he did after any day of travel.  
 
    “Travellers!” a man at the front of the group called. “Morning’s greeting to you both!” 
 
    “Good morning, my musical friends! Do enlighten me: what is this all about? Don’t tell me we’ve missed some manner of celebration. We’re new to this part of the world, you see,” Avery called back. 
 
    The group came to a stop. Most offered smiles, but some were more interested in inspecting their instruments than dealing with strangers so early in the morning. 
 
    “Distant travellers, then! And this is no festival in particular. We have only been visiting our sister city to the west and have a love of putting on performances wherever we find a willing audience.”  
 
    Avery swayed towards Laslin and whispered, “See? Were You willing to traverse actual roads, we could’ve enjoyed far more of this on our journey.”  
 
    “Where are you from? Is your city far?” Laslin asked, ignoring Avery.  
 
    “Strangers indeed if you don’t know what awaits over the horizon,” an elderly woman with bright eyes said. “We hail from Nahir, the birthplace of Ceyda-Yr.” 
 
    One of the younger musicians rattled their tambourine, feigning a solemn smile. Laslin and Avery’s expressions mirrored one another as they tried to place the name. The olive-clad strangers had one thing in common with those who rode in Fih Bryn’s name; Ceyda-Yr was a god, and an old one at that. 
 
    Laslin counted back through the centuries. Ceyda-Yr’s time was twelve-hundred years ago, when the continent was unrecognisable, save for the Empty Ocean surrounding it.  
 
    Laslin was grateful for the cold. Long sleeves hid the Mark of the Gods, and she curled her fingers to cover her palm. The Peacekeepers left her on edge. Her gaze ricocheted between the musicians, searching for a glinting blade pointed in Thorn’s direction. 
 
    “Ceyda-Yr!” Avery said, slamming her fist against an open palm as the answer came to her. “Now, I believe my dear parent taught me about this god in particular, but they cannot be blamed for the holes in my memory. Tell us more, would you? We are rather fond of tales of the gods and eager to learn all we can.” 
 
    Avery was cautious for Laslin’s sake. Upbeat though she was, her gaze fell protectively upon Thorn. 
 
    Laslin was lucky to have her. She’d considered herself direct until she’d met Avery. 
 
    “Oh, most certainly! Our little band formed to keep tales of Ceyda-Yr alive, and—” the leader began. 
 
    “Is that a dragon?” the youth with the dramatic tambourine asked. 
 
    All eyes were on Thorn. He’d risen from his slumber and stood with his head tilted to the side, watching the group with no particular wariness. Laslin backed towards him, hand on his head, and didn’t miss Avery glance at her bow. 
 
    “A dragon? Don’t get ahead of yourself! Do you see any wings? Gigantic though he may be, my dear Thorn is but a lizard. He eats nothing but leaves and has never breathed a breath of fire,” Avery said, laughing loudly.  
 
    “Forgive them,” the leader said, clasping the youth’s shoulder. “If my reading has not led me astray, I believe that may well be a Valainian Bloodscale. Ceyda-Yr blesses us today! I never dreamt I’d lay eyes on such a magnificent creature.” 
 
    The group murmured in agreement. Had Laslin never encountered the Peacekeepers, she would’ve already introduced the musicians to Thorn.  
 
    She stepped to the side, urging them closer. They wielded flutes, not swords. It was ridiculous to believe anyone with an affinity for an old god would take issue with her and the claims she made. Before learning of Siormar, she’d passed through dozens of towns that still spoke of the visits of passing gods, hundreds of years on, honoured to have a new tale to tell. 
 
    The group huddled around Thorn. They petted him gently, murmuring to each other that this was surely a sign from Ceyda-Yr, though none could agree what it meant. 
 
    “Would you join us on our trek back to Nahir? Our people would be thrilled to meet a Bloodscale,” the leader said. “Please, call me Yavuz.” 
 
    “Avery Moss, Laslin Lonan,” Avery said, introducing them both. “And I believe we were likely to wander towards this city of yours, with or without a parade behind us. Shall we, Laz?” 
 
    Laslin nodded. The gentleness Yavuz’s people treated Thorn with spoke well of them, and yesterday had taught her there was more within her than she dared believe. 
 
    The musicians waited patiently as Laslin and Avery prepared Thorn for the day. Avery pulled breakfast together and handed Laslin a crust of bread, giving her something to pretend to eat. Thorn enjoyed a breakfast of rough shrubbery tugged from the ground by Yavuz’s people and set off at the head of the group. 
 
    “This is very exciting for us! Forgive me if I’m telling you things you already know, but Ceyda-Yr’s true form was that of a dragon. I truly believe we were meant to run into one another today,” Yavuz said. 
 
    Avery raised her brow, catching Laslin’s eye. 
 
    “A dragon, you say?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Certainly!” A jangle of music swayed behind Yavuz’s words. “If you did not pass through Yr’s Landing – the stretch of sandstone – you must have at least caught a glimpse of it. When Ceyda-Yr first took Their true form, They stretched Their wings and tore across the land, magic pouring from Them. Their Mark of the Gods ran across the scales beneath them, from the bottom of Their jaw to the tip of Their tail. 
 
    “It shone upon the land, turning it to amber and gold, so much like Ceyda-Yr’s scales.” 
 
    “Goodness! I certainly hope nothing of worth was razed,” Avery said. 
 
    “That’s the wonder behind it! Crimson windroot covered the land, a strain of poisonous bramble that no longer exists. It was impossible to get rid of and dangerous to breathe the air around. Our people did all they could to dig it out, but it only grew back denser than before. It kept Nahir and its people cut off from so many of our neighbours and made trade and travel but a distant dream.” 
 
    The tambourines rose to a swell. The spires of a city reached over the horizon, an hour’s walk at a steady pace. 
 
    “Incredible, really. This Ceyda-Yr of yours truly opened the world up to you,” Avery said. 
 
     “Oh, that’s not all They did, of course! This journey would have to stretch on for weeks for us to sing of a tenth of Their deeds. It’s best to return to Their humble beginnings. Even for a god, Ceyda-Yr was famously beautiful. By the age of thirty, They had three wives.” 
 
    Avery whipped her head around and held up three fingers, mouthing three wives! eyebrows raised. Laslin laughed and elbowed her side. 
 
    Yavuz went on telling tales, illuminating how fond the citizens of Nahir were of their patron god, more than a millennium on. Laslin drank down every word. Ceyda-Yr hadn’t eradicated suffering or tumbled monarchies; they’d touched the people simply by existing, by offering them hope. The people in the south had never heard of crimson windroot, yet the lives of so many were changed by one small, simple act. 
 
    Avery’s hand bumped the back of Laslin’s. Avery didn’t have to look at her to know she’d relaxed into the good company and rattle of unscripted music, just as she had not needed to speak to Laslin to know the nature of her fears to begin with. 
 
    Giving Laslin’s hand a quick squeeze, Avery took it upon herself to ease the group into the true purpose of their wandering. 
 
    “Amazing stuff, honestly. I am rather tired of hearing tales of the same few gods, over and over. This Ceyda-Yr is a breath of fresh air to us. I do wonder, though, what you all make of this talk of a new god gracing our humble continent. It’s about time for another, isn’t it?” Avery asked. 
 
    Yavuz clapped his hands together. 
 
    “It certainly is! If we have kept track of the years properly, a new god would’ve been born in human form roughly thirty years ago,” he said. 
 
    “Something like that, I imagine. And if that god were to visit Nahir on Their quest to make this world of ours a little better, how would you and your fellows react?” 
 
    Yavuz laughed, thinking it a trick question. 
 
    “With reverence and celebration, of course! I cannot think of anything more wonderful unravelling during my lifetime.” 
 
    “Oh? It would be no threat to you, devoted to Ceyda-Yr as you are?” 
 
    “Certainly not. This new god would be following in Ceyda-Yr’s footsteps. It would be an honour.” 
 
    Avery stopped walking. She grabbed the back of Laslin’s shirt, stopping her from getting far. Yavuz started a new tale, and the musicians made it a dozen feet before realising their guests had fallen behind. 
 
    “You, with the tambourine. Rattle it, won’t you?” Avery asked. 
 
    The bemused youth did as instructed. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Avery held out both hands to show off Laslin. Laslin went along with the absurdity of it and rolled her sleeve up. 
 
    The Nahirians fell over themselves in excitement and reverence. Laslin was carried to Nahir on a wave of music and laughter, and they insisted she climb on Thorn as she marched into the city. People lined the streets and hung from their windows. 
 
    Nahir made Ayad look small. It had a sturdy, purposeful architecture that would’ve been imposing if not for the warmth of the people. 
 
    Yavuz had no shortage of people to introduce Laslin to. Each time she asked what she could do to help, he remembered someone else she had to meet, another landmark she couldn’t miss, another statue she had to marvel at. There were no fewer than twenty-seven depictions of Ceyda-Yr around the city, some human, some dragon. They were a long, winding creature, more serpentine than reminiscent of Thorn, with wings that were a mere afterthought.  
 
    The day softened Laslin to the rest of the world, wearing away the callouses Siormar left behind. She found her own ways to help, letting people celebrate her arrival as she strengthened the foundations and wiped away the start of a disease Laslin had never worked against before. 
 
    The day did not drag on, though there were endless facets to it. No matter where she went or what she saw, Avery was with her, answering questions, sharing stories of her own. 
 
    They didn’t get a moment alone, but in that strange, musical city, Laslin caught glimpses of a world only they shared. She kept glancing Avery’s way, knowing she’d have found humour in some innocuous comment, and Avery would nudge Laslin’s side, pointing out all that was certain to impress a god. 
 
    Come evening, they were taken to the centre of the city. Nahir did not have a Mayor as so many larger settlements did, but a woman who called herself its Guardian. Mercifully, there was no extravagant feast planned, and the celebrations in the street were impromptu, in tune with everything Laslin knew of the Nahirian people. 
 
    The building at the heart of the city mirrored a palace of old. Inside, blazing torches reflected liquid gold on the marble floors. It was part museum, part library; it was a place of learning, where all were welcome. One floor was dedicated to guest rooms, where visitors might stay. Nahir’s Guardian had Laslin shown to a room the size of a village hall, assuring her it had been prepared to her usual specifications; still, Laslin and her companion could have their own rooms if they so wished.  
 
    Laslin was placed in a seat like a throne. Nahir’s Guardian stood by her side, while Avery was relegated to the back of the room with the rest of the crowd. She stood with a smirk on her face, watching Laslin rather than the endless stream of performers that appeared before her. 
 
    Singers, dancers. Poets and acrobats. The city was not falling over itself to offer up all it had, but invited Laslin to enjoy all the entertainment they were accustomed to. Laslin had not had such fun in years; the performers were at the centre of the evening, not her. 
 
    Still, that joy turned to anticipation. 
 
    She wanted to be there, but there was somewhere else she wanted to be more. 
 
    She wanted to head to her room with Avery, two levels down, but she didn’t want to sit and read. 
 
    Laslin shook her head. She didn’t realise she’d been staring at Avery, but Avery didn’t seem to mind it anymore. 
 
    The performances finally ended. Laslin clapped as she got to her feet, meaning to head straight for Avery, but someone of some importance caught her mid-stride and insisted on showing off all the relics displayed in towering glass cabinets. 
 
    There was the sword Ceyda-Yr was believed to have used, in remarkable condition for its age. A piece of poetry they were certain one of their wives had written. The coat of a man who’d shaken hands with Rodaidh Nolani when they’d passed through a nearby town. Rings that had belonged to the city’s founders. 
 
    On and on it went. The Nahirians swept Laslin around the room. Avery watched with a smile, somehow more patient than Laslin. When she drifted close, Avery hooked her little finger around Laslin’s or gave her hand a gentle, lingering squeeze.  
 
    It would’ve been easy to forget the rest of the world. Laslin forgot everything she was told the moment she heard it. It was unbecoming of a god, but she was the only god in that room, in that city. Ceyda-Yr had not been seen in centuries, and it was up to Laslin to decide how she held herself.  
 
    She could be a god and care more about Avery’s smile than ancient relics. 
 
    It was Nahir’s Guardian who finally freed Laslin. She remarked how late it was and how Laslin had already had such a busy day. Having no idea Laslin didn’t sleep, she begged forgiveness for the late hour and had the double doors opened. 
 
    Laslin thanked everyone for the wonderful evening and complimented the performers once more. She promised to rise with the sun, eager to help all those in the city. People bowed their heads. Laslin did the same, not knowing why.  
 
    She made for the stairs, all eyes on her. She descended a floor before the pounding of Avery’s boots followed. Avery clung to the bannisters, throwing herself down half a dozen steps at a time. 
 
    “Laz! What an evening! You were a bigger hit than ever before. Wonderfully odd people, aren’t they? I loved the fellow juggling fire, though part of me was hoping You’d breathe a flame or two to really challenge him.” 
 
    Laslin took Avery’s hand, as easy as anything, and tugged her down the stairs. 
 
    Their chamber was clearly labelled. Laslin had been given the biggest in the building, rivalling the stable Thorn had been shown to. 
 
    Avery tugged Laslin’s hand, heading down yet more stairs. 
 
    “Our room is here,” Laslin said, standing her ground. 
 
    “Indeed it is, but I shall not be known as Old Avery yet. Do You not hear the celebration in the street? The music, the laughter? I have an appetite on me like nothing before, after all that chatter. Gods, Old Taryn would’ve loved it. I shall have to write to them post-haste once Ivy returns,” Avery said, pulling Laslin along. “Come. Let’s join the people in their revelry.”  
 
    “Everyone will flock to us. It’ll be exhausting,” Laslin protested. 
 
    “Do not doubt me, Laz. You ought to know by now that I always plan ahead. Here!” 
 
    Avery pulled a large, fur-rimmed hat from her bag. A scarf followed in its wake, and there was such eagerness in Avery’s eyes, a wish to please, that Laslin couldn’t deny her. 
 
    She couldn’t tell Avery why she wanted to head back to their room, either. She couldn’t explain it to herself, for it needed no words. 
 
    The heavy hat and thick scarf turned Laslin to another face in the crowd. Celebrations were not rare in Nahir. It was a joyful city, taking every chance it could to indulge in the wonders of life, with or without a god handing out miracles. 
 
    Dozens of bands like Yavuz’s filled the streets. Roasting meat fought back to the cold air, and Avery idly ate a large skewer of pork and seasoned vegetables as they wandered the city, hand still in Laslin’s. 
 
    Laslin had visited settlements without announcing herself before, but she’d never attended a party in her honour in disguise. It was about the gods of the past as much as it was about her. People recounted the deeds of Fih Bryn, Ceyda-Yr, Rodaidh Nolani, and so many more, delightfully grateful to live in a time of peace and an age of kindness. 
 
    It was easy to get swept up in it when people only glanced her way to smile. She was another soul entrenched in gratitude, glad for the life she lived and the people she knew. 
 
    “This is something, isn’t it?” Avery asked, dinner done with. “Were I not with You, it would be easy to convince me the people of Nahir did this every night.” 
 
    “It’s wonderful,” Laslin agreed. 
 
    Only two colours filled the world. The black of shadows and the orange-gold of torches lining the streets, recreating the sandstone stretch in flickering lights. The shadows made the dark stones of the city darker, and the torches made Avery’s eyes glow. 
 
    “Well, how about it?” Avery asked. 
 
    “How about what?”  
 
    Avery dropped her hand and gestured to the world around them. Music played, people sang, but most of all, they danced in the streets, spilling into alleyways and edging onto other groups, moving to the beat of a different song. 
 
    “Before You tell me once again that You do not dance, consider this: You are not You, right now. No one around us suspects that the Mountain God wanders amongst them, searching out rights to wrong. Were You to dance, You would make Yourself more invisible yet. So. How about it?”  
 
    Laslin had not danced in almost two decades. She had not allowed herself to step a toe over the lines she had drawn, inspired by rumours of the past and an assumption of how a god was to act. She had worked so hard to define herself by a past she did not know that she had lost touch with the present, too. 
 
    Laslin had not danced in years, but there were so many things she had not done until Avery found her deep in a rabbit-trap. 
 
    Laslin held her hands out. Avery’s eyes widened, swallowing every fire in Nahir. 
 
    “Truly?” she asked. 
 
    “Truly,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery stepped close, bashful in her confidence. It was not something Laslin had expected of her, but it suited her in a way no one else would understand. Avery’s hands settled on Laslin’s hips as she took the lead, and Laslin wrapped her arms around Avery’s shoulders, fingers knitted loosely together between her shoulder blades. 
 
    They didn’t dance like this in the mountains. Or Laslin had not, as a child. The music did not suit the slow, certain nature of it, but it was not music Laslin heard. She heard voices raised in celebration, people laughing and cheering. She heard the city drawn together, fears and worries forgotten. She heard the impact she had upon the world, brought together in a swell of music and cheer. 
 
    For the first time, Laslin realised it did not matter if this was all about her. If it was all for her. It was not a waste; it was not all for show.  
 
    It meant something to people. 
 
    To her. 
 
    She was safe in the centre, warmed by a hat too big for her, with Avery’s hands at her sides. The moon was a crescent, offering only the thrum of light. It was not enough to rule the tides of the past, but Laslin felt herself pushed and pulled by a force beyond her. 
 
    It couldn’t all be Avery. No one person could have such a sway over another, over a god, yet Avery’s hands were against her sides, guiding her. Clouds drifted overhead, covering the moon, and still they danced. 
 
    Laslin’s arms no longer hung loosely over Avery’s shoulders. Either she had drawn Avery closer, or Avery had reeled herself in. Her arms crossed over Avery’s shoulders, and Avery’s fingers twisted in the fabric of her shirt. 
 
    Laslin had waited. She had waited and waited and borne every empty night with patience, but those last few seconds were the worst of it. They were what she had striven towards, what she had stopped counting the years for. 
 
    It happened when it was meant to. There was no other time for it. 
 
    Avery scrunched her face up, ending an argument that raged within her. She took a deep breath and wrapped her arms around Laslin’s waist, pulling her flush against her. 
 
    She kissed Laslin, or Laslin kissed her. It was impossible to tell. They moved together, alone in a crowd of thousands, music not lost to them but swelling within their chests. Laslin’s hand moved to Avery’s face, not knowing how she could miss something that had yet to end, and was more grateful than ever that she did not need to breathe. 
 
    Avery’s hands splayed across Laslin’s back, though she could pull her no closer. Laslin heard herself murmur against Avery’s mouth, saying absolutely nothing and expressing herself in that single, soft sound. 
 
    Now that she’d kissed Avery, she didn’t want to stop. She did not understand how she had gone so long without it, how she’d convinced herself it was something her changing body was above. 
 
    Waiting felt absurd, but it hadn’t been a waste. 
 
    Not when there was this; not when there was Avery. 
 
    Avery broke off the kiss long enough to murmur words of her own, forehead pressed to Laslin’s. 
 
    “Perhaps we ought to return to that room You were so eager to see,” she said. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Eighteen. 
 
      
 
    It took an age to reach their rooms. 
 
    They went with the crowd, caught in a sea of dancers. Avery wrapped her arm around Laslin, pulling her close to kiss her, and forgot they had a destination in mind. Laslin laughed against Avery’s mouth, relishing in the frustration of delays. 
 
    When they returned to Nahir’s façade of a palace, Avery pressed a finger to her lips, shushing Laslin, though she could scarcely stop laughing. If they ran into anyone as they climbed the stairs, it was all over: they’d be caught up in a conversation for hours, or worse still, dragged to another celebration.  
 
    And so Laslin, the god for whom the celebrations unravelled, snuck through the unfamiliar building in search of her room. The Nahirians assured her their things had been taken up, but Laslin had no way of knowing. 
 
    It was dark inside, and the door was soon slammed shut. Avery ran out of patience the second they were inside and could not bear to take another step. She pressed Laslin to the door, kissing her as she had not dared to in the city. Her nose pressed to Laslin’s neck, and the warm breath rushing over her skin fluttered into a laugh. 
 
    “Gods. Look at You. You’re still wearing that ridiculous hat, aren’t You?” Avery’s hands left Laslin’s hips to throw it aside. “There. Much better. The scarf too, if You please.” 
 
    “You’re not one to talk,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Indeed I am not,” Avery said, and saw to the business of abandoning her coat. 
 
    Laslin saw her chance and took it. She pushed off the door, wrapped her fingers around Avery’s collar, and distracted her with a kiss as she glided across the room. This was so new to her. Every inch of Avery was a mystery, no matter what moonlight revealed in rivers and lakes. A heat Laslin usually exhaled gathered in the pit of her stomach, and her old distractions, years back, had not prepared her for this. 
 
    Avery bumped into the bed. Taking Laslin’s hips, she threw her down and crawled her atop her. Kneeling over her, Avery brushed her hair back, tugging it into a messy ponytail. The Mark of the Gods glowed softly, drawing Avery’s face out of the darkness, beautiful and breathless. 
 
    “Might I admit something?” Avery asked, warm fingers brushing Laslin’s stomach as she tugged the hem of her shirt up. 
 
    “Anything,” Laslin said, arching her back. 
 
    “I was looking for a distraction. A delay. When I insisted on going to the city rather than here,” Avery murmured. She pulled Laslin’s shirt over her head and lost track of her thoughts in kissing her collarbone. “Oh! Speaking of distractions, hah. You see, I knew this would happen. I have known it for some time, and I believe You have, too. I was nervous, I suppose. Although now I can find no familiarity with the sensation.” 
 
    Laslin’s hands twisted in Avery’s shirt, hiking it up. It was ridiculous to have spent so much time together, a room to themselves every night, if not the cool embrace of a lake, without finding themselves entangled.  
 
    Avery threw her shirt into the darkness. Her skin was warm against Laslin’s, and Laslin did not regret the time they’d spent together without kissing, without moving against one another as they were. It had led to that moment, and that moment was all that mattered. 
 
    It was all there was. 
 
    Laslin was not a god. The celebrations in the streets were not for her, and people did not gather in their thousands to catch a glimpse of the Mountain God. She wasn’t the Mountain God, for there were no mountains. There was only that room, and the Mark on her arm existed for no reason but to wash turquoise light across Avery. 
 
    “I knew it would happen,” Laslin remembered to say, dizzy without moving. “I did not expect you to be nervous, though.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I am rather full of myself, aren’t I? I had to balance it in my mind. Was it truly destined to happen, or did I want it so much that I had abandoned all sense? And to presume to kiss a god! Is it blasphemy? Is it pure devotion? I know You have no wish to be worshipped, but I am rather hoping You will make an exception for me.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t laugh. There wasn’t a stitch of clothing between them, and Avery’s thigh, warm between Laslin’s legs, pressed to her hips. Laslin took another of those breaths she didn’t need, more gasp than anything else, and clung to Avery’s back. 
 
    “This isn’t all because I’m a god, is it?” Laslin mumbled, fast forgetting how to form sentences. 
 
    “Goodness, no. It is because You are You, Laz,” Avery said, forehead pressed to Laslin’s as her fingers finally moved between her legs. “Because You have allowed me to get to know You, and because, more than anything, I want this. I want You. I want to share this with You, I want to have You, I want to taste You.” 
 
    Avery kissed her, claiming every moan for herself. Her mouth wandered, exploring every inch of the form Laslin had not yet lost, did not want to lose, until she was knelt before her, head bowed. Avery had spoken of worship, but it was her name that filled the room, soft and strained and desperate. 
 
    It was a blessing no one took Laslin’s promise to be up at dawn literally. The sun rose, and they were not spent. No one would interrupt a god, and Laslin was certain Avery had bolted the door from the inside. Light flooded the chamber when Avery made good on her promise to actually sleep, this time. 
 
    She tangled herself with Laslin, exhausted and grinning, and traced the scales on her back until she finally fell asleep. 
 
    Avery mumbled nonsense in her sleep. Laslin held her close, kissing her face. 
 
    Eventually, Avery had no choice but to return to the world of the waking. She stretched her legs, arms tightening around Laslin, and yawned her way through a good morning. Shuffling up, Avery kissed the underside of Laslin’s jaw. 
 
    “Good morning,” Laslin said, smiling. 
 
    “One might even call it spectacular,” Avery said, groggy. 
 
    She hadn’t got nearly enough sleep, nor did she care. 
 
    Laslin propped herself on an elbow and looked down at an adoring Avery. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “As though blessed by the gods. I did not care one jot that You were watching me.” 
 
    “How do you know I was watching you?” Laslin challenged. 
 
    “Laz, I always know. I simply stopped fighting against it some months ago.” 
 
    Laslin rolled her eyes. There was freedom in delightful, petty irritations. There was freedom in laughter, in smiling, in reading; in giving the night a purpose beyond the counting of stars, the hollowing of seconds. 
 
    “Come back here, won’t You?” Avery asked. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around Laslin’s shoulders and pulled her close. It’d been mere seconds, and Laslin had forgotten how much of Avery there was to take in. They kissed slowly until there was no subtlety in their actions. 
 
    Avery laughed, batting Laslin’s hands away. 
 
    “Stop that! Look at the time! Aren’t You supposed to be playing the part of a god right now?” 
 
    “I am a god,” Laslin muttered, falling to Avery’s side. “Whatever I do is the part of a god.” 
 
    Avery sat up. Her long hair tumbled down her back. She stretched her arms and tilted her neck from side to side, as she did every morning. 
 
    “See! Now that’s what I’ve been waiting to hear. You’re finally setting Your own rules. If I’d know this is was all it’d take, I would’ve stopped with the friendly encouragement and sweeping speeches and gone straight for seduction.” 
 
    “And you think that would’ve worked?” Laslin asked, supposing she had to get up. 
 
     “Oh, absolutely. Would that I were bold enough to have propositioned You on Your first night in Vaelos!” 
 
    Avery chuckled to herself, enjoying the thought of thoroughly embarrassing herself in front of a god. Laslin found a small truth in it, something she need not give a voice; on that first night, when she took Avery’s hand in greeting, the pieces fell into place. No matter the paths she traced in her mind, it always came back to that. 
 
    But Avery was right. They were in Nahir for a reason, and should noon creep upon them, people might grow brave enough to knock on the door. 
 
    Laslin copied Avery’s stretches and washed by the basin. She collected her clothes from around the room, smiling to herself. Avery whistled as she brushed her hair through, more tangled than ever, and watched a strip of the sky through the curtains. 
 
    They prepared for the day as they always did. They said nothing to each other, only stepped here and there, letting the other attend to their small morning rituals. Nothing needed to be said, for nothing had changed. 
 
    The warmth between them, the barriers crossed, were but extensions of all they’d built together. 
 
    They spent the day in the city, as they’d spend so many days. They walked amongst the people, flocked by an excitement no party could rouse, and let them guide them to those in need of help. Laslin left her imprint on the foundations of Nahir, strengthening the structures and giving people something to speak of in the days to come.  
 
    Nahir hosted them for the next two days. They gathered the parts they needed for a tent, and Laslin watched the city disappear over her shoulder as they left, determined always to remember the place where so many scattered pieces came together. 
 
    The weather was turning, drizzle ever in the air, and autumn bowed to cold, northern winds. Laslin no longer spent her nights watching the leaves change, and Avery became a daily distraction. The days grew shorter. Thorn slept for longer and longer. 
 
    It suited Laslin and Avery well enough. The northeast of the continent was home to sparse, sturdy settlements, and the terrain presented challenges Avery had never before risen to. They moved slowly, making camp for long days. 
 
    It was no longer a waste. Not to Laslin. Autumn was a time of change, of movement spiralling towards rest; she could best serve the world by taking it all in, along with deep lungfuls of the cold, sharp air. She understood the season in Avery’s scrunched up face, reddened at the mercy of the wind. 
 
    Avery took to wearing scarves and fur-lined hats. Her bycoket hat was a thing of the past, packed away with the rest of her light, summer clothing. Come evening, Laslin set up two tents. One large enough for a god and a mortal, and another befitting a Bloodscale. 
 
    Thorn shuffled into the tent as Avery made dinner. Laslin sat by the entrance to her tent, watching Avery hum to herself as she warmed her hands over the fire.  
 
    Laslin obliged Avery each evening, always eager to taste her latest dish. Already Avery had stumbled across vegetables and spices she’d never heard tell of, learning something new from every feast they attended. 
 
    At night, the wind rose. It howled of the sea it had once torn across, desperate to whisper memories of a forgotten time to any foolish enough to listen.  
 
    Laslin and Avery laid together under the heavy blankets, skin against skin, and Laslin ensured Avery never needed the heat of a fire. Being with Avery, closer than Laslin thought possible, became commonplace, routine, and more wonderful by the day. 
 
    Avery curled against Laslin, face buried in her neck. Sleep came to Avery later and later, for more than anything, they would talk. It didn’t matter what about: the face Thorn made upon eating a new shrub, the colour of the sky to the west, Avery’s childhood adventures, the fear that came with the spread of scales across Laslin’s back. 
 
    Any topic could span hours. Any rambling tangent offered insight into Avery, an understanding that hadn’t been Laslin’s that morning. Laslin propped herself on her elbow, watching Avery speak with her hands, eyes lighting up the dark. 
 
    Laslin read, some nights. Either way, she kept her arms around Avery, thinking of tomorrow and the day beyond that; no longer watching the static stars, forever pinning herself to one moment in time. 
 
    One evening, after a rough day of trekking uphill in the pouring rain, Avery fell into the tent with a huff. Laslin hauled pails of water from a nearby creek and breathed fire from them till steam rose from the tent. She had Avery sit in front of her and washed her hair through, taking more time than she would’ve dared to waste on any one task months ago. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “No, no. Nothing of the sort. It’s simply that Ivy’s been gone for a rather long time, hasn’t she?” Avery said. 
 
    “Not particularly. We’re getting further and further from Vaelos, and this isn’t the best weather for flying in.” 
 
    Avery hummed, head tilted forward as Laslin rubbed her scalp. 
 
    “That’s true, isn’t it? Oftentimes I forget we are not moving in an arc, forever the same distance from my humble little village. It would take an age to walk back there, would it not? Well. I suppose I only miss the dear girl.” 
 
    Laslin pressed a smile to the back of Avery’s shoulder. 
 
    “She’ll be back with your letters soon.” 
 
    “I do hope so. Still, I’d hate for Ivy to push herself on my account. She really can find You wherever You are, can’t she?” 
 
    “She can.” 
 
    “Fascinating. You know, for all You have spoken of Sir Thorn’s origins, You’ve never told me how You met Ivy,” Avery said, letting Laslin rinse the soap from her long strands of hair. “Another staple of the mountain people, is she?” 
 
    “Not at all. I didn’t know her before I left the mountains.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “She came to me. I think she caught a glimpse of the Mark of the Gods from a distance. I was travelling across the centre of the continent, and every time I found myself alone, I saw her perched on some branch or roof. She taught me everything I know about birds. Somethings I think…” 
 
    Laslin trailed off. Avery glanced back, water dripping from her nose, and said, “What do You think, Laz?” 
 
    “It’s silly. Outdated, if nothing else.” 
 
    “Come now. Surely there are no secrets between us!” 
 
    Laslin relented. She had no choice. She’d placed the bait, needing Avery’s encouragement to find the right words. 
 
    “I was young when we first met. Twenty-four. The way she moved, the way she followed me, the sharpness in her eyes; I know all birds are intelligent, but I took her as a sign from Fih Bryn. A little nod of encouragement.” 
 
    Avery reached back to place a hand on Laslin’s cheek and pulled her into a kiss.  
 
    “Gods, that may be the most endearing thing I’ve ever heard. Is that how the two of You are connected so? The will of another god?” 
 
    Laslin tapped Avery’s forehead, having her turn around so she could finish rinsing her hair. 
 
    “No. That was all me. Ivy asked in her own way, of course. I lit up the Mark with my mind and pressed it to her, binding us together. She’ll forever find her way back to me,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Goodness. I’d no idea You’d actively created the bond. I thought it an innate sort of magic. Have You done the same with dear Thorn?” 
 
    “There’s no need. He never goes far.” 
 
    Avery laughed, letting Laslin rub her hair with a clean towel. 
 
    With it as dry as it was going to get, Laslin hauled the pail out of the tent and poured the soapy water onto the parched earth. Steam rose skyward. Laslin poked her head into Thorn’s tent and found him sleeping soundly, surrounded by the greenery he’d saved for breakfast. 
 
    Avery tied her hair back, not wanting it to get too tangled in the night. She laid in a nest of blankets, hands behind her head, thoughts far beyond the roof tent above her. 
 
    “What is it?” Laslin asked, lying next to her. 
 
    “Hm? Oh, goodness. Nothing, nothing. I expect I am only a little hungry. I should’ve made myself a second portion, after all those rocks You made us climb.” 
 
    “You aren’t hungry,” she said. Avery raised her brow. “You always drum your fingers when you’re hungry. You’re thinking about something, and it isn’t food.”  
 
    “I can’t decide whether it’s sweet or unnerving that You know that. Sweet, by all accounts. It is only the fear of being known by another that gives me pause, You see.” 
 
    Laslin waited for Avery to speak up of her own accord. 
 
    When she didn’t, she said, “You can tell me. Whatever it is.” 
 
    “Indeed I can. That’s the worst of it. You will listen, and You will be patient. Understanding. I cannot talk myself out of it by imagining an argument. But first, if I might ask: Fih Bryn is important to You, isn’t He?” 
 
    Laslin couldn’t find an answer. Fih Bryn was important to every living being. He’d healed the continent and smoothed out the borders humans had dreamt up. He was a cyclic god, born into a world that needed him, and he had only lost his humanity a century and a half ago. 
 
    He was part of the turning world, watching over the continent from a branch or roof, as Ivy watched over Laslin. He knew her every step. He must do; so much of Laslin’s life was guided by his example. She felt him wherever she went, but only as one would feel a person on the other side of a wall: unseen, unheard. 
 
    But such joy had filled her upon meeting Ivy and thinking her a sign from Fih Bryn. 
 
    “Of course. He stood where I now stand. I’m doing my best to uphold His legacy,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Do You think You shall ever meet Him?” 
 
    “One day. It’s inevitable. The continent is only so big, and we’ll both always be here. But not for a very, very long time.” 
 
    “And would it help You? Would He help You better understand Yourself?” 
 
    Avery was always one for an onslaught of questions, but these were oddly pointed. 
 
    “I’d like to think so. I could learn more from the other gods, the gods who’ve existed for more than two-hundred and thirty years, but Fih Bryn’s insight would resonant with me. We were born close together, and He understands how the world has changed these past few centuries.” 
 
    Avery hummed. She went back to staring at the arched tent roof, and Laslin let her mull over whatever it was she wanted to say. 
 
    “I had rather thought so. I should hate for You to lose the opportunity because of the likes of me,” Avery said. 
 
    “Why would I?” 
 
    “You know why. Because of my tenuous connection to Braith.” 
 
    Avery’s gaze darted away. Laslin placed a hand on her face, light and gentle, and stroked a thumb across her cheek. 
 
    “Do you think Braith really knows something of Fih Bryn? Do you think she’s earnest?”  
 
    Laslin knew the answer. She had seen a glimpse of what Braith had and could not rid the words from her ears.  
 
    “Braith is many things, but I have never taken her for a liar. She has been manipulated all her life, made to believe things that are not true, and these falsehoods have dictated her actions. When Saxon first spoke of her sister, I could only imagine Braith in shackles. That is how tight Siormar’s hold on her was. Is, I suppose. For more than a decade, I knew only stories of Braith, believing her to be someone I would never meet. But meet her I did, and the rest? Well. 
 
    “The distance of time has allowed me to conclude that she truly has left the Peacekeepers for a second time. The first time, she fled. She did not look back for fear of turning to salt or worse. She spent months in Saxon’s cottage, too terrified to leave its walls or pass a window. She was so sure they would come for her, and in the end, she could only return to them. 
 
    “And this is not her fault, no matter how I have been affected by the matter. I understand that. Logically, that is. Not always emotionally. 
 
    “But after meeting You, after whatever happened between You and Braith in Ironsi, she has found the strength to leave the Peacekeepers for a second time. She has openly defied them, addressing You as her god. Had she still been by my side when You arrived in Vaelos, she would not have dared to do the same. Short of hitting her head on a convenient rock, meeting Fih Bryn is the only thing with the power to evoke such a change within her. 
 
    “She never stopped loving Fih Bryn. She only ever prayed to him. I do not know if what she has said is true, but I believe she believes it is. In that sense, should we be unlucky enough to stumble across Braith again, I would not want You to run. 
 
    “It was a wonderful gesture, rather dashing, but I do not want You to be denied such an opportunity because of my bruised ego.” 
 
    Laslin kept her hand on Avery’s face. Avery’s words meant so much, and Laslin had so little to offer in return. 
 
    She couldn’t tell Avery she had not only run for her. She had run because she was scared; because Braith was too much of something she did not understand. She held a reverence that should never come from a god. 
 
    “Are you sure? After everything that’s happened?” Laslin whispered. 
 
    “I am. I can grind my teeth together all I please, but Braith deserves help. Some sort of escape. And I want You to understand Yourself and Your place in this world. I want You to see Yourself as I do,” Avery said, pulling Laslin closer. 
 
    Eyes closed, Laslin pressed her forehead to Avery’s. She traced the shape of her smile with a thumb, heart doing things it had no need of. 
 
    “Besides,” Avery continued. “Braith may have abandoned me in the night, leaving me questioning my entire life and self, but what do You think would’ve happened had You wandered into Vaelos and found me living with my wife? Would You have asked me to leave with You? Do You think I would’ve dropped everything to run away with a god had I not been hurting so?” 
 
    Laslin had no answer. Avery was by her side, and that was how it was destined to be. If there was a world where Avery had not left Vaelos, where Avery did not tighten her hold on Laslin in her sleep, mumbling nonsense, then it was a godless land where the oceans still roared. 
 
    “You’re here,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    “That I am! I swear to You, Laz, I do not believe it. Each morning I find myself entangled with a god, about to make my way through parts unknown on the back of a giant lizard. But forget all this talk of gods and Bloodscales. The most incredible part is that I can lean over and kiss You whenever I please,” Avery said.  
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    The sky was different towards the north. The clouds cleared, leaving it broad and blank. The sun hung low, an afterthought of composition, and not a single forest or hill encroached on the horizon. Laslin tilted her head back, searching for an end to the clear, listless blue. 
 
    It wasn’t the true north; they were only north of where they’d already been. The continent was wider than it was tall, but the north reached high into the icy air. It would take months of walking to reach the northernmost point, enough time to forget the very concept of warmth. 
 
    The sages had Laslin pore over maps, so long ago. She traced the shape of the land on curled parchment, memorising the names of the cities and rivers they deemed important. They told her there were no mountains as great as theirs across the entire continent, and she hadn’t doubted them. Not exactly. But she couldn’t imagine any part of the world flattened indefinitely, with scarcely a hill to huff her way up. 
 
    Time had changed her. She was used to open plains and dense forests, deep lakes and still fens. Now, more than eight years since leaving the mountains, it occurred to her that the sages were little better than the people of Siormar. As the Peacekeepers shaped the world in the name of Fih Bryn, the sages shaped Laslin in the name of her future self. 
 
    Her mothers hadn’t been comfortable with all the sages demanded of her, but what could they do? Laslin was a god, far beyond their understanding, and she needed to learn the extent of her divinity. She was shaped differently from other children, made of something other than wet mud. It was what she needed, what the world needed. 
 
    “Something on Your mind?” Avery asked, packing away the last of their tentpoles.  
 
    Laslin shook her head but said, “Thinking about my mothers.” 
 
    “Oh? Do tell.” 
 
    Avery kept her reaction brief, but Laslin saw the excitement behind her eyes. She saw how patient Avery was, waiting to snatch snippets of Laslin’s past from unexpected conversations. 
 
    “I suppose I was wondering what they think of me. Or if they think of me. I left eight years ago, but it’s been seventeen years since I was truly with them. Since they thought I was human,” Laslin said. “Maybe I stole something from them. They wanted a child, and they ended up with less than nothing. With an empty shell.” 
 
    “Laz,” Avery said softly. 
 
    Laslin held her arms out in front of her. She needed to explain herself better, not dredge sympathy from the murk of her mutterings. 
 
    “They don’t think that. I know they don’t; or they didn’t. They were proud of me. Maybe I expect them to think of me in the same way I think of them, that’s all. They’re my mothers, but what does that mean when I’m not like them? When I’m not human?”  
 
    “Not like them. Goodness! That isn’t a requirement of parent-child relationships. Look at Old Taryn and me,” Avery said, shaking her head. “You didn’t take us for family at a glance, did You? I cannot imagine where I inherited all my finer traits from, for Taryn is content to be still and quiet, to remain where they are, watching over their flock. 
 
    “I have been in their care since I was a few paltry hours old. I lived under their roof for twenty years, and few mean more to me. We are not bound by something so striking as blood, so why should it matter that Your mothers are human and You are not?” 
 
    Laslin took the words in with a smile, helping tie the last of their things to Thorn. As Avery relished in learning more about her, so too did Laslin. Avery could spend every hour of her life talking and talking as she was wont to, and Laslin would never stop discovering little truths about her. 
 
    “That’s a nice way to think about it,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Trust me, Your mothers have nothing but pride when they speak about You. Which is often, I expect. Their daughter, the god, out traversing the continent and setting wrongs right! Many people drift away from their loving parents, You realise, and not all have such a good reason for it.” 
 
    Laslin took Avery’s wrist and pulled her close. Avery grinned, nose touching Laslin’s.  
 
    “Maybe we’ll pass by the mountains one day,” Laslin said. These things always wormed their way out around Avery, blunt and honest, catching Laslin off-guard. “And you could see where I was born and help explain to my mothers what I have been doing all this time.” 
 
    Avery placed a hand on her face. For once, she gave no reply. Laslin understood the weight of what she’d said in Avery’s silence; she had left the mountains long ago, believing she would never return. She’d convinced herself that Laslin-the-god belonged out in the world, and Laslin-the-mortal, born amongst the mountain peaks, had evaporated like the ocean itself. 
 
    She called them the mountains, making them unknowable. She never called her homeland Valain, never spoke of it for what it was. 
 
    “These cold days are getting to me, Laz. I would like nothing more than to sink into one of those hot springs You torment me with tales of, and I believe I shall openly weep upon first seeing a baby Bloodscale,” Avery said. “I will, naturally, regale Your mothers with all the good their daughter has done for the world.” 
 
    Laslin grinned. Her heart pounded with fear of a hypothetical that was years off, and she cupped Avery’s face, kissing her. She knew no other way to express her gratitude.  
 
    When Laslin nudged her towards Thorn, Avery hoisted herself on him as though she’d been born in the mountains; in Valain. 
 
    Hoofbeats striking the frozen ground stopped Laslin from doing the same. They turned towards the rider and scanned the horizon for a dozen more. Avery’s fingers twitched, reaching for her bow. 
 
    But only one man approached, sat astride a handsome tan horse. The rider tugged at the reins, skidding to a stop, horribly out of breath. The horse too was exhausted, and steam rose from his coat. 
 
    “Excuse me,” the man began, frantic breath twisting in the cold air. “That lizard, are You—are You the Mountain God, Lord Laslin?” 
 
    Avery grinned. Her favoured epithet was catching on. 
 
    Laslin bowed her head. 
 
    “I am. Can I help you?”  
 
    The man plastered his hands to his forehead, eyes on the endless sky above. 
 
    He didn’t move, didn’t speak. Thorn tilted his head, getting a better look at the horse. 
 
    Avery hopped from Thorn’s back, bow forgotten. She emptied a canteen into a pan for the horse and stroked his muzzle. 
 
    The man jumped to the ground. He reached out, meaning to supplicate Laslin, but his arms wrapped around her and he sobbed, chest heaving, hands trembling. 
 
    Months ago, Laslin would’ve been out of her depth. But with Avery there, tending to the horse and keeping one eye on Laslin, Laslin wrapped her arms around the man and let him exhaust himself. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Your Grace,” he said, stepping back, scrubbing his face and straightening his cloak. “I didn’t mean to overstep. It’s only that I’ve been looking for You for so long, Your Grace.”  
 
    He was a little older than the pair of them, edging past his mid-thirties. His face was pale, his beard scratchy but kempt, and his eyes gave the impression of not having slept in twice as long as Laslin. 
 
    “Call me Laslin, please. Tell me how I can help you. What do you need?” 
 
    The man stepped back and leant against his horse. 
 
    “It’s a long story. I’ve exhausted all other options, never daring to believe a god might come through these parts. I knew You lived in my time, but the continent is so vast, so wide, that it seemed impossible. But I began to hear whispers of a god from the mountains heading northward. I’ve been riding from town to town for weeks, trying to track You down,” he said. 
 
    “Well, you’ve found us!” Avery said, offering out her hand. “And rest assured, my fatigued friend, dear Laz here will be absolutely thrilled to help you. She’s always after a challenge in this delightful world of ours, and it isn’t often we’re tracked down for help.” 
 
    The man shook her hand, not blinking. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You are…?” he asked. 
 
    “Avery Moss, of Vaelos, a village I’m certain you’ve never heard of! I am the Mountain God’s sworn companion, here to bridge the gap between mortals and gods,” Avery said, delighted with the role the world assigned her. 
 
    “Oh. It’s good to meet you, Avery. I apologise. I’m so out of sorts. My name is Luso, and I’m here to beg Her Grace to help my husband.” 
 
    “Laslin,” Laslin and Avery said in the same breath. 
 
    The man stood straighter, knuckles turning white. 
 
    “I’d be honoured to help you. Is your husband far from here?” Laslin asked. 
 
    Luso shook his head. 
 
    “Barely half a dozen miles. It’s funny. I’ve searched for You for weeks and come almost full-circle, back to where I stared,” Luso said. 
 
    “There’s a moral in that, I’m certain,” Avery said. “Well? What is this problem of yours? Most wouldn’t get so worked up unless it was truly dire. Is your husband ill?” 
 
    “It’s not that. Not exactly. Flint is…” Luso scrunched his face up. “It might be best to meet him Yourself, Laslin.” 
 
    “We’ll give your horse time to rest, then you can lead the way,” Laslin said, covering her curiosity with a smile. 
 
    She couldn’t let Luso think anything was too much for her, that there was anything she couldn’t overcome. His distress was evident, unique in his tears, and it was not right to suffer a pulse of excitement on his behalf. 
 
    Luso paced with his hands on the back of his head as his horse rested. The Mark on Laslin’s arm came to life as she drew what little life the sun had to offer into it and let it wash over the loyal creature. 
 
    Luso watched it unfold. The change in his horse was instant, overwhelming. His eyes pricked with tears as he saw that this might not be hopeless after all. 
 
    He mounted his horse, leading the way. After days spent resting, Thorn did an admirable job keeping pace with the pair of them. A town crept over the horizon, shaped like a smaller version of Nahir, but Luso tugged his horse’s reins and veered west.  
 
    A shallow brook was the only feature the landscape had to offer until a log cabin made itself known. There was a shelter to the side for Luso’s horse, and chickens roamed a fenced-in area around the cabin. Luso stopped a dozen feet away, took his horse’s reins, and led him to the hay bales. 
 
    Thorn plodded the rest of the way, content to flop down on the dry ground. 
 
    Luso placed a hand on the front door, hesitant to open it. 
 
    “We used to live in Nyarko. It’s a northern city—as far north as you can go. But it was too much for Flint. We had to leave, had to get away. But it didn’t matter where we went; nothing fixed it. It’s so peaceful here, which helps as much as it can, but we both want to go home. We want things to return to normal,” Luso said. 
 
    He pushed the door open. Laslin stepped in and found no disease, no rot. Nothing sour lingered in the air, and there was more than darkness and shadow within. Their cabin had become a home, settled into begrudgingly. Fresh flowers stood in a vase. Trinkets brought from Nyarko lined the shelves, and cloaks hung from hooks with boots piled beneath them. 
 
    Avery held the doorframe and swung into the cabin. She wasn’t met with imagined cobwebs or decay. She shrugged and tossed her boots into the corner, making herself at home. 
 
    “Luso?” someone called from an adjoining room. “Is that you?” 
 
    It was the voice of a defeated man; a man who would not rise from his seat if an intruder broke into his home, knife in hand. Laslin faltered, hand on the wall. 
 
    It wasn’t a disease that had done this to him. She’d twist her hands around the root of it, if only a bulwark of cloud did not stand between them.  
 
    “It’s me! I did it, Flint. I found Her,” Luso said, rushing to his husband. 
 
    Laslin and Avery followed. The curtains were drawn, and Flint laid upon the sofa, drowning in blankets. His eyes were sunken, either from sleeping too much or not enough, and his hair was greyer than most men of his age. 
 
    He was gaunt, and it was sudden. He was not ill, yet no mountain of food could help him. 
 
    Avery removed her hat and bowed politely. Laslin held his gaze and let it draw her to the centre of the room. 
 
    Flint looked at her as so few mortals did. He stared through her, but there was no disdain in his gaze. There wasn’t anything. His dark eyes didn’t reflect the little light that intruded upon the room. 
 
    “This is Her? She’s younger than us,” he said, voice brittle. 
 
    Luso gave Laslin a nervous smile and perched on the sofa. He placed a hand on the blankets and squeezed Flint’s knee through them. 
 
    “Flint, darling. Please, don’t be rude. We have a god in our home. A god! And She’s going to help you. She’s going to try,” Luso said. 
 
    Still Flint held Laslin’s gaze. His head lulled onto the sofa arm. 
 
    Where Braith’s eyes glowed with golden flames, only burnt-out embers lingered in Flint’s. 
 
    “A god,” he murmured. “You aren’t the only one. You aren’t the First. Far from it. I’ve seen It, You know. I’ve seen where It sleeps, where It rests. It thinks It’s dead, and You are the result of that. You are part of a cycle that was always supposed to be of one.” 
 
    Flint closed his eyes. 
 
    The spell was broken. 
 
    Laslin clasped her hands behind her back. There was truth in what Flint said, even if neither of them understood it.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Luso said, forcing a smile. “He gets like this, sometimes. It’s a big part of the problem. After it happened, he…” 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m saying,” Flint said, pinching the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “My good man, who amongst us does?” Avery asked, breaking the tension. “At least you have the good manners to be upfront about it. Now, would one of you be so kind as to explain how this all came about?” 
 
    Both men held their silence. Realising his husband was too entrenched in an apathy of someone else’s making to tell the tale, Luso got to his feet and fussed around the cabin. He brought in kitchen chairs for Laslin and Avery and didn’t start his story until everyone was settled with a mug of dark, hot tea. 
 
    “It’s hard to know where to begin. Have You ever been to the edge of the continent, Your Grace?” Luso asked. 
 
    Flint had shuffled far enough down the sofa for his husband to take a seat. 
 
    “It’s still Laslin. And yes, I have. Twice. Once in the south, and once east of Ayad,” Laslin said. 
 
    Luso placed a hand on his chest, relieved he wouldn’t have to explain the unexplainable. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s the same for You as it is us mortals, Your Gr—Laslin, but when we approached the edge of the continent, something I can only describe as dread and lethargy came over us. We thought it would be an adventure. That was five years ago. We were celebrating our fifth wedding anniversary, and we’d always been fascinated by the Empty Ocean. We didn’t understand why people didn’t venture towards it more often. After reading all the histories and fictions we could find on it, we started wanting more.  
 
    “So we headed out. We only meant to see the Empty Ocean and return home. That feeling of dread I mentioned came upon us miles out. We quickly realised why so few had trekked to the edge of the continent and why we hadn’t considered it for decades. But we didn’t give up,” Luso began. 
 
    Avery, done with her tea, said, “I’m impressed you both made it there. I visited the Empty Ocean recently and only made it thanks to the god and her giant lizard at my side. Do go on. Clearly, we didn’t run into nearly as much excitement as you both did.” 
 
    “When we reached the edge of the continent, that awful feeling was suddenly behind us. We looked out onto the Empty Ocean, the mist, the clouds. We were captivated. We strayed too close to the edge, and…” Here Luso paused, hands pressed together. “The earth crumbled. Luso fell a few dozen feet, hit a ledge, and by some miracle, a broken arm was the worst of it. Physically. He came too close to something. 
 
    “We returned home. We thought it was the shock of the fall, the fear of death, but the feeling of dread that crept upon Flint didn’t fade. Five years later,  it still hasn’t left him.” 
 
    Flint’s gaze burrowed into Laslin. Like Braith, he knew something Laslin did not. It was something beyond the gods, something he could not reach. He had been closer to the ocean bed than any Laslin had ever met, and its secrets were inscribed upon him in a language none understood. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Avery said. “You mean you suffer from a gods-given depression?” 
 
    Flint grunted. 
 
    “It’s so much worse than that. There are nightmares whenever he sleeps, nightmares he never remembers, and bright lights and loud noises are worse than physical pain,” Luso said. “He can’t leave the house. He can barely leave the sofa. So much of the Empty Ocean has stayed with him.” 
 
    Flint sighed. He was bored by the retelling, patronised by Luso’s pain. 
 
    “We’ve tried everything. We really have. Prayer, healers. Returning to the Empty Ocean. We got so desperate we sought out the Peacekeepers of Fih Bryn, thinking they might help us,” Luso said. Laslin and Avery sat straighter. “But they only said we needed to focus on devoting ourselves to Fih Bryn, and He would heal Flint once he was worthy of His blessing.”  
 
    “Bastards, the lot of them. They’d have you bleeding out in the street if it meant they got to raise another statue of Old Fishbones,” Avery muttered. 
 
    Luso cleared his throat, perturbed by Avery’s blasphemy. Even Flint narrowed his gaze, no longer staring at Laslin. 
 
    “Please, Your Grace. Laslin. Do You think You can help? I don’t expect you to make it all stop, to banish it back to the Empty Ocean, but anything would be a blessing. I’d all but given up hope until I heard You were riding through these parts,” Luso said. 
 
    Laslin knelt before Flint. His gaze didn’t take in anything it settled on, but she saw behind his eyes. She saw the mists that hid the ocean bed from view, and she saw the salt beneath that, left behind and piled like snow. 
 
    Here was a problem she had never come across before. A challenge no god had ever faced. It was more than a leaking roof, worse than a poor harvest. It was something only a god could fix, something that proved the world still needed her. 
 
    Laslin understood how wrong she’d been to wish for a problem truly worthy of her attention. 
 
    Flint was suffering. He was suffering and did not know the full extent; he could not bear to feel more than a fraction of it. Luso took on the bulk of his pain. The man he married was lost to him, yet he continued to fight for his return years on. 
 
    Five years! Five years of heartache and Laslin had only come across them by chance. 
 
    How selfish she’d been. Finding a purpose in the world and the annals of history was not more important than the health and happiness of two lone mortals. 
 
    “I can help. It isn’t a problem,” Laslin said softly. 
 
    She rolled up her sleeve, letting light gather along the Mark of the Gods. She placed her palm on Luso’s forehead first, for he had been to the Empty Ocean without being burdened, and he had fought for his husband; she did the same to Avery, for she too had returned from the edge of the world unscathed, and Laslin loved her as Luso loved Flint. 
 
    The Mark glowed. The room was painted turquoise. Flint screwed his eyes shut. Laslin placed the other hand on his face, soothing him. She whispered for him to open his eyes, then passed the Mark over them. 
 
    He blinked. He stared at her palm, seeing more than light. 
 
    Flint inhaled sharply, drawing the light into his chest. 
 
    Darkness reclaimed the room. Flint sat bolt upright, crying out something incomprehensible, and held out his shaking hands. He stared at them, at the two women before him, at the ceiling, the curtains, the furniture. At last, his gaze fell upon his husband, leaving him as nothing but tears. 
 
    He dissolved into Luso’s arms, sobbing as Luso had sobbed for him. He clung to the back of Luso’s shirt, wailing out five years of regret, trembling, shaking, wheezing, living. 
 
    Avery sniffed loudly and wiped her eyes. Laslin took her arm and led her from the living room. They sat in the hallway as Flint reunited with himself, with his husband, laughing and weeping and apologising and thanking him for never giving up, voice raw. 
 
    “Hear that, Laz? You’ve really done something today. Makes it all worthwhile, doesn’t it?” Avery asked. 
 
    “It’s always worthwhile,” Laslin said, instinctively humble. “But this feels different. Special.” 
 
    “Oh, I know what it is. I’ve done this to You. I’ve turned You into a sap, haven’t I? No longer are You the silent, serious god who watches stars of a night. Instead, You are prone to bouts of affection and pointedly sleepless nights. It’s endearing, really. The things You’ve done for the pair of them! I may not have said it in so many words, but dear Flint sounds just like my internal monologue did the first time You kissed me. And every subsequent time,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin squeezed her hand. 
 
    “Come. Let’s give them some space. We’ll return in the morning,” Laslin said, getting to her feet. 
 
    They left the cabin, door closing quietly behind them. Thorn, thoroughly distracted by the chickens, didn’t glance up as a familiar cry filled the air. 
 
    “Ivy! There you are, girl!” Avery called in delight. She held out an arm, letting Ivy land, and fussed over her before taking the letters. “Ah. Now there’s an oddity. This looks to be Old Morgan’s writing. You remember her, don’t You? She set up the inn for You on that first night, if I recall correctly. Something of an unofficial aunt of mine. I suppose I’m in for it now, aren’t I? I ought to have been writing to her from the start, and—hm.”  
 
    Avery frowned at the letter. Laslin’s heart sunk. Avery’s eyes darted back and forth, reflecting the mists of the Empty Ocean. 
 
    Laslin placed a hand on Avery’s back, drawing her close. The paper crumbled in Avery’s hands as her shoulders began to shake. 
 
    “It would—it would appear that Taryn… Dammit,” Avery muttered, clearing her throat. 
 
    She folded the letter in half, passed it to Laslin, and sat on the dry ground. 
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    They set up one tent that night. They joined Thorn and curled up by his side. Laslin kept her arms tight around Avery, and Avery clung to the letter she had not let go of but to let Laslin read. 
 
    “I do not mean to doubt You, and I apologise if I have already asked,” Avery murmured. “But You are quite certain there was nothing wrong with them when You were in Vaelos, aren’t You?” 
 
    Laslin pressed her nose to the top of Avery’s head. She didn’t answer straight away and let the question hang in the air. Avery could not stand to hear too much at once, truths least of all. 
 
    “There was nothing. I would’ve felt it, would’ve cleansed it,” Laslin whispered. “It was sudden. Quick.” 
 
    “Painless too, one would hope. There one moment and gone the next. What is the meaning of that?” 
 
    Laslin wished she knew. She wished the Mark on her arm was worth a damn, and she wished the gods were what Avery needed them to be, right there and then. 
 
    “I should’ve been there,” Avery continued. “Or—gods, no. No, I couldn’t have dealt with that. I’d have fallen to pieces, and that is the last thing little Malik needs. Absurd, isn’t it? Here I am, wishing I had been there, yet if I had, I would wish to be anywhere else.” 
 
    Laslin stroked Avery’s hair. What could she say? She did not understand death, did not know how to scorn it, mock it; she did not understand the pull of the inevitable or how to rally against that which could not be defeated. 
 
    All she had were facts. 
 
    Taryn had died three weeks ago. They had been standing, talking, and then they were not. Something in their skull ruptured. It had been sudden, quick, painless, pointless, hollow and hurting. 
 
    Laslin did not understand death, but she understood Avery’s pain. 
 
    “I thought things would be different. I thought I would go on some grand journey with You and return years later to find that nothing had changed in Vaelos, while I had stories enough to make an occasion of every dinner. I thought I would return and Malik would look older, while Taryn did not, and I thought they would be proud of me, and—and—” 
 
    Avery sucked a breath between her teeth, doing what little she could not to cry. 
 
    “They were proud of you. I could tell in the way they spoke about you and the things they wrote. They told me I’d never find anyone more loyal, and they were right,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery clung tighter to her. 
 
    “The last time I saw them was after Your little rabbit-trap adventure. I burst into their house, boasting that I was to accompany a god through the forest, and do You know what they said to me? Through the forest? Careful, Avery. A few days with you, and She will never let you leave Her side. They laughed, and I batted them away, telling them they were absurd. But they knew me better than I gave them credit for. Some part of them knew this would happen,” Avery murmured. 
 
    Laslin searched the forgotten recesses of her mind for a story to share, a way to relate. Two of her grandparents had died when she was barely ten, and she’d been close to them. She’d grieved but hadn’t understood the extent of the notion. She told herself it was because she was a child, because she did not understand the world. 
 
    But it was because she was trying to mourn with a human mind, trying to make herself mortal through her tears. 
 
    “They wanted you to be happy. After everything you’d gone through, they wanted you to see the world and have your adventure,” Laslin said. “And that made them happy. I know it did. The letters they sent me, the letters you read me, and how excited you were to hear from them; that said everything.” 
 
    Avery nodded into Laslin’s shoulder. There were tears for a time, coming in shuddery, exhausted bursts, and Laslin gently rocked her. 
 
    “I’ll have to return,” Avery said. 
 
    “For the funeral?” 
 
    “Goodness, no. That is long since passed. The service would’ve happened within mere days of the event. No, Laz. I have to return for Malik. I’m the only family he has left.”  
 
    Laslin said nothing. She didn’t breathe, didn’t let her heart beat. Nothing crawled through her veins. She knew this was coming, knew the conclusion Avery would always reach. Laslin screwed her eyes shut, determined to hold the moment still, like the blood no longer coursing through her. 
 
    “You’ll raise him?” Laslin whispered. 
 
    “There’s no one else who can. Oh, Morgan would step in, certainly, but she’s getting on in years, and Malik doesn’t know her any better than any other neighbour. He is my responsibility now that things have—now they have transpired so. Gods. He’s only just turned five, Laz. He must be so afraid. So alone.” 
 
    Laslin kissed Avery’s temple. Avery understood her duty and would not leave Malik behind to suffer, to live under another roof, abandoned by all those who’d claimed to love him. That was the core of Avery: there was nothing selfish within her, nothing that could ever turn to cruelty or neglect. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Laslin said. 
 
    “You’ll come with me? And then what, Laz? You are a god, but more importantly, You are You. I know You would not be content to watch the days crawl by, isolated in a single village, unable to help across the continent. You were born to wander. I could not take Your very nature from You. I could not stand to make You miserable,” Avery said. 
 
    Her voice was cold. It was not directed at Laslin; Avery loathed herself for speaking the truth. 
 
    “I’ll come, just to Vaelos. Just to make sure you get there safely,” Laslin said, clenching her teeth to stop her jaw from trembling. 
 
    “No. No, that would only make it harder. I could not bear it. To lose Taryn is to lose You, but perhaps this is for the best. Perhaps this is the sense I needed to see. I am but a mortal, and You are destined to forever roam the continent, paving the way for the future, and no matter how much I—how much I—” 
 
    Avery sobbed harder than before, shoulders shaking, and twisted her fingers in Laslin’s shirt. Avery couldn’t convince herself this was but a passing indulgence, something soft and easy to make the road smoother. In the wake of Taryn’s death, she could do nothing but stare down reality, unblinking, burdened by all she’d let herself feel. 
 
    Laslin buried her face in Avery’s hair. 
 
    She wanted to vomit, to empty herself into the ground, but knew she could not. 
 
    Sleep came, sharp and unsteady. Laslin stroked Avery’s hair the night through, listening to the soft sounds of Thorn breathing. She was a god. Morning would not come if she willed it. Avery would not leave if the stars did not fade. 
 
    Laslin held her breath. Dawn broke. Avery’s life had shattered like glass underfoot, but the world did not have the decency to mourn alongside her. Laslin let go of Avery, helping her to her feet. 
 
    She’d never go if Laslin didn’t nudge her along. 
 
    “Do you want to take Thorn with you?” Laslin asked as Avery fought with the tent, forcing it into its pack. 
 
    “Dear Thorn? Goodness, I could not take the dear boy from You. A horse will do me well enough, no matter how deeply I shall miss Thorn,” Avery said. 
 
    “Then take Ivy with you. Please? It won’t take her long to return to me.” 
 
    “Ah. Ivy, of course. I believe I shall appreciate the company and the chance to send word Your way.” 
 
    Avery’s departure was not a sudden thing. She was not there one moment and gone the next. It was a slow, arduous thing. There were preparations to be made and provisions to acquire. They had not moved in one continuous direction since leaving Vaelos, but it would take the better part of a month for Avery to reach the village. 
 
    Laslin’s feet took her to the nearest town. She walked its streets with Avery, having never felt less of a god. The Mark on her arm could not find its light. Nothing in the world offered aid. She did not lead the way, but was led through the streets that neither knew nor cared about the god in their midst.  
 
    There were so many opportunities for Laslin to reach for Avery’s hand and say, You don’t have to do this alone. You’re wrong. I’ll come with you, and I’ll learn to be still. Laslin counted them as she’d once counted the stars. 
 
    She was powerless. For so long, she’d thought death the only obstacle in her path, but the twists and turns of mortal lives formed winding barriers of their own. Their lives were so short, but the rhythm behind them was all a ruse; none truly knew where they’d be from one day to the next. 
 
    Laslin was caught in a trap unbecoming of a god. Yesterday, she had wrapped her arms around Avery and smiled, knowing they would travel the land indefinitely; today, the hours trickled away, and Laslin could not cling to time as she had Avery. 
 
    Her world would change. No: her world would no longer be changed. She would go back to wandering, to creating constellations between scattered settlements, helping in the paltry ways mortals could humour her for. 
 
    She had been content with that for so long. She had known her place and purpose. She had needed no one but Thorn and Ivy, until Avery. 
 
    It was for the best. Laslin was a god, and Avery’s life would be so short. She didn’t argue with Avery because she knew Avery was right. Laslin couldn’t settle down, couldn’t confine herself to a village, a cottage, a life spent watching over so few. 
 
    Her scales would spread. Her eyes would turn to slits, like Thorn’s. There would be claws, fangs. Horns, even; parts she couldn’t conceal as she did the fire in her chest. 
 
    Laslin trailed behind Avery, realising the sad truth of it. 
 
    This was always going to happen. It might have taken years, a decade, but they were not made of the same stuff. If not Malik, something else would have come between them, tearing them from one another. 
 
    This was a kindness. Laslin had only indulged in her feelings for weeks. Neither of them had made any plans, any promises. They were choosing to part. They controlled the narrative, rather than live through the gruelling grit of accepting their journey would never end with the two of them together. 
 
    Avery strolled through the closest market, turning over produce as she always did, mumbling a menu under her breath. She picked out a new canteen and a bundle of clothing. The wind had gathered, sure to push her back to Vaelos with its icy grasp. 
 
    Laslin let her vision blur. If she didn’t focus on the world around her, if she ignored Avery refusing to meet her gaze, she could convince herself it was any other day. Avery would gather what they needed for the next leg of the journey, and they would head further and further from Vaelos, wrapped around one another to pass the cold nights, not needing to breathe a word of the future. 
 
    “Laslin? Are You in there?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Sorry?” Laslin said, shaking her head. 
 
    “I asked if You think I ought to take something for Malik. I know nothing can take his mind off what has happened, but perhaps a distraction or two wouldn’t go amiss. I want him to know I was thinking of him, long before all this dreadful business. I do not want him to think I’ve rushed home out of a sense of obligation, rather an earnest desire to be there for him.” 
 
    “I think he’d like souvenirs. You don’t have to give them to him the moment you’re home,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery had her back to her, but Laslin forced a smile. It was nothing like those she plastered across her face when announcing herself to a new village or town, for Avery knew there was nothing behind those. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, You’re right. It can’t hurt to take him this-and-that. He’ll want to know all about my adventures, and it will help if he has something solid to hold,” Avery said. 
 
    She slipped a few trinkets into her bag, mementoes of the sort-of-north, and didn’t move to the next stall. 
 
    “Avery?” Laslin asked softly. 
 
    Her hand lingered in the air, stopping short of pressing to her back. 
 
    “I’ve no idea how to do this, Laz. How to be a parent. Malik and I have always been close, but it was easy to assume the role of sister. Especially when Saxon and Braith were so often around to keep him entertained. Something tells me I am not fit for this role. I was not made for anything beyond traipsing in and out of his life, sharing stories, promising to one day teach him to string a bow… 
 
    “He’s five. He deserves someone who knows what they’re doing, who will not make a spectacular mess of this all. I had Taryn in my life for thirty-three years and not once did I think to retain any of what they told me. I never imagined I would have to pass it on, and… Gods. Perhaps he would be better without me. Perhaps a letter here and there would be enough influence from me, and Morgan could take care of him.” 
 
    Avery’s shoulders fell. For an awful moment, Laslin wanted to tell her Malik would be fine without her; that she should not force herself to take on a role that wasn’t fit for her. 
 
    But she couldn’t lie to Avery. Not now, not ever. 
 
    “I’ve met a lot of mortals, Avery, and not one of them was as caring as you are. You’ll know exactly what to do the moment you have to do it. He’ll grow up happy and safe, so long as he has you,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh, damn it all, Laz,” Avery said, rubbing her eyes. “You’re not supposed to be so understanding, to reassure me. I’m not some pity case in a nowhere-village You’ve wandered into. You can be honest with me, You know.” 
 
    Laslin’s hand pressed to Avery’s back. 
 
    “I am being honest. I know you, Avery Moss. I know what you’re capable of,” Laslin said. “Malik is going to be fine, and so are you.” 
 
    Avery tilted her head back, eyes screwed shut. Her hands curled into fists, but she took a deep breath, steadying herself. She nodded, mumbling things Laslin wasn’t meant to hear and tied her bags shut.  
 
    “If I have a god’s blessing, who am I to go astray?” Avery said. “Fears are to be expected, aren’t they? I’m sure Malik’s just as scared of living with me as I am of him.” 
 
    Avery moved to the next stall and filled another bag. She hunted down a map, knowing life would no longer be an idle march towards the next horizon. She’d have to plan every leg of her journey, taking the fastest route to Vaelos without exhausting the horse they still had to ask after. 
 
    Laslin looked over Avery’s shoulder at the map. She no longer recognised the shape of the continent. Avery traced a finger to Vaelos, making seconds of the weeks the journey would take. 
 
    So much could go awry. Laslin turned Avery into someone incapable of traversing the world in a desperate effort to find a reason to accompany her home. 
 
    But she said nothing because she could not bear to stretch things out any longer. If Avery was to leave, she wanted her gone; it was a wretched thing, vile for the regret it would stir within her in the days to come. 
 
    They spent the afternoon asking after horses. Neither of them ate. They were passed from one person to the next, and the dull thud of Laslin’s boots reminded her how her feet had once ached. She was certain there’d be no end to it, until there was. 
 
    They found themselves on the outskirts of town, watching the sun set. Their new horse was tied to a bare tree, and Thorn marched around restlessly, knowing the latest addition to their party didn’t spell anything good. 
 
    Ivy stayed close, sharp eyes on the horizon. 
 
    One more night was all they had. Laslin repeated it over and over but could not feel more than the facts of it. Avery took her hand and opened her mouth to speak, but Laslin couldn’t hear it. She was on her feet with no awareness of rising, bags pulled around her. 
 
    She threw them open, searching through them as if for an antidote to the poison coursing through her. Avery followed, standing over Laslin as she emptied everything she owned, turning over items she hadn’t seen in years. 
 
    “Laz?” Avery asked softly.  
 
    Laslin was still emptying bags. It was there, somewhere.  
 
    It had to be. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Avery asked. 
 
    Laslin nodded. It was fine. It was fine, this was something that mattered, something that could be held, something that could be kept forever. 
 
    Avery crouched in front of her. 
 
    “I have something for Malik,” Laslin muttered. “He’ll like it.” 
 
    “I’m certain he will,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin emptied the last bag into the dirt. There! Years old, wrapped in crinkled paper, but still solid. Still whole. 
 
    Laslin carefully unwrapped the bundle, revealing a scale within, red turned to a milky, off-white. 
 
    “Thorn had a bad shed years ago. Only in one place, right on his back, where the biggest scales are. I don’t know what the problem was. The sheds built up and up, and when they finally eased off, there was this,” Laslin said. She put pressure on the scale, but it didn’t bend or snap. “Malik will like it. It’s from Thorn himself.” 
 
    Avery covered Laslin’s hands with her own. 
 
    Laslin didn’t look up. 
 
    Couldn’t. 
 
    “How often does dear Thorn shed? I’ve never had the pleasure of witnessing such an event,” Avery said. 
 
    Her voice was so gentle, poised to lure Laslin back to the reality of the moment. 
 
    “Now that he’s fully grown, every eight or nine months. He last shed a week before we arrived in Vaelos.” 
 
    “And he has not shed again. Funny, that. It seems as though I have been with You for a tremendously long time and no time at all. Months out in the wilderness, following neither maps nor stars—it sounds like quite the adventure. Honestly, I had expected to be sent home long before all this. 
 
    “I would step out of line. Say something that displeased You. Or we would simply tire of each other’s company. Something of the sort. Yet after the first month passed, my fears settled as ash, and I began to believe that it would never end. I thought to the north and how we would not reach it until the start of spring, and had planned to be with You for every one of those days. Gods. You must know I want nothing more than that, Laz. I wish I could throw all responsibility aside and live my life alongside You, seeing more of this wide world of ours.” 
 
    Laslin’s eyes remained on the scale. 
 
    Her mind wasn’t like Avery’s. Avery’s mind wasn’t like hers. They weren’t made of the same stuff, weren’t cast from the same mould, yet what they felt behind their teeth and ribs held a perfect symmetry. 
 
    “You’ll take it for Malik, won’t you?” Laslin asked, holding out the scale. “He’ll like it. I think he’ll like it.” 
 
    “I think he will,” Avery said, taking the scale. 
 
    Avery wrapped it back in its paper and slid it into her bag. Once it was tucked safely away, she placed her hand beneath Laslin’s jaw and tilted her head up, meeting her gaze.  
 
    Laslin trembled. She grasped Avery’s collar, pulling her close.  
 
    It was no way to spend their last night together. There were seconds to make years of, a lifetime of wanting, waiting, warming the last of the autumnal skies. 
 
    Luso and Flint’s house wasn’t far from them. In the years to come, they would tell the tale of the god and her companion who came to their home and cleansed Flint’s dread, only to never be heard of again. The god did not linger. 
 
    She did not even ask Flint what his rambling meant or who he had spoken of, certain Laslin was so much less. She did not take the time to learn from him. 
 
    Morning came. Drawing light from the stars into the Mark of the Gods did not stop the world from turning. Avery crouched in front of Thorn, hands on his head, and kissed the tip of his nose. She whispered that she’d miss him and that he was to look after Laslin. 
 
    Avery packed her bags onto her horse. She consulted her map one last time and made sure her compass was on hand. Laslin checked the bags and did nothing to stop the inevitable. Luso had fought for Flint for five long years, but Laslin stood her ground, doing something harder: she let Avery leave, knowing gods and mortals were not made to entangle so. 
 
    “I don’t know how to say goodbye. I shall never know,” Avery began, hands on Laslin’s face. “But there is one thing I want You to know. Being with You has cleared something within me. It has helped me understand who I am. All that I went through with Braith no longer shapes me, and I believe I am better than I gave myself credit for.  
 
    “Firstly, through being loved by You, and loving You in kind. And secondly, because despite all this absurd, beating heart of mine feels, I was able to return to Malik and do what I must for one so young, so lost.” 
 
    Laslin nodded. 
 
    It was all she could do. 
 
    She had said all she could through the night, over and over. 
 
    It didn’t matter. It didn’t change anything. 
 
    Nothing ever could. 
 
    She pressed a hand to the Mark over her heart, then to Avery’s chest. They were connected now and forever, should they ever need to find each other again.  
 
    Avery mounted her horse and set off at a canter that didn’t last. Laslin blinked and Avery was galloping towards the horizon, set to throw herself over it. Ivy, perched on Laslin’s shoulder, cooed softly and took to the sky, disappearing as Avery had. 
 
    Laslin watched the empty horizon, knowing Avery would not turn back, and tasted the salt of the sea at the corners of her mouth.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 &. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Day One. 
 
      
 
    Laslin— 
 
      
 
    After giving it considerable thought, I have decided I shall write to You and keep the letters close to my chest. That way, dear Ivy does not have to exhaust herself, and I need not be without her. This horse You found me is a fine fellow, stalwart and study, but he does not provide the companionship of our beloved Bloodscale. 
 
      
 
    One day on the road. It is a lonesome task. I am drawn to how dreadful this must have been for You these past eight years, and I wish to pull on the reins and storm back like – yes, You have indeed guessed it – the climax of the very first novel I lent You. Alas, at thirty-three, I have grown glum with the acceptance of my responsibilities.  
 
      
 
    Besides, I am only projecting. Were You here, You would say: Avery, I was not lonely at all; I am a god and need only march from city to city, engaging in an endless sea of new faces. Or is that the projection? Well. So long as I do not have to torment myself with thoughts of Your solitude. 
 
      
 
    As above: Thorn makes for the best of company. 
 
      
 
    Well. I am rambling, am I not? I am scarcely over the horizon. I have grown accustomed to speaking with You at any moment of the day and am restless with my own thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Until next time,  
 
      
 
    Avery. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Day Three. 
 
      
 
    Laslin of Valain, 
 
      
 
    Here is what I have forgotten about horses. They are so very tall. You cannot possibly blame me for this, for they do not realise it themselves. They startle at their own shadows, scattering like mice. But here I am, upon the mountain that raised You, for all I can tell.  
 
      
 
    I have named this beast Nahir, for what it’s worth. I enjoyed our (or is it Our? Does the pronoun demand proper treatment if I am included in the equation? Let’s say so, to avoid any more impiety) time there, and I had to call him something. So unlike Thorn is he. Clop, clop, clop, bounding along the road, right into my bones. He does not have the lumbering grace of a lizard grown too large, and his speed only averages out a little faster. 
 
      
 
    But he works hard, knowing only something urgent could lead me south.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I first had a horse of my own as a dewy-eyed six-year-old who dreamt of shooting apples from trees while galloping past. She was a beautiful, white mare with a grey diamond atop her head. Her name was Storm because, as I have already stated, I was six. 
 
      
 
    A gift from Taryn, like so many I have received. I am delighted to say the girl lived a long, prosperous life and spent much of it enjoying the pastures behind our house. Even little Malik was able to meet her. 
 
      
 
    He will be overjoyed to have another horse around. A worthy distraction, I expect. 
 
      
 
    Back to riding, then. I cannot write from Nahir’s back as I could Thorn’s. 
 
      
 
    Off I go, 
 
      
 
    Avery. 
 
   


  
 

 Day Eight. 
 
      
 
    Laslin Lonan, 
 
      
 
    I happened upon a group on a busy road (yes, a road, Laslin; alas, I’ve no choice but to follow them now), who recognised me from my association with You. 
 
      
 
    They asked where the Mountain God was. Heading north, I said. I asked if some new plague had visited their villages, but rest assured, they only wished to catch another glimpse of You. They asked why I had not gone north with You, and I faltered. One woman, an absolute blessing of a being, saw Ivy for what she was and decided I must be on some mission for You. 
 
      
 
    This satisfied the group. It satisfied me for a time, too. It is one of the few ways I can stand to think of it: Laslin worked so hard in Vaelos when She came and would hate to see the village slip into a state of disrepair. She was fond of Malik, too. I act only in Her stead in my return, there to watch over all by watching over one. 
 
      
 
    Or something like that. 
 
      
 
    Yours, 
 
      
 
    Avery Moss. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Day Fifteen. 
 
      
 
    Laslin Lonan, Mountain God, Blood of Fih Bryn, Immortal and Otherwise Remarkable, 
 
      
 
    Not far now! The nerves have me. Returning home has left me so off-kilter I continuously forget the reason I am returning! I imagine riding triumphantly into the village, arm held out, hawk perched upon it, only for Taryn to stare up at me, hands on their hips, and sigh. 
 
      
 
    I imagine boasting of Our adventures, of all I have seen, but the daydream pulls thin: Taryn asks me why I have returned, and there is the crux of the matter. Only death has taken me from You, and there will be no one to berate me upon my return. 
 
      
 
    I will be entrenched in pity, I expect. Hands on my shoulders, slow shakes of the head. People telling me how awful it is, as though I cannot comprehend it. Someone murmuring that I used the first excuse available to return to Vaelos (it is not my own voice, I swear it) and that even a god did not have patience enough for me. And poor Malik, to lose his grandparent and then lose all hope. 
 
      
 
    Maybe he’ll be best with Morgan, they’ll say. Oh, Avery, you’ve been through so much, they’ll add. You needn’t burden yourself with this, too. 
 
      
 
    But my brother is no burden. 
 
      
 
    Damn all the things that have not yet been spoken. 
 
      
 
    Not far now, 
 
      
 
    Avery. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Day Seventeen. 
 
      
 
    Laz, 
 
      
 
    The cold has come on without warning, assuming the crisp leaves and short days did not count as a warning in and of themselves. I am miserable with it. Each day I find myself wishing a fraction of it away: oh, it would be fine, were it not so windy; no, it is the drizzle that is the problem; the grey clouds, surely, are visiting this upon my mood. 
 
      
 
    Anything to avoid the true heartbreak at hand. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it is presumptuous of me to suggest You have also noticed the cold. 
 
      
 
    I am finding inns to be of dire quality, without a god by my side. The blankets are as thin as this parchment, the windows rattle all night with the aforementioned wind, and there is no warmth at all within the bed. 
 
      
 
    Though I doubt my bed at home will be much better. 
 
      
 
    Avery. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Day Twenty-One. 
 
      
 
    Laslin, 
 
      
 
    Back in the thick of the forest, now! The very same one I accompanied You through after the now-famous rabbit-trap incident. I have approached from the north and thus avoided Saxon’s cottage. 
 
      
 
    Oh dear. 
 
      
 
    There truly are more ghosts in these parts than anywhere else, aren’t there? 
 
      
 
    Here is my first confession to You (the first of many, I hasten to add): We could have passed through the forest faster. Now, do not imagine I held You up for entire days. Perish the thought! But I certainly took my time, under the guise of having never led a Bloodscale through the trees. I thought it my only time with You, my only chance to adventure with a god, and did not wish for it to end. 
 
      
 
    And when You asked me to join You—well! The treasured hours I had clung to seemed like nothing. 
 
      
 
    It is not so now. 
 
      
 
    Oh dear. 
 
      
 
    Avery. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Day Twenty-Five. 
 
      
 
    I am home. Back in Vaelos, where I was destined to be.  
 
      
 
    I was wrong about one thing, and right about another. 
 
      
 
    My poor assumptions, first: 
 
      
 
    I was not met by a sea of pity, of shoulder-pats and endless side-glances. No one feared for little Malik’s future. Rather, I was greeted with tight embraces and genuine sympathy; these people are family and understand something of what I am going through. They welcomed me home. 
 
      
 
    And here is what moved me to tears almost as much as Old Taryn’s death: I cannot count how many people have told me how good it will be for Malik, now I am back. How distraught he has been, and how certain they are that only I can give him the comfort he needs. 
 
      
 
    Compelled to check my reflection, I came to a startling conclusion: I am no longer Avery-Moss-The-Reckless-Teen, taking responsibility for none, not even myself, and causing Taryn no shortage of sleepless nights. I am an honest-to-gods adult, and these people see me as their peer. It has not even occurred to them that I do not have what it takes to be a parent. 
 
      
 
    Fascinating. 
 
      
 
    I missed Taryn’s funeral by almost a month. It is a relief, honestly. I could not bear the village’s retellings, even when they spoke of how beautiful it was, how it marked the turning of the leaves, and handed me copies of all the poems read and songs sung. I should have hated to be there. Staring into a hole is no way to say goodbye. 
 
      
 
    They would have had me speak, You know. I would’ve been beside myself with nerves and made some inappropriate joke; and then Malik would cry, or worse, I would burst into tears in front of them all. Gods forgive me for finding relief in avoiding such a solemn responsibility, for I could not stand to be so vulnerable in front of them all. 
 
      
 
    Taryn is buried where they said they would be. Some decade ago, they showed me maps of the land allotted around the village for that sort of thing and pointed to their chosen spot. Atop a gentle hill, overlooking the village; ever wishing to tend to Vaelos, even in death. 
 
      
 
    I laughed and said I should never see the day; Old Taryn was fated to cling to life until the moment I shuffled out of the flesh and bones that bind me, even if it meant living until they were one-hundred and twenty. Surely they could not go to the grave knowing there was no one around to scold me. 
 
      
 
    I have moved back into my childhood home. It is a mere formality. Braith and I had our own cottage, a gruelling ten-minute walk away. When she did what she felt was necessary, I found the place far too big for me. I did not live in a coffin, as Saxon is content to. (Sorry; poor choice of wording on my part.) 
 
      
 
    Yet I had too much pride to officially move home. I would insist on imposing upon Taryn when it came to dinner and ensure I visited Malik most days. I slept in my childhood bedroom two or three times a week; and now I am back here, writing to You. 
 
      
 
    You may have spotted Taryn’s (my?) house while You were with us. It is close to the village square and elevated ever so slightly. Light blue paint covers the brickwork. There are three bedrooms upstairs, along with a bathroom, and a good-sized kitchen, as well as a living and dining area downstairs. I fear it shall be too much for me to keep clean! 
 
      
 
    I am keeping busy. It is good for Malik and me. He is distraught, poor soul. Utterly lost, and at that unfortunate age where he expects Taryn to walk through the door at any moment, yet understands the reality of what has happened. He has clung to my side, and I do not blame him. 
 
      
 
    I need him as much as he needs me. He has been sleeping in my bed, afraid to let me out of his sight. Afraid to fall asleep alone. Through tears, he told me that he was certain I would not return; that I had no reason to set foot in Vaelos ever again, with Taryn gone. 
 
      
 
    Foolish boy.  
 
      
 
    I suppose I shall have to start a routine for him once the worst of the grieving is over. Mealtimes are obvious, even I cannot stray too far from the clockwork of hunger, but some things leave me quite baffled. Does he still need to nap? I don’t see why anyone shouldn’t. How much learning is too much or too little? Is he too young for archery lessons? How involved should I be at bath time?  
 
      
 
    Well. It will come to me. That is what I have been led to believe, anyway. 
 
      
 
    It is absurd, Laslin. I have done more these last three days than I did during any three days in the company of a god. You would not believe how many people have brought me hearty meals; far better than any of the feasts we attended, I assure You. Less fanfare about it. Just good and hearty. 
 
      
 
    I wish You could try some. 
 
      
 
    I spoke to the healers who tended to Taryn. Or rather didn’t tend to them. There was nothing they could do: Taryn was a lost cause before they reached them and had shown no symptoms in the preceding days. A slight headache, perhaps, Malik seems to recall. 
 
      
 
    It as Morgan said. Something in the brain that ought to not be there. Not a tumour, nothing so lingering as that. Simply there one moment and gone the next. I am assured there was no pain, no awareness of what was happening. And – thank every god under the sun and above it – Malik was not there to witness it. 
 
      
 
    I do wonder what will become of Taryn’s room. All their belongings remain, their bed is as neat as it was every morning, yet I daren’t cross the threshold. I can scarcely look its way. Malik lingers in the doorway, unable to speak of what weighs upon him. 
 
      
 
    I am assured I will know what to do in time. I have been clinging to this notion my entire life, and trust it will not fail me now. There is no pressing need for shelter in Vaelos. I am not keeping a roof from anyone’s head in refusing to step into an empty room, filled to the brim with memories made material. 
 
      
 
    Ah, but I digress. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to speak of being right. 
 
      
 
    I made my way to Taryn’s grave. The soil has not yet settled and sunk, and the headstone is still being engraved. There are ghosts in this cemetery of ours. Some large, some small, gathering as though they have a purpose grander than mine. 
 
      
 
    For the first time, I understood what ghosts are. What they are made of. They are not an amalgamation of death, residue cobbled together and left to roam. They are the remnants of people, of those we have known and loved. Laz, I finally understand Your reaction to the ghosts; how they made You shiver, filling You with nausea.  
 
      
 
    Frightening, isn’t it? How quickly we become desensitised.  
 
      
 
    As a child, I watched the faint turquoise lights flicker around the cemetery of a night. They were nothing more than stars fallen to earth, drinking in its power. They were certainly not all that lingered of those who had been loved and loathed. 
 
      
 
    But again: I digress. 
 
      
 
    I was right. I returned to Vaelos, and I went to see Taryn. I set out every step of Our journey across the continent, how We had seen the Empty Ocean, and I had not been so headstrong as to dive into it. I told them of the towns and villages that welcomed Us and how they all had a Taryn of their own, tripping over themselves to make You feel welcome. 
 
      
 
    I told them how I had changed. Or not changed, rather; how I had allowed myself to be myself, despite all I contain. I even spoke of Braith. It has been years since I have done the sort. After she left in the dead of night, I would do little more than grunt and shrug when they asked how I felt, if I had heard anything from her, if I had any idea why she’d disappeared— 
 
      
 
    I shouted at them more than once for the interrogation. Now I wish they would ask me anything. Always the way, isn’t it? One could make the argument that it is more meaningful to have regrets after a loved one’s death, rather than have no strong feelings either way, but… 
 
      
 
    It is what it is. 
 
      
 
    I was there for hours, Laz. No one disturbed me. You would be shocked at the number of flowers that have been left there; the letters carefully penned; the small tokens placed in the earth. There is no doubting Vaelos loved Taryn as much as Taryn loved it. 
 
      
 
    More than anything, I spoke about You. Not necessarily the godly things You did and do – though tangents claimed me even with Taryn, I own – but the small things I had come to learn in private. The things one tells a parent, upon falling rather hard and rather abruptly… 
 
      
 
    They enjoyed the tales, I am certain. Even as I pen this, I realise I did not mention this-or-that and shall have reason to return to the cemetery in the coming weeks. 
 
      
 
    But for now, I shall watch for ghosts from the window of my childhood bedroom. My stomach will not turn at so great a distance. I shall dig the comfort out of it I can and let myself believe Taryn is waving, in thanks for the stories I shared. 
 
      
 
    With much gratitude (and a sore wrist), 
 
      
 
    Avery. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Day Thirty-One. 
 
      
 
    Laslin, 
 
      
 
    As promised, another confession: 
 
      
 
    These are not the only letters I’ve written. Far from it. I have sat here, day after day, staring at blank pages. I have scrawled the first thing that comes to mind upon them, and it is always the same. Even on the road here, I wrote and I wrote, unable to do anything but repeat myself. 
 
      
 
    I love You. I miss You.  
 
      
 
    Over and over, bleeding my pen dry. It is not that I do not think it important to say, but I do not wish to burden You with a reminder of all that no longer is, through no fault of Our own. I have no intention of making You feel guilty, dragged into the past, by sending those countless letters where I poured my unflattering heart out. 
 
      
 
    I do wish, however, for You to know that these things are true; I do not stop loving or missing You, even as my life changes around me. I daresay I shall not. 
 
      
 
    It is a secret little hope of mine that this will help You. That perhaps You feel something of an echo of these silly human emotions and find solace in knowing the sentiment is returned to You. Tenfold, twentyfold; name a number, and so it shall be. 
 
      
 
    Well. Since I have already paraphrased it: 
 
      
 
    I love You and I miss You, but We have Our roles to play. 
 
      
 
    Take care, Laz. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Day Forty-Two. 
 
      
 
    Time marches on. The days slip away. 
 
      
 
    Hello, by the way. Laz— 
 
      
 
    I find myself split between two states of mind. I should not be here, I am not fit for this, I am Avery the Hunter, Companion of the Mountain God, never one to stay still, despite the scarcity of my surroundings; yet I have always been here, I have always watched over Malik and known the steps as I innately know to breathe, or blink, and to believe I have trekked to the edge of the continent is pure madness. 
 
      
 
    I move mutely through the rhythm of the days. Perhaps I am the ghost, shuffling in circles I cannot comprehend, leaving trails of magic that lead to a smile from Malik here, a laugh there. 
 
      
 
    Routine has me in its dreary grasp. Are You aware of how early five-year-olds awaken? You would think that after travelling with You who never sleeps, I would not find it odd, and yet I have aged decades in this. There is breakfast, bathing, snacks, reading, lunch, writing, riding, dinner, stories, snacks—so much food to prepare! I understand he is a human in miniature and needs to triple in size, but the moment I have finished cleaning away the lunch-things comes the dreaded cry of Averyyyyy, I’m hungryyyyyy. 
 
      
 
    Grief has not withered his appetite. 
 
      
 
    Here. Let me tell You a tale that will make You burst with pride. 
 
      
 
    To set the scene: it is one week in the past, and I am home alone (ish). Malik is out back, brushing Nahir. 
 
      
 
    A knock at the door. People were still bringing me meals at this point. I opened the door, expecting to see Morgan or another of our neighbours, only to be greeted by Mad Old Saxon herself. Not just Mad Old Saxon, no! She had brought half her cottage with her, bundled on her back. 
 
      
 
    She tells me she heard the news. That she is sorry and was always so fond of Taryn. She says she understands what a difficult time this must be for me, and that is why – and these were her exact words, Laz. The audacity of that woman – “I’m going to move in with you and Malik. You shouldn’t have to go through this alone.”  
 
      
 
    Now. I mentioned You would be proud of me, did I not? Here it is: I did not slam the door in her face! I stepped to the side, pointing her in. 
 
      
 
    There it is. Saxon lives with me, and Malik is taken with her. He has met her in passing plenty of times and thinks her some sort of forest witch. She is about level with You, in his estimation. 
 
      
 
    She has dealt with the matter of Taryn’s room. It is Saxon’s room, now. She boxed up the sentimental but impractical, gave away Taryn’s fine clothes and the things they would want to bestow upon others, and picked out a few trinkets for Malik and me to keep always. Malik has the clock Taryn used to wind each morning in his room, and I have a handsome silver chain about my neck. I used to be fascinated with it as an infant. 
 
      
 
    Well. I’d better send these letters. There is quite the collection, and dear Ivy grows impatient. I admit to being selfish; I wanted to keep her here, so some part of You was with me still. But I shall have to settle for the satisfaction of You reading these letters (more than once, perhaps) and eagerly await any reply You send. 
 
      
 
    I think I shall keep writing to You, even while these letters are in transit. Only if You do not mind. I never think as clearly as when I am thinking out loud to You, and there is not a day where I do not see this-or-that and think that I must tell You; that I must turn Your way and see Your reaction, the hint of a smile, but find only paper and ink. 
 
      
 
    Oh, I do not mean to be a bore about it. It is the way of these things. Ivy has been wonderful company these last weeks, ever at my side, waiting dutifully outside my window of a morning. The village is alive with talk of her. I have bragged about her over and over, explaining she is not just a god’s hawk, but a magic hawk. 
 
      
 
    I do hope You’ll treat her once she’s completed her long journey back to You. I am not certain what would pass as a treat. A particularly succulent rat? A mouse that puts up a fight? Ah. You two will figure it out, I’ve no doubts. 
 
      
 
    So. Off these pages ago, along with my thoughts. I hope they find You well, Laslin. 
 
      
 
    I hope they find You at all. 
 
      
 
    With love,  
 
      
 
    Avery Moss.  
 
   


  
 

 FAITH. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-One. 
 
      
 
    The true north was rough and wanting.  
 
    Large communities banded together in crevasses of warmth. The landscape, vast and still, was far from bleak. Snow covered the land, thriving from early autumn to late spring, and dark patches of rock revealed the contours of the world. 
 
    Evergreens dominated every horizon. White-furred foxes and pale rabbits made their home in the snow, and bears slumbered deep within the earth. 
 
    It had taken four months of walking, path winding across the land as they searched out settlements and strangers lost to the cold, to get that far. Autumn turned to a winter unlike any before. The skies were mottled grey one day and striking blue the next, fresh snow reflecting the sun back at itself. The wind rose, scarcely stopping for breath. The nights were long, thanks to the sun that rarely rose before midday. 
 
    Spring arrived in name alone. Meltwater rushed over the rocks and a handful of rivers remembered themselves, but the snow remained knee-deep. Brave birds gathered on bare branches, never there for long. 
 
    There was more to be done for the people of the true north than any other part of the continent Laslin had visited. Lakes could be thawed, fatty fish brought to the surface. Fires could burn longer, hotter. Paths could be cleared, roads paved anew, horses dug free. An avalanche here, someone lost in a blizzard there. 
 
    The people of the north were not tormented by their world. They understood its nature and the respect it deserved and did not bemoan their lot in life. They worked hard to sustain themselves but were not so proud as to turn down help. 
 
    Luso and Flint rode at Laslin’s side. Flint was born in the north and knew much of the landscape and scattered towns. He had met Luso while travelling, and the pair had retired to Flint’s home city of Nyarko for years. Only Flint’s ailment had driven them south, far from the northern cliffs crumbling into the Empty Ocean. 
 
    Nyarko stood as a last defence, much as Ayad had. Flint had promised they’d reach the city in a few days, but that had been a week ago. This spring was sturdier than the ones he remembered, and with word of the Mountain God spreading, people waited along roadsides, waving them over. 
 
    Laslin had no choice but to follow the paths set out before her. 
 
    Anything else was too dangerous. She couldn’t risk wandering onto a frozen lake, hidden by snow, only for Thorn to plummet into the dark, icy water. 
 
    The air was different, up north. Clearer. Crisper. It would’ve been good for Laslin’s lungs, had she use for them. 
 
    “There! Look!” Luso called from horseback. He tugged his horse’s reins and pointed to a grey shape on the horizon. “That’s it! That’s Nyarko, right?”  
 
    Flint shook his head and continued at a canter. It wasn’t the first time Luso had mistaken a large rock or hidden hamlet for the city at the peak of the world. 
 
    The pair of them rode with their hoods up, scarves covering their mouths. It was hard to believe it was the warmest it’d been in almost five months. Laslin dressed similarly to make people more comfortable, draped in gifts from the towns they’d passed through. 
 
    “We really are close,” Flint said as Thorn caught up to his horse. “It’s been five years, but I remember the way. I’m just a little rustier than expected.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Laslin said. Her mouth was tucked behind her scarf. She didn’t need to find a smile. “I’m grateful for your guidance.” 
 
    It didn’t matter whether it took another week or another year to reach Nyarko. Laslin had stopped counting the days, the hours. There was nothing to the world but seconds, one after another, gruelling and unending. 
 
    “I want to get to Nyarko as much as You do. I want to know what happened to me and why. After all the years I wasted, staring at the walls, Luso deserves this. He deserves to see the whole world,” Flint said. 
 
    Laslin did her utmost to understand the gesture, but it was difficult to comprehend making up for lost time. What Luso and Flint had was finite and they’d lost so much of it, yet to see them together was to believe happiness had never been denied to either of them. 
 
    They reached a small village, come evening. Word of them had spread, carried ahead as it had been since leaving Nahir. 
 
    A crowd waited at the end of the path. Their eyes were heavy, their shoulders slumped. They’d started a watch of sorts, waiting for the Mountain God to pass through. The villagers held their breath at the sight of horses on the horizon. 
 
    Thorn trundled into view. The crowd gasped. 
 
    “Mountain God!” an old woman exclaimed. She held her arms out and called, “Your Grace!” 
 
    Laslin slid from Thorn’s back. She took the woman’s hands and squeezed them tightly, hoping there was warmth behind her eyes. It was already dark. The villagers held out their torches, trying to get a better look at Laslin. 
 
    “We didn’t think You’d stop here, Your Grace,” someone else called. “Your herald sent word, but with Nyarko so close, we thought You’d head straight for the city.” 
 
    “The Mountain God goes wherever there are people. Wherever She is needed,” Flint told the group. 
 
    “Now,” Luso said, dismounting his horse. “If you’d be so kind as to show us all that needs fixing and bring forward anyone in need of help, the Mountain God can start Her work.” 
 
    Flint and Luso elevated Laslin, keeping her at a distance from people. They never said anything explicitly, but people began to believe only Flint and Luso could understand Laslin; she spoke through them, using them as vessels to communicate with other mortals. 
 
    There were fewer celebrations and more good deeds done. The people of the north were not ashamed of needing help, for they thrived on helping one another. 
 
    The village’s problems were soon smoothed over. The Mark of the Gods glowed, Thorn was adored, and a cabin was set aside for them. The people apologised, for it wasn’t much, but they had nothing in the way of an inn. Strangers rarely wandered into their humble village, but the cabin had a good fire and hefty blankets. It would serve them well till Nyarko could offer more. 
 
    Flint and Luso took the bedroom, as they always did. Laslin started a fire using her hands, and Thorn curled into a crescent before the hearth, scales coming alive like ancient paintings deep within a cave finally shown the sun. 
 
    The cabin was serviceable, full of a mishmash of things that guests had left behind: pots and pans made by a dozen different blacksmiths, bowls and plates that didn’t match in the size or shade, furs made from bears skinned days ago and those that had been there for decades, worn through but still warming, and well-loved books left on shelves in an order far from alphabetical. 
 
    It was littered with clues of who’d stayed there and the history of the village itself. It was no one’s home, nor was it a building devoid of memories and warmth. 
 
    Laslin sat at the window. Thorn breathed deeply, eyes scrunched up in a way that never looked comfortable but spelt the soundest sleep for him. 
 
    Sunsets in the north lasted longer than any Laslin had ever witnessed. The village had closed their doors and drawn the curtains, yet a thin line of golden-red light still burnt along the horizon. Laslin watched it fade, waiting for a figure to appear in the distance. 
 
    Not tonight. Tomorrow, maybe. 
 
    The stars were brighter there, too. There were more of them, revelling in the darkness, uncounted yet. Laslin’s eyes flitted from one to the next. She lost her place, but it was no matter. Nights did not end in the north. 
 
    The fire dimmed. Laslin added more wood. Bloodscales were no strangers to snow, but the north was devoid of the hot springs they found refuge in. Heated buckets of water weren’t the same. After her usual hour of sitting by Thorn, running her hands over him in the hope that something godly would course through him the next day, Laslin returned to the window. 
 
    The stars were still there. 
 
    The bedroom door creaked open. Luso tiptoed out and jumped at Laslin staring at him, as though she had not been perpetually awake for all the months they’d travelled together. 
 
    “Sorry,” he whispered loudly. “I didn’t mean to, uh. To disturb You.” 
 
    Laslin shook her head and gestured to a seat by the fire. 
 
    Luso fell into the chair. He tugged on his hair, flattened on one side from sleeping, and entertained half a dozen yawns. His gaze darted from Laslin to the dark shapes of distraction left by the previous guests. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” Laslin showed mercy and asked. 
 
    “Yes? No? I was exhausted! I fell straight asleep, but I can’t shake the feeling that there’s something wrong. Something I’ve overlooked, or something I need to do.” 
 
    The first time they met, Luso burst into tears. He was a naturally cheerful man, wonderful company with a real knack for travelling, but there were dregs of doubt and guilt not yet trawled from the depths.  
 
    “It’s not surprising. You spent five years worrying about Flint, fighting against something you didn’t understand, and you lost more than just sleep. That doesn’t go away in a matter of months.” 
 
    “You’re right. Of course You are. It’s funny. I spent years desperately wishing things would go back to normal, that Flint would smile again, but once You healed him, I wanted to keep him in that tiny cabin. I was terrified to leave, to head to the nearest town, let alone anywhere else. We’d always been on the move, exploring new places, but I was terrified something else would happen to him. I worried Your powers would fade with distance, or heading north would bring it all back. 
 
    “He gets a headache, and my chest tightens. He’s in a sour mood because the wind’s bitter and he’s hungry, and I’m convinced it’s happening all over again. He mutters in his sleep and I listen, holding my breath because I think the nonsense he used to talk is working its way back. It’s selfish, isn’t it? I wanted him back, but more than that, I wanted him to myself.” 
 
     Luso adjusted himself in the chair. He stroked Thorn’s tail and let it fall over his feet. 
 
    “It’s not selfish. Your husband went through a lot, but so did you. Even as a god, five years is no short span of time. You aren’t holding him back. You haven’t forced him to stay in that cabin, and you aren’t stopping him from returning to Nyarko. You’re helping him find answers. You’re allowed to worry, Luso.” 
 
    Luso exhaled softly, nodding. 
 
    Things would never be as they were before visiting the Empty Ocean, but the only darkness in their future was that of the night sky, the universe’s natural, settled state. 
 
    “Thanks, Laslin. You’re good at this. Good at listening, I mean. I always do too much talking.” 
 
    He grinned, eyes warm. He called Laslin the Mountain God and pretended to speak for a presence few mortal minds could comprehend, but when they were alone, they spoke as friends. He understood where the ruse began and what its purpose was, and knew that distance from the masses of mortals was what Laslin needed to better help them. 
 
    He looked at her like any other mortal. He could be forgiven for that. Her scales had spread, but with the protection of her thick winter clothing, they were hers and hers alone. 
 
    Soothed by their conversation, Luso stretched his arms above his head as he dragged his feet to the bedroom. He paused in the doorway, glancing back. 
 
    “Are You worried about her? You don’t think she’s lost, do You?” he asked. 
 
    “I haven’t seen her in days, but I’m not worried. Not exactly. She knows what she’s doing. I just wish she trusted us more,” Laslin said. 
 
    “She trusts You. I know she does. Thanks again, Laslin. We’re lucky to have You with us.” 
 
    Laslin smiled, tilting her head towards the bedroom. Luso needed his rest if they were to reach Nyarko tomorrow. She didn’t tell him she was lucky to have the pair of them; they didn’t want to hear it from a god. 
 
    In the autumn passed, Laslin and Thorn had no destination beyond the vague concept of north. She walked for days and days and too many nights before coming across the pair of them, and she was certain something must be wrong. Her powers had failed, sending dread surging through Flint’s veins once more. 
 
    But Flint smiled. He was a quiet man, often hard to read, but there was a lightness to his every action. He was heading home with Luso, eager to see their family and feel sunlight on his skin; it was so much more important than understanding exactly what had happened to him. 
 
    They asked Laslin to join them. Laslin said nothing. She stared at them and they stared at each other, worried they’d done something wrong. It was only that Laslin had disappeared so abruptly, and they wanted to thank her, to find some small way of repaying her. 
 
    Laslin sat on the ground, words lost to her. Minutes passed. Luso and Flint came to the mutual agreement of shrugging. They set their things down and made camp. They spoke as though Laslin were not there and as if to include her. Laslin had spent mere minutes with Flint but knew he was a different man; he was the man beneath the dread, surfacing from an ocean that no longer existed. Here was some good she had done in the world, a change she had made, sat before her as flesh and blood. 
 
    Laslin helped them pack their things come morning. They headed off together and worked the rest out as they went. 
 
    When morning arrived, the villagers gathered outside the cabin. There were a dozen more things they needed help with; they’d been in such awe of a god last night that they forgot all the mundane problems that made their daily lives all the harder. 
 
    Laslin worked until noon, ensuring there wasn’t so much as a slanted fence post to set straight. She set off on Thorn, with Luso and Flint flanking her on horseback. The village waved them off, and the widening roads promised Nyarko truly was over the horizon. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s been five years! And I’m not even from here. I’m terrified Flint’s parents are going to blame me for all of this,” Luso said. “They’ll think I dragged him away and wouldn’t let him visit.” 
 
    “They know how bad it was,” Flint pointed out. “They saw it all. Plus, I have three older siblings to keep them distracted. They’ve been too busy being grandparents to notice our absence.”  
 
    They grinned at one another over Laslin’s head. Nyarko was the end of a journey winding through the epilogue of autumn, the depths of winter, and the start of spring. For Laslin, it was only one more stop. It was another city of people who did not need to be saved, not as Flint had; another place she would not remember the name of in ten years, nor the deeds she’d done a century. 
 
    “I admit I was scared it’d come back once we got closer. But you’re fine, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m fine, darling,” Flint assured him, gentle and firm. “We only headed as far south as we did because we thought it might help, but it never did. We were desperate. Distance had nothing to do with it. So long as I don’t go near the Empty Ocean again—” 
 
    “Which you won’t. Will he, Laslin? Tell him he’s not allowed,” Luso said, glowering at his husband. 
 
    “I’ll go for you both,” Laslin said. “I’ll see if there’s anything strange there.” 
 
    Laslin knew it would be no different to the southern and eastern coasts. The air would be colder and clouds would dust snow across the land, but the steps would be the same. There would be the building dread, the clearing air, rivers rushing off the end of the world, disappearing into the mists below. 
 
    There weren’t answers for Luso and Flint. Not the sort they deserved. Flint had fallen down a cliffside and strayed too close to the Empty Ocean, becoming tainted by whatever had taken the water so long ago. There was no rhyme or reason for it, nothing beyond bad luck. 
 
    But Laslin had promised to do all she could because it was ever her role. 
 
    “Trust me, Luso, I don’t want to head back there. I don’t want to feel the dread of walking there, let alone bring it home with me. Never again,” Flint said. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Luso sighed, tugging his scarf tighter. “But you can be headstrong, and I know how much you want to understand this all. I want to know why it happened, but I want to forget about it, too. I don’t want to lose any more time to it.”  
 
    Flint nodded, eyes fixed ahead. 
 
    “If Laslin can’t find an answer, I’ll know there are none to be found. I returned to Nyarko because it’s our home, first and foremost.” 
 
    Laslin relaxed for all of a minute. 
 
    The silence of snowfall, drawing sound from the air, muted the hoofbeats behind them. Luso and Flint looked back, tugging their horses to a stop. 
 
    Laslin traced the shape of Nyarko, finally eking into view. Thorn marched forward, eager to be out of the snow. 
 
    “Lord Laslin,” came a voice. 
 
    Thorn reacted before Laslin could. He slowed, half-turning to look behind him. 
 
    Braith looked down from her horse, reins wrapped around her hands. Her chest rose as though desperate to gulp down the still air. She always looked like that whenever her eyes set on Laslin. 
 
    Laslin slipped off Thorn’s back. She stared up at Braith astride her tan horse, and Braith looked away, lips pursed together. 
 
    “You’ve been to Nyarko?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “I have. But I didn’t tell them You were on Your way, Your Grace,” Braith said. She mumbled her words for fear of picking the wrong ones. “I know what the city means to Flint and Luso, and I didn’t want to get everyone excited and make it harder for You.” 
 
    Laslin nodded, grateful. This hadn’t been her idea. She hadn’t asked Braith to follow them, or for her to lead the way; she hadn’t asked anything of her. Still, Braith orbited them from a distance, head bowed, bright eyes averted, compelled to head north by the things she’d seen. 
 
    Laslin didn’t understand it. But she didn’t want Braith to turn back before she would call her by her name, free of any titles. 
 
    “Walk with me,” Laslin said. 
 
    It was a request, not an order, but Braith couldn’t disobey. 
 
    Braith nodded, hands as fists. Luso took her horse’s reins, and she walked a step behind Laslin as they headed in no particular direction. Laslin waited until they were out of earshot, giving Braith time to measure her breathing and loosen her jaw. 
 
    “How have you been?” Laslin asked gently. “It’s been almost a week. I was worried we’d gone in different directions.” 
 
    Braith’s blazing eyes found Nyarko. Laslin watched her take in the city she’d walked through and searched for its reflection behind the flames, but since they had met, Laslin had never seen anything beyond the light that grew and grew. 
 
    “I’ve visited a few villages. They know You’re in the north, Your Grace. I believe some of them travelled to a larger town to meet You halfway. I’ve asked around, but there are no real problems. Nothing out of the ordinary,” Braith murmured. “I’m sure Nyarko will have somewhere for Your lizard, Your Grace. I’ve done all I can to spread word of You and ensure the north knows there was no truth to the Peacekeepers claims.” 
 
    If she kept talking, Braith would turn paler than snow. 
 
    “I asked how you are, Braith. Not what you’ve been doing for me,” Laslin said, tugging her scarf down to offer a smile. “Although I appreciate it more than you know.” 
 
    Braith cleared her throat. 
 
    She had left the Peacekeepers behind, fires within stoked by something more divine than their cruel, careful words, but she was not herself. She would not allow herself to be a person around Laslin, now she knew she was a god. 
 
    “Good. Focused. Focused, I think. As long as I keep heading this way, everything should be, it should be…” Braith took a deep breath. “Whatever Flint went through is a clue. A missing puzzle piece. My dreams aren’t what they were, as though I’m slaking something. 
 
    “It’s always water. So much water. There’s a storm, but it isn’t a storm, and—um. I’m sorry. This is no use to You. When I’m having the dreams, I’m there. I’m living and breathing every moment, but once I wake up, it evaporates. There’s only a feeling, and it isn’t a good one.” 
 
    “It means something. It must do, Braith. You’re here for a reason, and we met for a reason,” Laslin assured her. 
 
    Braith screwed her eyes shut and bit the inside of her mouth. Only then did the fire fade. 
 
    “Right. I think so too. Only I’m so sorry, Your Grace. For everything. For how I treated You, for everything I accused You of. It was wrong. It was unforgivable, and it took Fih Bryn Himself to open my eyes.” 
 
    Behind the self-certainty and spite, Siormar had left Braith in pieces. Laslin did not want to be the one to determine how those pieces came back together. 
 
    “Braith.” Laslin stopped dead. Braith did the same, never one to falter. “You can stop apologising. It wasn’t your fault. If anyone should be apologising, it’s me. I didn’t help you or the rest of Siormar. I ran from you.” 
 
    “No, no. It’s fine! What else could You do? You’re a god, I know that now, so everything You did was for the greater good. It’s okay if I don’t understand that. Plus, You were with Avery, so. Hah. So it isn’t surprising that You wouldn’t want to look at me twice.”  
 
    Laslin reached for Braith’s shoulder. 
 
    She flinched before Laslin could offer any comfort. 
 
    “Listen, Braith. About Avery, Taryn, they—” 
 
    “No, no,” Braith said, lifting her hands and stepping back. “I can’t. I can’t hear it yet. I haven’t earnt it. After what I did to Avery and the way I disappointed Taryn—gods. They were the only parent who ever cared for myself. I have to make it up to them both. I have to return to Vaelos with answers, and I have to prove it meant something. They have to know I didn’t abandon them for no reason, and I wasn’t dreaming nonsense.” 
 
    Laslin’s heart sunk. She’d tried so many times to tell Braith what had become of Taryn and why Avery had left, but Braith wouldn’t hear it. She was convinced she didn’t deserve that simple courtesy, and the longer she insisted on repenting, the worse it would be. 
 
    But Laslin couldn’t force Braith to listen; Braith believed she had no choice but to obey and take in every word. 
 
    She couldn’t turn away from Laslin. 
 
    Part of her needed Laslin to be everything Siormar had once been to her. 
 
    “Come with us,” Laslin said softly. “Stay with us. I’m sure there’ll be a feast.”  
 
    Braith pursed her lips together. This was not the woman Laslin had heard tell of or the woman who had faced her in Ayad and Ironsi; this was the Braith beneath the grime of Siormar, the Braith who did not yet know herself. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Grace. I have to… I’ll be there. I’ll be waiting,” Braith mumbled, turning back to her horse. 
 
    Laslin watched her charge through the deep snow and silently wished to understand herself and the gods as Braith now did. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Two. 
 
      
 
    Flint’s family home was like so many of the buildings in Nyarko. 
 
    With such space between each home, the city was so spread out that Laslin would’ve been forgiven for mistaking it for a cluster of loosely connected villages. Luso showed Laslin into a large building with a wide, open central room and a high, vaulted ceiling. Everything was wood, save for the stones around the foundations, and the furniture was all crafted by Flint’s giant of a mother. 
 
    The family were in tears. Flint’s mother, father, three siblings, their spouses and children, an elderly uncle, and a handful of cousins gathered in a room bigger than most village halls. They’d come for dinner, not celebration, until Flint and Luso walked in. 
 
    People hugged Flint and Luso in floods of tears, slapping their backs and proclaiming they’d been terrified the pair would never return. They changed their dinner plans in a heartbeat, and Flint’s sister hoisted her youngest child into Flint’s arms, introducing them to their uncle.  
 
    Everyone had questions. Everyone had too much joy within to wait for answers. Flint’s father couldn’t stop squeezing Luso and kissing the top of his head, washing all fear away. The children ran in circles, threatened by the adults suddenly louder than them. 
 
    It was there, watching Flint’s family act as though he’d been gone for a lifetime and no more than a handful of hours, that Laslin knew she could not return to the mountains. 
 
    They needed to forget her as she forced herself to forget the name Valain. 
 
    Flint left Nyarko because he had changed. He was no longer like the people around him, and that scared them as much as it scared him. Laslin understood that. She’d remained in the mountains for nine long years after discovering the Mark of the Gods, thinking she would always be there; thinking she was herself, the Laslin who had grown up raising Bloodscale hatchlings, only with the better parts of her amplified, the useless recesses of her mind given power and form. 
 
    But years passed, and people no longer looked at her as they once had. Some averted their gaze as Braith now did. Others travelled from the flat lands around the mountains to stare upon Laslin, turning her to a ruin and relic of lost ages. She no longer slept for more than an hour or two, though her mothers asked over and over if she was tired. She held her breath, not knowing it until one of her mothers sighed in relief when she at last exhaled. 
 
    Laslin had not left to help people. There was no truth in it. 
 
    She left because she was different. She left because she had changed and would continue to do so. Hardening scales pressed into her yielding flesh, reaching her arms. 
 
    Flint had changed, but she’d cleansed the dread from him. He’d returned to his roots, to what he truly was, and had been granted passage home because of it. 
 
    Laslin would not revert to a human. She had never been one, and she did not know her true self. 
 
    There would be no homecoming for her. No reunion with people who stared into her eyes and saw she was who they remembered, long before the Mark tore through her skin. 
 
    Laslin went unnoticed for whole minutes. She couldn’t fault Flint’s family, for they had five years of missing him to make up for. His mother’s gaze drifted towards Laslin by chance, and her eyes flashed at the sight of her. 
 
    She didn’t know who Laslin was. She surely didn’t suspect she was a god. 
 
    But she knew Laslin must have played a part in bringing her son home, and little else mattered. 
 
    She stood more than a foot taller than Laslin. She clasped her shoulders, hands the size of Thorn’s.  
 
    “Young lady! Welcome to our home. It’s not always tears, I promise,” she said, grinning widely. “My name is Maya, and I suspect my boy didn’t get himself home entirely alone.” 
 
    Laslin found a smile for her. 
 
    “We’re friends,” Laslin explained. “We were travelling in the same direction, and Luso and Flint were kind enough to accompany me here.” 
 
    Maya narrowed her gaze, knowing there was more to it. She slowly drew her hands back, worried she had overstepped in a way she couldn’t yet comprehend. 
 
    “Ma!” Flint called, ducking out of his brother’s hold and darting over with a confused-but-delighted four-year-old in his arms. “You might want to sit down for this.” 
 
    “If I didn’t need to sit down when my boys walked through the door after five long years, I don’t need to sit for anything,” Maya said, tugging him into yet another hug. 
 
    Flint cleared his throat. The family stared at Laslin, wondering what could be so important about her. Laslin’s feet grew heavy and dug into the floorboards. 
 
    Here was the part where everything changed. She would no longer be a guest, a mere family friend. She would leave her mark on the true north as a god, and word would spread beyond the family home. The entire city may as well have gathered before her. 
 
    Luso freed himself from his father-in-law’s hold and hurried to Flint’s side. 
 
    He grinned too hard to find words. Laslin softened. She could allow them this. They’d suffered so much for so long, and they were excited to introduce her to their family. They hadn’t had many reasons to be excited in a long, long time. 
 
    “You might have heard the rumours,” Flint said, once his siblings had wrangled the younger of their children. “Rumours of a god in the north. You know Luso and I left because we had no other choice. After what happened to me, nothing helped, and—and I can promise you I wouldn’t be here, I wouldn’t be myself, if not for Laslin. If not for the Mountain God.”  
 
    Luso gestured to Laslin. Every brow in the room raised, but no one spoke a word. People glanced at one another, but the usual surge of celebration did not follow.  
 
    There was no disbelief amongst them. They’d seen Flint half a decade ago. The image of him doubled over with dread, words dry and nonsensical, was scored into their minds.  
 
    What could free him of that, other than a god? 
 
    Stares turned to soft smiles. Maya took Laslin’s shoulder and placed a hand on her face. 
 
    “You’ll forgive me for not recognising You, Your Grace. We’d heard the rumours, we’d been on the lookout, but You…” Maya began. 
 
    “Don’t look as you’d expect?” Laslin offered. 
 
    “You look perfect. Now, I don’t know the proper way to greet a god or what’s expected of me, but if You’re a friend of Flint’s, You’re welcome in this house for as long as You wish.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t get to the business of thank yous. One of Flint’s cousins called, “Wait! Doesn’t the Mountain God travel with a giant lizard?” and Thorn was ushered in from the cold. 
 
    The children ran in delighted circles and climbed upon his back, as they did wherever Laslin went. Thorn was given his share of what greenery there was to eat, and Flint’s family crouched by the Bloodscale’s side, talking to Laslin through him. 
 
    It was easier to face an oversized lizard than a god. Laslin answered questions when necessary but did not intrude on anyone’s happiness. The impromptu celebration was in honour of Flint and Luso’s return, and Laslin wouldn’t reduce them to mere moons caught in her orbit. Laslin was a monument to herself, a totem revered without understanding; everyone kept a distance, and Laslin doubled it. 
 
    “Hey,” Luso said softly, a few hours in. He placed a hand on Laslin’s elbow and didn’t offer her a drink. “You’re a million miles away. Are You thinking about her?”  
 
    Laslin nodded, relieved to let the words rattle out of her. 
 
    “I am. I don’t know what to do, Luso. I don’t know how to help her. She’s scared of me because of what she was raised to believe. She’s away from the Peacekeepers, but she’s punishing herself for what they did to her. She’s trying to repent, and I don’t need her to. Don’t want her to. And the thing is, I could make it stop,” Laslin said, not needing to pause for breath. “I could make her do anything. She believes I’m a god now, and all she knows is to obey. I don’t want to order her to do these things. I want her to make her own choices because she’s never had any choice before. 
 
    “And I know Siormar acted in the name of Fih Bryn for their own ends. I know I’m not Him, and that being of His blood doesn’t make me responsible. Yet I am. She’s mortal. She’s human. I’m here to help her, but she won’t let me. There’s something to her. Something I don’t understand and something she hasn’t had the chance to.” 
 
    Luso leant closer, resting his chin on Laslin’s shoulder. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about Braith,” he said. 
 
    Laslin straightened. Clearing her throat, she sent him off to enjoy the rest of the party with his family. 
 
    The night rolled on. The family promised to keep word of Laslin’s arrival to themselves. They relished in their secret; they wanted to eke some titbit from her that no one else in Nyarko would glean, hoping to forge a bond, but Laslin offered as much as the scattered ruins of the north.  
 
    She stood off in a corner, not drinking, not eating. The outbursts of song didn’t sway her. 
 
    Hours in, once most of the adults had imbibed enough wine to forget there was a god in their presence, one of Flint’s nieces edged her way towards Laslin. She was the oldest of the children, somewhere in her teens, bored of the antics of the adults and tired of watching over the children. 
 
    “So. You really saved Uncle Flint, huh?” she asked. 
 
    “I didn’t do much,” Laslin said. 
 
    The girl shoved her hands in her pockets. She traced crescents across the floor with the tip of her boot, humming her way into a conversation. 
 
    “I was eleven when he left. Dad didn’t want me to know what’d really happened, but I figured it out. He went mad, didn’t he?” she asked. 
 
    The girl didn’t know how to be anything but straightforward. She’d learn tact in the years to come, but that wasn’t always a good thing. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Nova. Uh, Your—Your Grace.”  
 
    “Nova. Flint didn’t go mad. He didn’t lose his mind. He saw something he wasn’t supposed to, got too close to something humans have been kept away from for a reason. It stuck with him, and it confused him. It spoke through him.”  
 
    Nova rocked on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “I remember when it happened. Dad kept saying Uncle Flint was having headaches, and that’s why he stopped coming over. I went to his place to check on him. It was super weird. He kept saying something like there should only be one, there should only be one, I’ve seen It, I’ve seen It. Scary, huh?” 
 
    Nova’s gaze fixed fast on the adults mingling around the room, some still waiting their turn to speak with Flint and Luso properly. This was a family bigger than any Laslin had ever known or would ever know. She was losing track of the cousins that kept materialising from the walls. 
 
    Laslin was glad to find Nova so blunt. In the months she’d travelled with Flint and Luso, neither were willing to repeat Flint’s ramblings. They were newly free of it and wouldn’t breathe an incantation that might send him back to the mists of the Empty Ocean. 
 
    “He said something similar to me. What happened after that?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Dad came running over and dragged me home. He said I couldn’t disturb Uncle Flint like that, not when he wasn’t well. A few weeks later, he was gone. Headed south to clear his head. That’s what everyone said, but I knew it was rubbish.”  
 
    “They were hoping it would work. They hoped distance from the edge of the continent would rid him of the lingering dread.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Nova said, grinning. “I knew he’d been to the Empty Ocean. I always heard my dad whispering about it, grandma too, but they wouldn’t be honest with me. Probably thought I’d get ideas and run there myself. Anyway. It was, like, the worst-kept family secret ever.” 
 
    Laslin’s mouth curled into the start of a smile. Nova was a smart girl, and Laslin hadn’t told her anything she didn’t already half-know. 
 
    “So, uh,” Nova continued. “Do You know why it happened to him? It doesn’t happen to everyone who goes there, right? Because Uncle Luso was fine…”  
 
    “I don’t know what happened. Not exactly. What your Uncle felt is what everyone feels when they get too close to the Empty Ocean. For some reason, it stuck with him. Maybe it’s because he fell down the cliffside. Maybe he was naturally more susceptible to it. Either way, I hope to find out while I’m here.” 
 
    “You’re from the mountains, right? That’s why they call You the Mountain God, I guess. That’s pretty far away. Did You come all the way here for Uncle Flint? I know what happened to him was weird, but I didn’t realise it was that weird.” 
 
    Laslin had rehashed her past and purpose so many times, but there was no strain in it when it came to children. Even children who no longer considered themselves wide-eyed and new to the world. 
 
    “I’ve spent the last eight years travelling the continent, helping anyone who needs it. I came across Flint and Luso in the autumn, and they were kind enough to accompany me to Nyarko and visit all the settlements we could on the way.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” Nova supposed. “Can I see Your God-Mark?” 
 
    “The Mark of the Gods,” Laslin corrected, pulling her sleeve to her elbow. 
 
    “Huh. It’s bigger than I thought. Does it really go all the way to Your heart?”  
 
    She leant closer, squinting at the pitch-black Mark on Laslin’s arm. 
 
    “All the way,” Laslin confirmed. 
 
    “Okay. Cool. So, what’s that?” 
 
    Nova pointed to the fabric bundled around Laslin’s elbow. The faint outline of scales spread from the shadows, not yet holding any depth. 
 
    “Old scars,” Laslin said. Nova frowned, mouth hanging open in anticipation of the question her mind was pulling together. “From when I didn’t yet know I was a god.”  
 
    There was no reason to lie. Laslin was a god, set to turn thirty-one in the months to come, and Nova was a child who had as much chance of thinking her scales were awesome as they were gross. 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. Yeah, so. Can You do something with the God-Mark? The Mark of the Gods?” Nova asked, bouncing back quickly. 
 
    Nova’s age toned down her curiosity. Five years younger and she’d be climbing on Thorn’s back, five years older and she’d be bowing her head with every question and avoiding eye contact. Instead, she made a show of taking everything in her stride, refreshingly straight-forward behind the walls she’d put up.  
 
    “I can do many things,” Laslin said. “And I will, tomorrow. I’ll let your city know I’m here and help anyone who needs it in whatever way I can.”  
 
    Nova came close to pouting. Laslin showed mercy on her. The rest of the family were gathered around Luso and Flint, listening to a story about their time with Laslin rather than staring at the god in the corner. 
 
    “Do you need help with something?” Laslin asked.  
 
    Nova scratched the back of her head, pretending the answer wasn’t already with her. She poked her tongue around the inside of her mouth and mustered the biggest shrug she could. 
 
    “There’s this person. I, um. I met them at the library, and we’ve been talking for a few months, but…” Nova said, trailing off. 
 
    Laslin raised her brow. Nova blushed, just as Laslin expected. 
 
    “I can’t make someone like you,” Laslin said. 
 
    “No. No! Gods, that’s not what I meant, I—sorry. Sorry. Is that rude? Saying gods around You like that,” Nova said, shuffling on the spot. 
 
    “It’s alright, Nova. Tell me what you meant,” Laslin said. “I’ve heard a lot worse blaspheming than that.” 
 
    “It’s dumb. You’re here to solve real problems, and You’ll probably run into ‘em while You’re going around the city, anyway.” 
 
    Nova’s teeth worried her lower lip. It wasn’t dumb to her, so it wasn’t dumb to Laslin. Not wanting the girl to doubt herself when she’d been bold enough to ask for something, Laslin nodded at the doorway. Nova mouthed outside? and pointed to the door. Laslin nodded. The rest of the family were swept up in Flint’s story and the never-ending supply of barrelled wine. 
 
    Nova hurried out of the door, waving Laslin out after her. The world was a deep, still blue, set to hold the colour for mere minutes before descending into true darkness. Even in the early throes of spring, night was never far off in the north. 
 
    Nova led the way. Nervous, excited. She glanced at the cabin as it disappeared into the shadows, each step taking her further from the chance to turn back.  
 
    Snow crunched under their boots. Laslin took lungfuls of the crisp air, having made herself still in the cabin. The northern winds gathered in her chest, pushing her on like wings stretched from her shoulder blades. 
 
    Nova kicked up the snow as she went, not content until she saw the grass beneath. 
 
    “Not much left now. It’ll be gone in a few weeks. You been this far north before?” Nova asked. Laslin shook her head. “You’ll be surprised how quickly it disappears and everything turns green. I mean, I know I am, and I’ve never been anywhere else.”  
 
    “I’m sure Nyarko will look like an entirely different city,” Laslin said. 
 
    Nova nodded. She pursed her lips together, only then realising she was leading a god through the streets, asking an unknown miracle of her. Laslin didn’t say anything, didn’t ask any more questions. She took a moment to enjoy not being at the centre of things without an eye to catch across the room, a knowing grin to share, a hand to reach out and squeeze. 
 
    All along the late evening sky, darker than any ocean that had or hadn’t existed, torches and lanterns made their claim on the landscape. Light bled from cabin windows. There were people in the snow-covered streets, paths waiting for dawn to be cleared, but they were more intent on finding shelter than noticing strangers. 
 
    Laslin and Nova walked in silence. Laslin because it was her way, especially of late, and Nova because she grew agitated with anxiety, uncertain what her plan was. Had Laslin been bold enough to make unprompted observations, she would’ve remarked that leaving the cabin had been the important part to Nova. Seeing Laslin’s Mark in action was only a tenuous thread to tug on until she was out in the snow. 
 
    “Your lizard’s cool,” Nova said. “I’ve never seen one that big. I don’t think I’ve seen one at all, really. Just pictures.” 
 
    “He’s one of the bigger Bloodscales, but not the biggest. There are some that make him look like a hatchling.” 
 
    “Huh,” Nova said. 
 
    The conversation strained. It wasn’t what Nova wanted to talk about. She was old enough to leave the cabin without asking her father, without someone watching over her every move, but she’d left in the middle of a celebration with a near-stranger and was only now realising it didn’t matter whether she was a god or not. 
 
    Or so Laslin assumed. There were countless reasons for people to be uncomfortable around her. 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s stupid. Like I said, it’s dumb. Probably not worth Your powers or Your time. Hell, I don’t even know if You can fix it. Not that I doubt You! Uh. Gods,” Nova muttered. 
 
    She’d come to a stop. One of the homes ahead was her destination. 
 
    “It isn’t stupid, and I wouldn’t be here if I couldn’t help,” Laslin promised. 
 
    She’d been helping people as they walked through Nyarko. Cleansing sickness as she went, stopping the spread of flu, reinforcing the wood of the cabins, and making fires burn a little hotter. Small, insignificant things that would only be noticed in the days to come, when the people learnt a god had walked through their city. 
 
    “So, my friend. Yael. They live here,” Nova said, nodding towards a rounded cabin ahead of them. A woman stood at the window, preparing dinner with the help of her child, a round-faced teenager with long, wavy hair tumbling around their dark skin. “No, gods, don’t stare! They’ll see us and that’ll be weird.” 
 
    Heeding Nova’s protests, Laslin slunk into the shadows. 
 
    “They have this dog, River. He’s, like, their best friend. He’s only three, but he’s been acting weird. It’s like he’s sick, maybe, but no one can figure it out. We took him to the healers’ hall, but they couldn’t do anything. He’s getting worse every day, but nothing helps. Do You think You could… I mean, You’re a god, so.”  
 
    Laslin already knew why they were there. She felt the dog’s creeping illness from a dozen feet away and had already cleansed it. 
 
    Still, she rolled up her sleeve. Nova was there for the show. 
 
    Laslin held her palm up to the moon, drinking down its glow. Turquoise light spread across Laslin’s skin, reflecting off her face, lighting up Nova’s wide eyes. She held her hand towards the cabin and let the Mark of the Gods thrum in the cold air, light fading and drifting towards the building. 
 
    “Did You—!?” Nova finally dared to ask. 
 
    “It’ll take a few days for the dog to be back to his usual self, but he’s going to be fine,” Laslin said. 
 
    Nova punched the air, grinning. 
 
    “That was incredible! And that glow. It almost looked like a tattoo when I first saw it, and I thought, huh, maybe She’s a fake. I wouldn’t have said that, of course, and—oh, do You think You can convince my dad to let me get a tattoo? Man! Yael is going to be so happy. They’ve been worried for months! Just a few days, huh?” 
 
    “Just a few days,” Laslin said. “And it wouldn’t be fair if I spoke to your father. He’d feel obligated to say yes.” 
 
    The rejection didn’t dash Nova’s spirits. Still celebrating a private miracle she’d had some small part in, she concocted her own plan to get a tattoo to commemorate a god’s visit. 
 
    Yet as they headed back to Flint’s family home, Nova dragged her feet. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to go back, Nova?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “What? Why would I want to go back? It’s just—ugh, my dad, my grandparents, family. Old people. No offence.” 
 
    Laslin suppressed a smile. 
 
    “Is it to do with Flint?” she asked. 
 
    “I dunno. Maybe?” Nova said, hopping onto a low wall. She walked with her arms outstretched, mouth pulled into a permanent slant. “I was only eleven when he went away. That’s forever ago! I dunno. Guess I don’t know what to say to him.” 
 
    “He’s not dangerous,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “You said you heard his ramblings. He was saying things that made no sense. I heard it, too. I understand it’s unnerving, but he’s better now. He won’t forget himself. He’ll know what he’s saying. You don’t have to be scared of him.” 
 
    Nova rolled her eyes. She picked up her pace, a dozen feet from Laslin, only stopping once the family home loomed against the pitch-black sky. 
 
    “It was weird, right? The rest of my family kept saying I must’ve imagined it, I must’ve been confused, like that would mean it hadn’t happened. He kept saying It wasn’t dead. He kept screaming it at me. It’s not dead, It’s not dead! I know why my dad would want me to forget that, but what the hell, right? Wish someone would’ve talked to me about it.”  
 
    “Even Flint doesn’t understand what he was saying or why. But he’ll talk to you. He’ll answer the questions you have,” Laslin said, leading Nova into the cabin. “And I’ll do my best to figure out the rest. I’m going to the Empty Ocean, Nova. If I find out what It is, you’ll be the first to know. I promise.”  
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    Come morning, all Nyarko knew a god walked their streets. 
 
    Another day of celebration followed. Another day of helping, of healing, of smoothing over cracks deep in the earth. Another day surrounded by hundreds, serving as the source of all stories and gossip. Another day of festivities laid out, fires blazing deep into the night. 
 
    Another day forgotten before it’d ended. 
 
    Laslin returned to Flint’s family home in the early hours of the morning, once the press of the party was content to roll on without her. 
 
    Flint grinned more than he had in the months they’d travelled together. The Flint on horseback, the Flint that headed north through the snow towards those he’d been forced to leave behind, was not the Flint Laslin had met in that dim cottage, draped in blankets and dread. 
 
    The Flint who’d returned to Nyarko was not the Flint she’d travelled with, either. He was a changed man, and Luso did not see it; he was as blinded by joy and acceptance as his husband was. 
 
    Laslin had not known them at all. She had shadows of the men for company, slowly peeling themselves from the frozen ground as the burden of half a decade shifted from their shoulders. 
 
    It was not in the habit of gods to linger, but Laslin would do all she could to get them the answers they deserved. 
 
    “You’re leaving now?” Flint asked. He was red-faced from the whisky his father had unearthed to make a real evening of what was sure to become an annual tradition in Nyarko. “There’s no need to run out in the dark! Wait until morning, at the very least.” 
 
    “There’s no need to put it off. You know I don’t sleep,” Laslin said. 
 
    Slinging an arm around Flint’s shoulders, Luso said, “Goodness, Flint, you know She doesn’t sleep! Let Her do whatever it is She must. The cloak of darkness makes it all the more dramatic!” 
 
    “Are we still to keep an eye on Thorn?” Flint asked. 
 
    Thorn had spent the day relaxing in front of a hearth, flat on his belly. There was no reason for him to suffer the dread of the north or the closeness of the cliffs. He was comfortable with Flint and Luso, and their family had promised to protect him from threats they couldn’t conceive of. 
 
    “I won’t have to stop, that way. I can keep going until I reach the Empty Ocean.” 
 
    “If you insist. I still think You’re crazy,” Flint sighed. 
 
    “Flint! She’s a god,” Luso scolded. 
 
    “Oh, don’t let the onslaught of piety out there get to your head. Laslin may be a god, but more importantly, She’s our friend. We can be honest with Her.”  
 
    Laslin smiled, grateful for the familiarity around them. She left Flint and Luso to bicker playfully and crouched at Thorn’s side. 
 
    He offered Laslin a yawn, one eye trained on her. She stroked his head, whispering that he didn’t have to go anywhere. Once he realised Laslin wasn’t going to tear him from the crackling fire, he rested his chin on her knees and relaxed. 
 
    Laslin sat cross-legged until he fell asleep and shuffled out from under him. Flint and Luso yawned in competition with one another, and Laslin had no need to invent any more delays. 
 
    Nyarko was a dozen miles from the coast. She’d be there by morning if she left now. 
 
    With no need for a bag or anything beyond the coat Flint’s mother had insisted she take, Laslin opened the door to the frozen winds beyond. She glanced back, nodded at Flint and Luso, and stepped into the street. 
 
    The door swung shut behind her, then opened. 
 
    Flint grabbed her arm before her boots were in the snow. 
 
    “Listen, Laslin,” Flint murmured. “I appreciate You doing this for me. I truly do. Some part of me will always wonder what happened along the coast, but if You can’t find an answer, it doesn’t matter. If there’s no real reason for it, if it was nothing more than bad luck, that will be enough.” 
 
    “Flint?” Laslin asked. 
 
    She grasped his shoulder. He’d wanted answers so badly. Throughout the months they’d spent travelling north, scarcely a day went by where he didn’t mull over theories of his own, hoping Laslin could confirm one. 
 
    “I know. I know. I wouldn’t shut up about it, but I’m home. Maybe that’s the most important thing. Luso isn’t worrying anymore, and neither of us have to live with abandoning our family. Gods, look at everyone! Nova’s a teenager, and I have nieflings I’ve only just met. I want answers, I do. But if there aren’t any to be found, I won’t torture myself. I won’t lose sleep over it.”  
 
    Investigating the Empty Ocean was not all for Flint. Making the pilgrimage to the edge of the continent had never been for humanity. Laslin needed answers of her own; she was the one eternally losing sleep. 
 
    “I’ll do everything I can,” Laslin said, embracing Flint. 
 
    “I know You will. You always do,” he said, squeezing her. 
 
    Luso ran over and hugged them both.  
 
    “I won’t be gone for more than a few days. I’ll see you soon enough,” Laslin laughed and pried herself free. 
 
    She shooed them into the house, not wanting the cold to get in. They watched her leave from the window, and Laslin made for the end of the earth. 
 
    Snow gathered around her boots. The wind held no warm regard. 
 
    It would’ve been brutal in the dead of winter. The snow would’ve reached her knees, not ankles, and the wind would’ve demanded she root herself to the ground. She would’ve grit her teeth, batting away a flurry of snow, barely able to see more than a foot ahead of her. 
 
    But that was winter, and winter was no more. Laslin remembered the facts of it, not the feeling. Now, trekking through the retreating spring snow was the hardest journey she’d ever made. Her legs did not ache, her feet did not grow heavy, but there was resistance in the world around her. She kept her hood up, scarf tight around her neck, and stared at the horizon until dawn broke like a frozen lake. 
 
    Pale morning light blushed across the snow. It melted here, and the grass showed itself there. Flowers not yet bloomed escaped the snow, swathes of crested irises waiting to spill colour across the landscape, bloodroots disguised in the snowfall.   
 
    Laslin slowed to take in the changing world. Flint and Luso wouldn’t miss her if she were an hour or two late, or perhaps even a week. They were migratory birds who had not dared pray for a home, back amongst the people they belonged with. 
 
    So it was with humans. 
 
    The snow crunched underfoot before Laslin took another step forward. 
 
    The dread was not yet upon her, but all in Nyarko knew not to journey north of the city. 
 
    Nova did a poor job of hiding. Her elbows jutted out either side of a narrow tree. 
 
    Laslin backtracked. 
 
    “Nova? What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    Nova hopped out from behind the tree, scarf flapping in the wind and hitting her face. She’d dressed for a long journey, clad in furs and leathers the people of the mountains would be proud of. The pack on her back was almost the size of her. 
 
    Nova’s gaze darted around. 
 
    “I’m coming with You,” Nova announced, gripping the straps of her bag for confidence. “To the coast.” 
 
    “Does your father know you’re here?”  
 
    “I’m sixteen.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no. I’m sorry, Nova. You can’t come with me. It isn’t safe. Your Uncle Flint can tell you that better than anyone.” 
 
    Nova stood her ground. She rocked on tiptoes, making herself taller. 
 
    “He’s why I want to go with You. He’s why I want to see the Empty Ocean for myself. It’s, like, right there. It’s right there, and everyone acts like it doesn’t exist! Just like these stupid ruins. But you’re going to walk there in a day. It’s stupid,” Nova said. 
 
    A few stern words wouldn’t see her skulking back to Nyarko. 
 
    Laslin brushed the snow off a fallen log, sat down, and pointed to the spot next to her. Nova shuffled over, taking a suspicious seat. 
 
    “There are cities and towns like Nyarko all around the continent. There are villages built so close to the Empty Ocean that a horse would have no trouble taking you there in a single stretch,” Laslin said. “And there’s a reason for that. The gods want humanity and all other creatures to use as much of the land as they can. But more than that, we want humanity to be safe. There’s a reason people don’t go to the Empty Ocean. There’s something in the earth, something in the air, that holds them back. It’s physical. It’s awful. Even I feel it. 
 
    “You remember how your uncle was and what it did to him. That’s how it feels when you approach the coast. It’s there to keep you safe, to protect you from something much worse.”  
 
    Arms folded over her chest, Nova said, “I don’t want to be safe. I want to explore! I’ve heard them all talking, You know. I know it only feels bad until you reach the coast, then it goes away. It’s not like it’ll stick. Not like it did with Uncle Flint. It’ll only feel bad for, I dunno, five minutes.” 
 
    Nova was a sweet girl, headstrong and uncertainly certain of herself. She’d met a god and used her near-limitless power to help a friend’s dog in secret. 
 
    “Five minutes is too much. Five minutes would be a lifetime,” Laslin said. “And it isn’t five minutes. It’s hours. I don’t know what it’s like along this coast, and I can’t promise that it won’t stick.” 
 
    “So I can’t go with You? Whatever. You can’t stop me from going there on my own.”  
 
    Laslin nudged Nova’s side. 
 
    “I’m a god, but more importantly, I’m friends with your uncles. I can and will stop you from putting yourself in danger.” 
 
    Groaning, Nova said, “Yeah, alright. Whatever. But You’ll tell me all about it, right? And if it is safe, You’ll at least think about it, right?” 
 
    “I promise to think about it,” Laslin said, getting to her feet.  
 
    Nova headed through the snow, back hunched to support her bag. She gripped the straps and muttered to herself. No part of her had wanted to go to the Empty Ocean. She’d never admit it, but there was relief in being turned away. 
 
    Laslin watched her go. A dozen feet away, then a score. 
 
    Skidding to a stop, Nova shuffled back through the snow. 
 
    “So, after You do whatever You’re doing here, You’ll come back to Nyarko, right?” Nova asked. Laslin nodded and Nova mirrored the gesture. “And then what? You’ll keep travelling? You’ll go west or something, but without my uncles?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Just You and Your lizard? You and Thorn?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Huh. Doesn’t it get lonely?” 
 
    Nova tilted her head. Curiosity was hers, coupled with the urge to ask things adults never would. Laslin searched for an answer and found herself sat back on the fallen log. 
 
    “I’m never alone. Not as long as Thorn is with me,” Laslin explained. “Villages and cities alike are always honoured to host me. I have another companion, too. A messenger-hawk.” 
 
    Nova’s eyes darted skywards. 
 
    “Uh. Where? How’d I miss a whole hawk?” 
 
    “She’s further south, looking after someone for me. She’ll rejoin me once the snow has melted,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh. So, do You have to send another hawk to find her? Is that how it works?” 
 
    “Not at all. Ivy and I share a bond. She’ll find me the moment I need her to.” 
 
    After spending the previous day watching miracles unfurl, Yael walking through Nyarko with their dog at their side chief amongst them, Nova accepted it as the truth.  
 
    “That’s cool,” she decided. “So, Your magic bird comes back to You, but You still don’t have anyone to talk to. Wait! Unless—” 
 
    “Ivy can’t talk. But that doesn’t mean I can’t talk to her and Thorn.” 
 
    “Right, but still. That’s no way to have a conversation. Do You think I could, uh, I mean, Your Grace, is there any chance You’d…” 
 
    Nova grinned, needing to say nothing more. Laslin had seen the same look on so many mortal faces, but it’d been years since someone was bold enough to invite themselves along. 
 
    “Your father wouldn’t be best pleased. Neither would Flint and Luso,” Laslin said, letting Nova down as easily as she could. “Flint’s looking forward to reconnecting with you and finding out all that he’s missed.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “And you’re sixteen. Even I didn’t leave my hometown until I was twenty-two, and I’m a god,” Laslin said, sparing Nova a smile. 
 
    Nova sighed and threw her arms out. Like the Empty Ocean, she hadn’t truly wanted to go. She’d asked knowing she’d be turned down, and there was a steadiness in it, a confidence that wasn’t born out of recklessness. 
 
    She’d be fine. She’d discover there was more in Nyarko and the surrounding settlements than there was in the Empty Ocean. 
 
    “You don’t like travelling with humans, huh? Can’t blame You. They probably slow You down,” Nova said. 
 
    Laslin should’ve been grateful for the explanation. She should’ve nodded, making some playful joke about mortality, but the words cut close. 
 
    “That isn’t it. That isn’t it at all. I travelled with a human last year, and I wish she were with me still,” Laslin said. 
 
    It hurt her teeth to say. Laslin shuddered, cold only now getting under her skin. 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to—what happened? Did she…?” 
 
    “She’s fine. She had to return home to look after her younger brother, and I couldn’t go with her. It wasn’t my place as a god, no matter how I wanted to. I was made to travel the world and help people.” 
 
    “Aw,” Nova said, biting the inside of her cheek. “That sucks. It sounds like You really liked her.” 
 
    “I loved her. Love her,” Laslin said, hearing the words for the first time. 
 
    Nova stared up at her, eyes wide. 
 
    “Wait, You’re gay? Gods can be gay?”  
 
    Laughing, Laslin put an arm around Nova’s shoulders. 
 
    “I am, and we can,” Laslin said. 
 
    “That’s awesome! But You’re coming back, right? So I’ll see You there!” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, Nova.” 
 
    “Bye!” Nova called over her shoulders. “Your eyes are really cool, by the way!” 
 
    Nova returned to Nyarko with gossip more exciting than what awaited the brave over the edge of the continent. Laslin watched her go, lest she hide behind any more trees, and wondered at her own childhood. Would she have been full of so many questions, had people not assumed she had all the answers? 
 
    Would she have wanted to follow a god but been just as happy to be sent home with a handful of gleefully gained answers? 
 
    Humans looked at Laslin with awe, but Laslin looked at them with envy. She could not comprehend the stillness of their lives, their ability to put down roots and brave the elements, taking on one day and then another without a divine course laid out before them; they lived with no purpose beyond living. 
 
    Laslin could head to Vaelos. She could convince the villagers she wasn’t that Laslin, only a mortal with a familiar face. She could stay put if it was for Avery. She could ignore the very thing she’d been created for, the only reason she walked the surface of the earth. She could ignore all those in need, the sick and injured and heartbroken, and she could turn her scaled back on a cycle thousands of years in the making. 
 
    She could forget the Mark on her arm. She could live with the weight of it, turning to stone with disuse. She could let it bruise her body as she changed, scales spreading, teeth sharpening, something new in her eyes. 
 
    She continued towards the Empty Ocean. 
 
    She couldn’t. 
 
    She couldn’t. 
 
    She had no say in what she did, no control over her life. 
 
    Laslin marched towards the coast. The ruins of the north rose around her, less scattered without the people of the present intruding upon them. It had not been so cold, thousands of years ago, or the people had been made of something different. Something sturdier. They had not needed the gods, one after another, travelling the continent and the world at large, skimming across the surface of the once-mighty ocean. 
 
    The ruins were like those in the south, the east, the west. The walls may have been thicker, but time had eroded them into recognisable patterns. There were windows long ago, and thick carpets spread across the floors as fires burnt in hearths. 
 
    Laslin grit her teeth together. Her jaw did not fit together as it had years ago. Laslin pushed her tongue to her teeth, strange in her own mouth, but could not draw blood. She breathed in the frozen air, demanding it change. It swirled in her lungs, catching all the heat in her chest, and roared into the air. 
 
    Fire poured between her teeth, spewing from the corners of her mouth. It did not need to be controlled, for control was the last thing she needed. 
 
    Laslin crouched, gripping her head as she exhaled plumes of flame. She wanted to empty her lungs, to be rid of everything raging within her, but it was no good. Still the fire roared, and the source within her never wilted. 
 
    She continued towards the Empty Ocean. Snow melted around her. Fire surged through her veins, peeling from her. Where had it been in the depths of winter when they had to dig themselves out of the snow? Where had it been when it could have helped those around her? 
 
    Frozen deep within her chest, like everything else. 
 
    She had been afraid to use it, this magic that was not of her Mark, not gods-given. She had feared how people would look at her. 
 
    She would no longer be a creature in the shape of a human, wielding tremendous power thanks to the strange sigil on her arm. She would become something else, something unlike them. 
 
    Fear would take the place of awe. 
 
    People would avert their gazes, and it wouldn’t be out of respect. 
 
    Nearing the coast, Laslin came close to laughter. 
 
    That wasn’t it. That wasn’t it at all. 
 
    Never had a human looked upon her and mistaken her for one of their own. Never had she been one of them. Not truly. 
 
    Rocks rose from the coast. The land tilled itself over and over, unearthing boulders that had once belonged to the heart of the planet. All colour was stolen from the world; there was only the grey rocks, the grey ruins, the grey air, and the white snow.  
 
    Clouds encircled the land. The roar of waterfalls promised to douse any fire. Laslin stared over the edge of the earth and realised the dread had not followed her through the empty miles to the coast. 
 
    It had no need to stalk her. It had not left her, not in the turning of two seasons. 
 
    Laslin stood at the edge, stared into the mists below, and did not know why she was there. There were no answers to be found. Not for Flint and Luso, and not for herself. 
 
    Flint had fallen. He’d got too close to something the gods of old had left to protect humanity, and it had seeped into his mind. There was nothing else to it, nothing that was rotting the land or creeping close to Nyarko. 
 
    It was bad luck. 
 
    That’s all it was. 
 
    Flint had held back the dread in his chest for five long years. Laslin had scuffed her palms and found the Mark of the Gods beneath her skin. 
 
    It was just bad luck. 
 
    Laslin sat along the edge of the continent as she once had. The first time she’d visited the Empty Ocean, she’d been alone. And so it was once more. The interim need never have happened. There was only cruelty in knowing what she lacked, in having come so close to understanding how she could change. 
 
    What use was there in being there? There was nothing for her to learn, just as there was no way for her to change the world as her forebearers had. 
 
    There was nothing for her. 
 
    There were no hands to hold. 
 
    She ought to have banished herself, as she had Nova. 
 
    Laslin got to her feet. She was not careful. 
 
    There was nothing she couldn’t survive. 
 
    Standing at the precipice, Laslin felt her body betray her. It was more than scales creeping along her skin, more than the threat of sharpened teeth.  
 
    Her shoulder blades pushed back. She felt what was not yet there, what would take decades to form: wings reaching back, knitted into her bones themselves, spreading out across the grey. 
 
    Laslin shook her head. She screwed her eyes shut. 
 
    Maybe there was something to this part of the world. Maybe the dread was stronger there, strong enough to infiltrate the mind of a god. 
 
    She stepped back, but the cliff’s edge wouldn’t let her retreat. 
 
    Laslin bared her teeth, fire bringing colour to the world, and the wings that weren’t hers stretched out as talons pressed to her back. 
 
    The ground fell away. The boulders tumbled into the clouds. 
 
    The mists rose around her, enveloping her, mocking her for daring to think the world bleak before that very moment. 
 
    Miles later, the ancient ocean bed caved beneath her body, unbreakable and unbloodied. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Four. 
 
      
 
    Laslin did not lose consciousness, nor did she take in what was happening around her. She fell, the world blurred, and she landed. 
 
    She had only the mists above to stare at. The impact had formed a crater a dozen feet deep. 
 
    She had thought the mists lined the ocean bed, but they were hundreds of feet above her. They were the sky pressed close, masked by the sort of clouds that lent themselves to drizzle, indistinguishable and grey. The little sunlight that broke through cast a din across the ocean bed. 
 
    Laslin dug her hands into the sides of the crater, hoisting herself out.  
 
    Strange. She’d expected the soil and sediment of the ocean bed to be slick as mud, yielding beneath her fingers like handfuls of wet clay. Instead, it was as dry as dirt on a summer’s day. The cascading rivers, reduced to a rumble overhead, did not touch this part of the world. The mists knew not to drift too close. 
 
    It truly was empty.  
 
    Not even dregs remained. 
 
    Laslin pulled herself onto level ground. Sand and silt stretched on forever, and the cliffs were further behind her than they ought to have been. The Mark of the Gods glowed brightly through the sleeve of her coat. Laslin pulled it back and was blinded by her own light. 
 
    It brought colour to the Empty Ocean. It glinted off the mountains of salt left behind, crystallised by the ages and whatever magic had let them form into chunks the size of fists and houses. They were shards fallen from the sky, fragments of a shattered mirror. 
 
    They formed a maze. A warning. The light of the Mark turned their sharp edges to facets, jewels that dried out in the air; the grave markers of all those the receding waters had betrayed.  
 
    Laslin walked towards them. 
 
    She held her arm up like a torch and turned her back to the cliffs. She’d climb out the moment she had answers. She had to find a reason for Flint’s lost years and her own wandering. 
 
    The skeletons of bony fish remained, covered in clusters of tiny salt crystals. Laslin stepped around them, knowing they wouldn’t shatter beneath her feet. They grew in size as Laslin wandered miles from the coast, ribs taller than she was, with jaws she could step into.  
 
    The landscape wasn’t as barren as it ought to be. The skeletons of the creatures around her did not belong on the ground. They belonged above her, though not in the sky. Laslin tilted her head back, picturing how far above they’d swim and how deep the humans would consider their domain. 
 
    Fear struck her. She’d intruded upon the Empty Ocean, something that had always rebuffed her, though it knew her for a god. The water would rush back in, around her ankles, first, then her knees, up to her waist, her throat; there’d be too much, it’d rise around her, and she’d never find the surface miles above. 
 
    Laslin took a deep breath. She laughed and she laughed, lungs aching, close to choking on her own spit. She leant against a salt crystal, one side cut perfectly by something sharper than the wind, and let her reflection silence her. 
 
    She did not look like a woman who had fallen off the edge of the world. Her hair was askew, but there were no cuts, no bruises. There was hardly any sand on her. She ran her fingers through her hair and leant closer to the crystal. The light from the Mark of the Gods turned her skin an eerie green and made her dark eyes burn bright.  
 
    Laslin squinted. Her nose touched the crystal. When was the last time she’d looked in a mirror? Her eyes had changed, pupils turning to slits. She blinked. They didn’t change back. She screwed her eyes shut, counted back from ten, but the result was the same. 
 
    How many people had looked her in the eyes and seen she truly wasn’t like them? She had changed and she had not known it. 
 
    Laslin’s fist met the crystal. The salt cracked, distorting the light. 
 
    Behind her, salt and sand crunched beneath boots. 
 
    Laslin wasn’t the only one miles below the continent. 
 
    “Nova?” Laslin called, knowing it couldn’t be her. 
 
    She held up her Mark, fighting back the gloom. 
 
    Braith had lost her stony-faced piety. Her eyes were dark and sunken, and she hadn’t blinked since stumbling into the Empty Ocean. Like Laslin, there were no bruises or wounds across her body, no broken bones, but she didn’t have immortality to blame it on. 
 
    “Braith?” Laslin asked. Laughter left her throat sore, but the presence of another slowly ebbed her back to herself. “How are you here?” 
 
    Braith stumbled forward. She grasped Laslin’s arm, desperate to know she was real. Desperate for the presence of a god to soothe her, just as Flint had been. Her eyes fixated on Laslin’s face, flames washed out by the Mark of the Gods, and she saw Laslin through a fog of her own mortal making. 
 
    “I told You. I told everyone. Something is wrong with the world, not me, and now we’re here. They didn’t listen,” Braith murmured. “We were headed here for a reason. I told You! Or He told You, through me, or, or. We’re in the Empty Ocean.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t truly know anything about Braith. Their first meetings had been strained, and Avery’s keen sense of betrayal had clouded Laslin’s judgement. The onslaught of reconceived piety had turned her to a blank slate, wet clay eager to serve the one she feared. Was this like her, was it not? Was Braith so quick to panic without the influence of a god or the Peacekeepers? Did she always cling to her head? Had there been a reason for leaving Vaelos, and had she followed Laslin for a purpose beyond reminding Laslin who was no longer there? 
 
    She couldn’t say. 
 
    Shouldn’t. 
 
    It was for mortals. For humans. She never should’ve engaged in their follies as she had, never should’ve lingered in one settlement for more than a day. She never should’ve let them call her by her name. 
 
    But she could not turn away from Braith. 
 
    She took Braith’s wrists and gently eased her hands back.  
 
    “What do you need, Braith?” 
 
    Braith’s eyes shone. Not with tears, not with flames; smoke filled the air around them, and Braith’s eyes were all Laslin could see.  
 
    “I’m—” Braith tore her hands free. Her knees buckled as she rocked forward, teeth grit. “It’s not here. You’re not It. You’re not It.” 
 
    Laslin stepped back. Braith was in pain, just as Flint had been. She had to do better, had to be better. 
 
    Braith was human, and Laslin’s only purpose was to serve her. 
 
    Reaching out, she pressed the glowing Mark to Braith’s forehead. Her eyes cleared, so the flames might reclaim them. She stood straight, neither understanding how the weight had been lifted from her or how heavy it had been. 
 
    “Lord Laslin? Your Grace. Thank You. Thank You, I don’t know what I was saying,” Braith mumbled. She stared at her hands and said, “We’re really here, aren’t we? This is the Empty Ocean.” 
 
    “I wish you’d call me Laslin,” Laslin said, taking Braith’s hands. “And we are. This can’t be a dream because I never sleep.” 
 
    Laslin took deep breaths of the cool air. She closed her eyes, reminding herself of who she was, who she thought she was, and found her way back to herself. She’d fallen off the continent and landed in the Empty Ocean, and it was her job to make sense of this. 
 
    More importantly, she had to keep Braith safe. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a dream. I’ve always been alone in those,” Braith murmured. Stepping back, she said, “Gods. They’re everywhere, aren’t they?” 
 
    Laslin opened her eyes. 
 
    She didn’t know how she’d missed them. 
 
    Nausea kicked in. Between the ocean floor and the mists above, the creatures of saltwater ruled their domain. Ghosts drifted through the air, inky smears in the shadow of mist, glowing turquoise along their undersides. The residue of their bodies fell like drops of rain and turned the piles of salt into great, reflective crystals. 
 
    The silt and sand refused their magic. It trembled along the surface and crawled back to itself, taking years to rise into the air. 
 
    Laslin covered her nose and mouth. She pointed towards the horizon, and Braith followed. 
 
    She hadn’t missed the ghosts. She needed Braith to make sense of them. 
 
    “I’ve never seen so many. Not even around Vaelos,” Braith said. 
 
    The Empty Ocean was not without its refuges. The mists stretched for miles, not forever, and dead salt-covered corals created a maze of shelter, while flotsam and jetsam lay fossilised on the ocean floor. 
 
    Laslin crouched behind the hull of a ship crafted by people lost to time. Braith mirrored her, colour slowly seeping back into her features. 
 
    “I don’t know why we’re here, Braith. I know you’ve followed me for a reason, and I know I owe you all the answers in this world, but I don’t have any for you. Not right now,” Laslin said. “I shouldn’t turn to you, I know that, but you saw Him, didn’t you? He led you here.” 
 
    Braith held Laslin’s gaze for too long. There was no defiance in it, nothing she was determined to hide; the slits of Laslin’s eyes distracted her as they distracted Laslin. 
 
    “I don’t know where to start. How to start. There were no words, only meaning. When I saw Him, He was always ahead of me. Always just over the horizon. But I heard a tune, a sort of whisper. I can’t tell You what it was, only that it almost made sense of everything inside me. Everything that’s always been wrong with me,” Braith said. “Fih Bryn wanted me to follow You because You are His blood, but I don’t have any memory of coming to the coast. I was staying with a family in Nyarko. I saw You in town yesterday. I watched everything You did, and I wanted to come to You. But I went to bed. That’s the last thing I remember.” 
 
    Braith’s words trailed off. Her eyes darted about. Strange. Her heart was in her throat. She was only a woman, mortal and afraid; she was not all the Peacekeepers had sought to forge her into, and she was not what Fih Bryn needed her to be. She was an ordinary human, built from the same fears and desires as all beings of flesh and blood.  
 
    “I know why you’ve kept your distance, despite doing all you can to help me. I understand why you couldn’t let yourself get close to me, but there are things I want you to know. Fih Bryn has never visited me. I’ve never met Him or communicated with Him. If I had, I wouldn’t have let Him tear you away from your home. I wouldn’t have forced you to follow me,” Laslin said. “I went to the coast and stood along its edge. I didn’t jump. I didn’t not jump.” 
 
    Braith swallowed the lump in her throat. Her time with the Peacekeepers stuck to her like salt on fishbones, but she fought through it. She fought back the urge to kneel in the silt and bow her head; the urge to strike down the false idol before her. 
 
    “Can you tell me more about what you’ve been through? You don’t have to because I’m asking, and I’m a god. I want to understand, is all,” Laslin said. 
 
    Braith wrapped her arms around herself and leant against a coral. 
 
    “You must know. Avery must have told You all about it,” she said sharply. 
 
    “I’ve spoken with Avery and your sister, true. But I haven’t heard it from you, and your story is the only one that matters right now. I’m not going to judge you, Braith. I only want to help.” 
 
    Braith slid down the coral and sat in the silt. 
 
    “I left Vaelos almost four years ago, but that wasn’t when it started. The truth is that I let the Peacekeepers do what they wished with me. I made myself an easy target, desperate for their absolution.” 
 
    Laslin knelt before Braith, keeping a careful distance. 
 
    “That isn’t true. They manipulated you from birth, and you fought to escape more than once. Nobody lets people harm them. Despite all you were raised to believe, you’ve followed me to the end of the continent. Beyond it, even. That takes true strength.” 
 
    Braith wanted to believe it. She wanted to trust the choice had been hers. 
 
    “That’s it. From birth. How old are You?” Braith asked. 
 
    “Thirty,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, me too. I was born on the thirteenth of Fylore, same year as You were. If I’d been born even a year before or after, maybe everything would’ve been alright. It was exactly two-hundred years after Fih Bryn was born, and the town was on a knife’s edge from the moment I was born. This was what they’d prepared for, what they feared: another would come along, falsely claiming to be a god, and they had to protect the continent from heresy. 
 
    “It was the same for all children my age. We were told how different our upbringing would’ve been had Fih Bryn not yet fulfilled the prophecy. How they would’ve raised us as though one of us might be something more, and in time, searched us for Marks of our own. 
 
    “Instead, we were told we’d be the most faithful. The most devoted Peacekeepers of all time. We were born two-hundred years after Fih Bryn to protect the world at large. 
 
    “But there was something wrong with me from the beginning. The dreams. The voices that were almost there. This is so stupid, so embarrassing, but growing up, I thought—I thought I might be a god. And that thought terrified me.” 
 
    Braith paused, sniffing loudly. Flames burnt in her eyes, unflinching before tears. 
 
    “Because if I was a god, I’d betrayed Fih Bryn. Siormar. The world. I’d shamed him, belittling all he’d done for the continent, and I’d… I don’t know. It was the worst thing I could think of, and I never went a day without dwelling on it. I was terrified my father could read my mind. If I didn’t hold my breath, he’d hear every blasphemous thought I’d ever had. 
 
    “I was desperate to prove I wasn’t a god. I hurt myself. It didn’t heal over. I made sure it kept happening. And then I turned eighteen, nineteen, and the Mark of the Gods wasn’t there. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something wrong with the world. 
 
    “So I let the Peacekeepers convince me it was because a false god roamed the continent. You were what had always been wrong with the world, with me, and all I had to do was follow Siormar’s every word. 
 
    “But my father died. I stopped holding my breath. I let my thoughts wander, and I missed my sister. I escaped. The fog lifted as much as it could, for the years it could. But the dreams remained, and I knew something was wrong with the world. 
 
    “I didn’t want to leave Vaelos. I didn’t want to leave my family behind. Little Malik was only two. How could I leave without a word? I didn’t leave because I wanted to. I left because I had to. 
 
    “I misinterpreted the dreams and everything within myself. I know that now. I thought it was guilt clawing at me. I thought I had to prove my loyalty to Fih Bryn for daring to think I might be a god. I returned to Siormar. I believed all I had before, only more ardently. I had to repent. I knew it wasn’t right, but I wanted it to be. I went along with it for almost three years. 
 
    “Everyone told me I was doing the right thing. They told me the outside world wanted to bleed me dry with its blasphemy, but I’d passed the test. I was finally home. The Peacekeepers took me back in, and at night I made sure I wasn’t a god and wouldn’t heal. Do You know what the sick part is, Lord Laslin? I was so, so grateful to them. I told them I didn’t deserve it, not after betraying them. 
 
    “When I heard You were travelling the continent, it is not that I thought you were a fraud. It wasn’t that I believed I’d been put on this earth to uphold Fih Bryn’s legacy. It was only that after everything I’d been through, everything that had been done to me and I had done to myself, there was another god out there, and it wasn’t me.” 
 
    Braith pressed her lips together. Tears spilt over them. She did not speak of Siormar as Saxon did. Saxon had escaped, breaking herself free, and decades later, she still feared she would slip back under the Peacekeeper’s influence if she spent too much time around the people of the wider world. 
 
    She had learnt to keep herself safe. 
 
    But Braith hadn’t escaped. Not truly. She was being pushed and pulled, giving in to the whims of whatever power resided over her. She had been broken as a child and could only follow orders. 
 
    It was a miracle she had escaped for as long as she had, and so much of that was down to Avery. 
 
    Laslin was grateful for the time Braith and Avery had together, no matter how fleeting. 
 
    Laslin wiped Braith’s tears away. 
 
    “I was born on the thirteenth of Fylore, too,” Laslin whispered. 
 
    Braith choked on a laugh, soon turning to a sob. 
 
    “That’s just—gods. Gods! Maybe it was between the two of us. Maybe it was so close that I’m this. I’m here.” 
 
    Rocking forward, Laslin pulled Braith into her arms. Braith was still until she could not bear to hide herself any longer. She clung to Laslin and cried tears enough to refill the Empty Ocean. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with you, Braith. You are everything you need to be,” Laslin said. “I’m sorry for what was done to you, and I am sorry for what they did in the name of my blood. I swear to you now that I will spend the rest of my life making that up to you.” 
 
    “That’s going to be a long time,” Braith said. 
 
    “Forever,” Laslin agreed. 
 
    She held Braith close, hand on the back of her head. Braith was not a god, nor was she godlike. She was so much more wonderful than that. 
 
    “Can you walk? We’re here for a reason, and I don’t think we’ll find answers back on the continent.”  
 
    Braith eased herself back, nodding shallowly. 
 
    “I’m fine. Shaken, but fine. Thank You, Your Grace. Thank You for not turning me away. For not hating me for… everything.” 
 
    Laslin offered a smile. Her lips pulled strangely around her mouth, teeth larger than they had once been. 
 
    “I’ll only ever ask one thing of you, Braith. Call me Laslin. Please,” she said. 
 
    Swallowing the lump in her throat, Braith nodded. There was no turning back now. 
 
    Laslin clambered over the crystallised coral and headed further into the Empty Ocean. She did not look back at Braith, knowing she would follow her. Like the promise of spring, something had thawed in Laslin. Winter was behind her, and the turning of the world offered the same things it always had: the chance to heal, and the knowledge her life would drag on whether she took the time to ease the hurt within her or not. 
 
    Braith’s boots beat heavy on the ocean floor. 
 
    The mists cleared above them. They’d crossed the threshold of the horizon and were far beyond all that could be seen of the continent. Light spilt across the sea bed, and the oily remnants of fish turned black as space. 
 
    “What do You think we’ll find, Your—Laslin?” Braith asked. 
 
    “Fih Bryn is waiting for us,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    Laslin faltered at her own reply. It was the sort of thing she expected Braith to say, not herself. 
 
    “How do You know?” Braith asked, biting back hope. 
 
    Laslin held out her arm. She could not always know without knowing. She needed an answer to satisfy herself, if not Braith. 
 
    The Mark of the God thrummed softly, light not yet fading. Its glow was the only thing keeping the dread at bay, keeping Braith in her right mind, and there was more to it yet. 
 
    She pointed the Mark towards the horizon, then back to the cliffs. 
 
    Something dulled within it.  
 
    “My Mark is taking us where we need to go,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh,” Braith said. “Does it do that a lot?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    There were no clouds that far from the continent. The rest of the world, if there were other continents and islands miles above, had been drained dry along with the ocean. 
 
    Laslin closed her eyes and took in the enormity of the world. There was life behind them and none ahead. The clear skies and memorials of bone whispered, go back, go back. 
 
    The dread could be hers, if only she let it in. 
 
    Only the shift of salt and silt beneath filled the air. The roar of waterfalls was as far behind them as the mists and the land.  
 
    Laslin was grateful for the distraction of a mortal. 
 
    “Do You think…” Braith began, clearing her throat. “Do You think Saxon would see me again? It’d be a shame to come to the Empty Ocean and not have anyone to tell about it.” 
 
    “Saxon would never turn you away. She misses you, Braith.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. If we get out of this mess, I might pay her a visit. My head might finally clear after all these years. I bet she’s still in her cottage. She won’t be as happy to see me as she was the first time, but… 
 
    “Maybe it will stick this time. Maybe Fih Bryn will really be out here, and He’ll tell me that I couldn’t help it, that I’m not just making excuses. It sounds stupid, I know. But how many people get to meet one god in their lifetime, let alone two! I know I can’t be angry with Fih Bryn, but I don’t want to be angry at myself, even if—” 
 
    “Braith,” Laslin said, eyes fixed ahead. 
 
    “Even if I should be. Even if I am. Gods. Your Mark did what it could, but I’m parched. The Empty Ocean is at my throat, and—” 
 
    “Braith.” 
 
    “And I’m not certain what thoughts are mine! I never have been, hah. There’s a reason people don’t come down here, a reason why only ghosts linger, and—” 
 
    Laslin held out an arm, stopping Braith in her tracks. The rambling stopped when Braith stared at something other than her hands. 
 
    The salt beneath their boots was no more. Dry, dark dirt muffled their footsteps. 
 
    A forest rose before them. Spring had come early, and yellow-green buds began to open, unfurling one by one and facing the bright sun. Seconds turned to minutes. Bare branches turned to a dense canopy, but the light from the sky, unfettered by clouds or mist, did not touch them. 
 
    The forest at the bottom of the Empty Ocean cast no shadow. 
 
    The darkness within was not born of the sun. 
 
    “Huh. Wow,” Braith whispered. “We’re both seeing this, right?” 
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    The ancient forest’s roots twisted deep in the silt, and the shells of forgotten sea creatures surrounded the trees. When the waters gave way to the hot sun above, the strange shields of creatures had sought shelter where there was none. 
 
    No rain had fallen in a thousand years or more. The trees grew tall, surrounded by undergrowth full of thick sap. 
 
    Laslin entered the shadowless forest. If she wasn’t supposed to set foot between the trees, she never would’ve found them. The forest had grown for her and Braith, as the continent was there for the plants, and the plants for the creatures roaming the land. 
 
    Braith stuck close to Laslin. Her eyes followed the trails of mushrooms wrapped around the trees, creating a path to nowhere. 
 
    There was something at the heart of the forest, where the first seed had sown itself. It was a spring framed by its own roots, a relic the other trees grew to protect. It was the reason for all this, for the seventeen years Laslin had called herself a god and the thirteen years she’d deluded herself before that. 
 
    “Laslin,” Braith called. “What is it? I can’t keep up!” 
 
    “There’s something here,” Laslin said, slowing her pace. 
 
    “It’s a forest in the middle of the Empty Ocean. There doesn’t need to be anything else here,” Braith puffed, out of breath from fighting back bracken and hauling herself over fallen logs. “I know You can sense things I can’t, but we should head back. We’re not supposed to be here.”  
 
    “You might not be,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    The wind did not stir. The leaves watched over them, eyes forever turned towards the only intruders the forest had ever known. Silence engulfed them, painted between the snap of twigs and the wheeze of a mortal, doing all she could to keep up with a god. 
 
    “What do You think we’ll find here? Is it Fih Bryn?” 
 
    Braith tilted her head back. For a fraction of a second, the flames behind her eyes cast long shadows through the forest. 
 
    “I don’t know, but there’s something here. I know there is, like I always knew there was something beneath my skin. It will mean something.” 
 
    “To You? To humanity?”  
 
    Laslin held out a hand. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” she asked. 
 
    “Hear what?” Braith asked, but furrowed her brow. 
 
    It came closer. It was a rustling of leaves, born of the ground. A pushing and pulling, given form beneath their feet. 
 
    Laslin and Braith looked down. 
 
    Water lapped at their boots. 
 
    Braith lifted a foot and hopped on the spot. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked, clinging to Laslin’s arm. 
 
    The water retreated, only to return deeper than it had been before. It reached their ankles, now. Laslin looked to the sky between the spring buds, and the faint imprint of the moon pressed to the perfect blue above. 
 
    The answer came to her as light came to her Mark. 
 
    “It’s the tide. The tide’s coming in,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    She pushed Braith towards a rock. Braith clambered up and reached into the trees. She clung to a thick branch, offering her hand out to Laslin. 
 
    Laslin took it and followed Braith up the tree as the waters rose. 
 
    It wasn’t like the roar of waterfalls or the rush of wind across endless lakes. It moved in concert with the whims of the moon not yet risen, forming a waltz only the two forces combined could understand. 
 
    “We can’t get any higher. Not without the branches breaking,” Braith said, tugging at the narrowing branches overhead. “Do You think it’ll come closer?” 
 
    “No. No, it’s done,” Laslin said. 
 
    She lowered herself onto a branch closer to the water’s swaying surface. Not knowing what else to do in a forest at the mercy of the tide, Braith sat by Laslin’s side. There was a darkness in her eyes not of her own making. It fuelled the flames that flickered even now, fighting back the essence of the Empty Ocean. 
 
    Laslin looked at her arms. The scales had spread, intruding on the backs of her hands. She pressed her tongue to her sharp teeth. 
 
    The Empty Ocean amplified the truth of her, just as it saw Braith’s eyes set ablaze. 
 
    “I heard it was full of salt. The ocean, I mean,” Braith murmured, leaning against Laslin. Tentatively, she pressed her fingers to Laslin’s scaled hand. “And it obviously is, considering the mountains of salt we passed, but I always found it hard to believe. Water keeps us alive. There isn’t a creature that doesn’t need it, yet the ocean was poisoned against us. I used to think maybe that’s why it was gone. It hadn’t vanished. It was taken to protect us, or… I don’t know. It’s stupid to think the ocean would want to hurt us. But why all the salt?” 
 
    “For the creatures of the sea, I suppose,” Laslin said. “Salt keeps us all alive, in one way or another.”  
 
    “Yeah, but there’s loads of it. People used to fight wars over salt. Hundreds and thousands were murdered over who controlled the salt mines. Or that’s what I was told.” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “How do You know? Or do You just know?” 
 
    Laslin tore her eyes from the ocean reborn to look at Braith. Braith was fixated on the water lapping around tree trunks and their sunken roots, and something close to a calm had washed over her. The Empty Ocean would hollow her, should Laslin stray too far, but there was a refuge in Braith seeing the truth laid out before her, whether she understood it or not. 
 
    “Something like that. People used to wage wars over anything. More land, more money, less boredom, imagined insults. We’re lucky that’s all behind us. We’re lucky to have Fih Bryn and all those who worked so hard alongside Him, as well as the gods who came before.” 
 
    Braith hummed. Laslin rested her chin atop her head. A god falling into the Empty Ocean was easily explained. No descent could kill her, even one that never ended. But Braith was human, pulse beating in her throat, prone to dissolving into blood and mulch. 
 
    Perhaps Braith was not there with Laslin. 
 
    Perhaps Laslin was there with her. 
 
    “You seem different,” Laslin said. Correcting herself, she said, “Not different. You seem like yourself, not the person I met in Ayad or Ironsi. Not even the person who followed me for the last handful of months.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I had to play the part,” Braith huffed. “The Peacekeepers had been fast on Your trail, speaking with those You’d made Your supposedly false claims to, and they all said the same thing: You travelled with a giant lizard, a messenger-hawk, and a human named Avery. 
 
    “There are thousands of Averys across the continent. It couldn’t be that Avery. But I couldn’t let it go. I told the Peacekeepers we shouldn’t approach You in Ayad. We didn’t need to upset the Mayor and could deal with our business out in the open. I’d hoped we’d gain on You, and I could look through a spyglass and realise my paranoia was all for nothing. 
 
    “Well. It didn’t work out that way. There was Avery, my Avery, dining with the Mayor of Ayad and what I tried to convince myself was a false god. I didn’t know what to do, what to say, but holding my tongue would’ve been a sign of weakness to the Peacekeepers. A lack of faith. 
 
    “I had to prove I was one of them, even as I felt it all slipping away.” 
 
    The waters receded as they spoke, inch by inch. 
 
    “That must have been hard for you,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Harder for Avery,” Braith murmured. 
 
    Laslin nodded. 
 
    Jumping to the branch below and escaping the conversation as she’d escaped the rising tide, Braith darted down the tree. 
 
    Laslin followed, not knowing how far they could risk getting from one another. Braith laid on the lowest branch and reached for the vanishing water, cupping it in her palm. She pressed it to her mouth, drank it down, and spat it into the air. 
 
    “Ugh! Gods! That’s vile,” she said, scrubbing her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Laslin asked, standing over her. 
 
    “I needed to be sure,” Braith said, dropping to the ground. 
 
    Her boots splashed in the last dregs of water. Joining her, Laslin led her through the forest. After a dozen steps, it was bone-dry once more. Neither of them questioned the way forward. They followed the mushrooms as the trees gathered closer together. 
 
    The spring buds opened like jaws, blotting out the sun as they turned skyward. The forest darkened the deeper they went, even without shadows falling from the trees. Only the mushrooms showed the way, growing upon moss and bark. Laslin held her breath, listening for the chirp of insects, the song of birds, the patter of paws in the undergrowth, but there were none. 
 
    The only sound in the world came from Braith, breathing as Laslin didn’t, until a chorus joined her. 
 
    It was not a sound with a source. It was not something made to be heard, only felt. 
 
    It was the interlude between lightning and thunder. It pressed upon them without making Laslin’s heart jolt. 
 
      
 
    i have brought You here. so You could see 
 
    the truth of a world drained dry 
 
    the empty ocean. as you call it 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    there is nothing worth saving. or that wishes to be saved 
 
    there is no redemption to be uncovered 
 
    there are no prayers to be said 
 
    that is not Your purpose. that is not why Your Mark glows 
 
    it is not Yours to fix. it is not to be fixed 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    there is nothing worth saving  
 
    but there is a story. a reason behind it all 
 
    it is not one to be proud of 
 
    it was a necessity 
 
    the result of a warning unheeded 
 
    there was no war. no battle 
 
    there is nothing of worth. nothing to respect 
 
    You will see what You want to  
 
    but 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
      
 
    The voice faded. Braith fell to her knees. She understood the truth of it before Laslin, even as warmth swirled within her. It was the acceptance of true family, the swell of her own blood drawing closer. 
 
    It wasn’t the flame that burnt within Laslin, eager to leave her lungs. 
 
    It was Fih Bryn, speaking as only a god could. 
 
    Laslin’s Mark grew brighter. She held it up, pouring turquoise light across the trees, demanding shadows from them. Her eyes darted between every branch, every arch in the trees, but Fih Bryn would not show himself. 
 
    “That was Him. That was Fih Bryn, wasn’t it?” Laslin asked. 
 
    She needed Braith to confirm the truth. 
 
    “It was. It was.”  
 
    Laslin hooked an arm around Braith’s and tugged her to her feet. She marched through the forest, deeper and deeper between the trees until she cut clean through the centre. On she went, boots crunching the sand and empty shells behind her, until the beat of her footsteps made her head pound. The trees leapt back, opening a pathway to her. 
 
    Laslin’s eyes stung. Pressure gathered above them, stretching between her temples and across her forehead. 
 
    Her Mark dimmed. The Empty Ocean surrounded them in its true form. 
 
    Laslin turned and found the forest gone. 
 
    The cliffs were behind them, grey-purple smears on the horizon. 
 
    Braith trailed behind, staring at the sky. 
 
    “He said we’d see what we wanted to,” Braith mumbled to herself. 
 
    “Did you want to see a forest?” Laslin asked, screwing one eye shut. 
 
    Braith shook her head. The distance between them stretched out, and Braith ran after Laslin. 
 
    It wasn’t because the dread crept closer or because she couldn’t think clearly without Laslin close. It wasn’t for her own mortal benefit. 
 
    “Are You alright, Laslin?” 
 
    Braith placed her hands on Laslin’s shoulders, stopping a god in their tracks. The pressure on Laslin’s skull had turned the bone soft, made it into something she could press her fingers through; caving in the infirm bone was the only way to stop the pain. 
 
    “My—my head hurts,” Laslin said. 
 
    “You don’t look well. Let’s sit down,” Braith said. 
 
    Laslin shook her head. She shrugged Braith’s hands away and continued deeper into the Empty Ocean, land slanting beneath her feet. Dark clouds gathered at the corners of her vision, gone as soon as her eyes darted their way. 
 
    She hadn’t had a headache since she thought she was human. Decades of pain coursed through her skull and sunk into the deep roots of her teeth. 
 
    She couldn’t let an echo of mortality rule her. 
 
    Fih Bryn was out there, burning bright in the Empty Ocean. Fih Bryn had called for her, had brought Braith to her, and Fih Bryn would give her the answers she needed. 
 
    As Laslin’s presence soothed Braith, Fih Bryn would wash away the splotches of inverted colours dancing behind her eyes. 
 
    “Laslin! Please! I really think You should stop. Fih Bryn can wait. He’s waited this long, and we don’t even know where He is,” Braith called. 
 
    She grabbed the back of Laslin’s shirt. Laslin batted her arm away. 
 
    This wasn’t her. She didn’t deny the cries of humans. Pain didn’t define her. 
 
    “Why?” Laslin snapped.  
 
    “Why? Uh. Because You’re in pain. You’re freaking out,” Braith said, not daring to reach out again. 
 
    “No. Why do you care? After everything Siormar did to you, after all the pain I’ve caused you, how could you possibly care?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “The answer’s the same. Something’s wrong. You’re suffering and I’m afraid it’s because You’re shielding me.” 
 
    Laslin turned to Braith. Braith flinched, hands flat at her side. She looked askance, waiting to be reprimanded. Despite all the progress they’d made over long months, she waited for Laslin’s judgement in the place of the Peacekeepers’. 
 
    Laslin pressed the heels of her palms to her forehead. The pain was worst there. 
 
    “Hurts,” she muttered. 
 
    “Please, Laslin. Let’s sit down.” 
 
    Braith’s fingers brushed against Laslin’s elbow. The world was a mess of dark lights and dry colours, obscuring the monument to desolation around them. Braith guided her across the sands to the salt-covered skull of a great fish turned in death to a throne. 
 
    Braith sat at Laslin’s feet, silent and patient; obedient in a way that made Laslin nauseous.  
 
    She’d forgotten there were ghosts around them. The memory of whales sang soundlessly in the air. Whales. She knew they were called whales because—because she was a god and she didn’t get to choose what she knew, or how. The knowledge was etched inside her skull, pushing itself out. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself,” Laslin said, burying her face in her hands. 
 
    “I, um. I’m not sure what’s left after everything I’ve already told You today.” 
 
    “You told me where you’re from. You told me about the situation in Siormar and the things that hurt you. But that isn’t you. Please. I need the distraction.”  
 
    A pause. Laslin spread her fingers, taking Braith in through the gaps. Her eyes were on the sky, and she sent her thoughts far beyond the Empty Ocean. There was the Braith that was true, and there was the Braith that Siormar and its Peacekeepers had forged. Saxon and Avery could not tell where the lines between the two were drawn, where the truth contained and absolved itself, and neither could Braith. 
 
    “What do You want to know?” 
 
    “I don’t mind. It doesn’t matter. Your favourite fruit?” 
 
    “Oranges?”  
 
    “Your favourite colour?” 
 
    “Green. Why? Why does it matter?” 
 
    “It doesn’t. Or it does. I need a distraction, that’s all. I need to…” 
 
    Pain seared through her. Laslin had thought the start of autumn spelt true agony for her, but the winter that followed had numbed her to it. 
 
    Here were the consequences, burning between her temples, turning her bones to less than salt. 
 
    “Laslin. Laslin, listen. Please, Your Grace, look at me,” came Braith’s voice through the piercing din. “Can You hear me? Can You see me?” 
 
    Braith’s hands cradled her face. Laslin had not felt the slow pull of gravity until she was on the verge of falling forward, knees striking the sand. Braith had caught her. Braith was close, keeping her steady, voice breaking through the pounding of her heart, alive in her veins after so long. 
 
    “Braith,” Laslin whispered. “You are not what you think you are. You are not what the Peacekeepers think you are. No one can take that truth from you.” 
 
    Braith’s fingertips pressed to the corners of Laslin’s jaw, hands on the verge of trembling. She took a deep breath, pushing all Laslin had said away. 
 
    “Can’t You use Your Mark? There must be something You can do for Yourself.” 
 
    Laslin opened one eye. Braith’s face was close, casting a shadow from the sun. It was the only thing that stopped the light branding the back of Laslin’s eyes. 
 
    The Empty Ocean was barren. Sand, salt, and the bones of fish. The spirals of shells imprinted upon sun-bleached rocks. Ghosts that did not care to haunt her. Dead coral crushed to its smallest fragments. A forest that had never been. 
 
    There was nothing that could heal. Nothing that could soothe. 
 
    Nothing but a mortal of flesh and blood, prone to all the pains of the human world. 
 
    Laslin lifted a hand to Braith’s chest. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    Braith flinched. Not because Laslin had raised her hand, but because after so long, someone had asked for permission. 
 
    “Of course,” she whispered. 
 
    Braith’s mind was clear of pain, if nothing else. The dread of the Empty Ocean did not bite at her heels because Laslin was there, and Laslin’s pain would clear because Braith was there. 
 
    Braith, who had already given so much of herself away. 
 
    The Mark of the Gods glowed, bathing Braith in emerald light. 
 
    The power ran along Laslin’s Mark, swirling over her heart. 
 
    She’d give it back to Braith. She’d give her this and so much more. 
 
    She’d fill the Empty Ocean for her, if she only asked. 
 
    Laslin plastered her hand to her temples, chest heaving in relief as the pain abated. The ringing in her ears faded, and the clouds cleared from her vision. Everything within her calmed and slowed. For the briefest moment, Laslin could not believe the world was always this clear, that she was always free from pain. 
 
    “Better?” Braith asked. 
 
    Laslin nodded. 
 
    There was a lump in her throat and a dull awareness of something that wasn’t pain upon her forehead. Braith held her gaze to keep her burning eyes from straying. 
 
    Laslin didn’t dare blink. 
 
    “That wasn’t a fair question, really. I don’t like oranges that much. Only compared to other fruit, and I’ve never been a huge fan. I’ll eat them. I was never picky about what I ate, but they weren’t at the top of my list. I’m more into vegetables when it comes to plants,” Braith said abruptly. “It’s the smell of oranges I like. Sitting next to someone while they peel an orange is the best way to enjoy one.” 
 
    Braith sat back in the sand. She fiddled with the skull of a bony fish, hands darting back as it collapsed on itself. She gripped her shins, cross-legged, and rocked on the spot. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “You asked about me. No one’s done that in a long time. Not since—well. When I went back to the Peacekeepers, they only cared that my beliefs lined up with theirs. So. I’m telling You about myself.” 
 
    “Oh,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Apples. Apples are okay. Only when they’re crunchy. I don’t like them in pies. Too slimy. I can play the lute. The piano, too. You probably didn’t know that, did You? Why would You? I haven’t practised in years, but I have a good ear for music. I’m not terrible when it comes to singing, either. I’m awful at archery, though. Avery’s patience is endless, but I could barely figure out which way the arrow goes. 
 
    “I only had to be a tenth as good as her to be better than most people. I think she secretly hoped I’d wake up one day and know what I was doing. I like to imagine I’m better with a sword, but I’ve only ever practised formations with one. I’ve never been in an actual fight, but I know my stances well enough.” 
 
    Here was a woman who had not been allowed to speak in years. Anything that passed her lips did not come freely from her. Not without passing through some filter, gaps growing smaller by the word. 
 
    Laslin wanted nothing more than to give Braith the chance to speak, but she was not speaking for herself. 
 
    “You’re trying to distract me,” Laslin said. 
 
    The corners of Braith’s mouth twitched into a watery smile. 
 
    “It’s what You asked of me.” 
 
    Laslin lifted her hands to her forehead. Braith darted forward, grabbing her wrists, daring to hold a god back. 
 
    Laslin eased her hands free. 
 
    Braith couldn’t keep the truth from her forever. 
 
    Slowly, Laslin’s fingertips roamed across her forehead. The skin was tender, flaring with the memory of pain. Laslin traced it to its twin sources and knew of no way to tremble when her fingers brushed against horns protruding from her skull. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Six. 
 
      
 
    “You have horns,” Braith said. 
 
    She found a shard of crystallised salt, reflecting the barren sky above, and held it out to Laslin. 
 
    The horns were black by the same measure her teeth were white. They were not large. They protruded a few inches from her skull and curved upwards, no longer than a finger. They were sturdy-looking, with bases big enough to wrap a finger and thumb around. 
 
    For all the world knew, Laslin had always had them. 
 
    The pain was not only gone but had never been Laslin’s to begin with. She could not connect with the imagined agony, dulling every sense as it ignited her nerves. There was no redness around the horns, no swelling. Her skin hadn’t stretched or torn, and no blood showed itself. 
 
    “I have horns,” Laslin repeated. 
 
    Braith lowered the mirror. Laslin touched her horns, memorising the grooves in the rough surface, caught between bark and stone. 
 
    “Well. It looks like You won’t be turning into a phoenix,” Braith said. “And with the fire from earlier… are You turning into a dragon?” 
 
    “That’s what Avery thinks.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    With no chance of hiding, not with her slit eyes and dark horns, Laslin rolled up her sleeves. Scales covered the backs of her arms, and the larger ones had taken on a colour of their own. Forest-green spread like moss across her brown skin. 
 
    Braith pretended not to stare. 
 
    Laslin was not human. She’d always known that. The world had always known that. 
 
    She was a dragon. She was losing the shape of herself and could not peel the scales away like brittle bark. She had horns no hat could hide and no choice but to disconnect with the human-shaped parts of herself. 
 
    They’d be gone, and soon. 
 
    Laslin continued across the ocean bed. 
 
    The further she strayed from land, the faster it would come to pass. 
 
    She needed to be her true self, not a staggered, in between shape. 
 
    Braith trailed behind in silence. Her wandering thoughts slowed her feet, but the press of the Empty Ocean saw her running to catch up with Laslin. 
 
    “If You do turn into a dragon while we’re down here, You could fly us back to the continent!” Braith said. 
 
    Laslin said nothing but appreciated the light-heartedness. 
 
    The land dipped. The ocean floor sunk further and further as it strayed from the continent. The skeletons were gigantic and whole. Mountains of salt blocked the horizon. 
 
    The sky dimmed. Braith was sweating, exhausted by hours without food and drink. 
 
    “Laslin, Laslin, can we—” Braith puffed, pulling herself over another shipwreck. “Can we stop? Just for a moment?” 
 
    It was nothing to Laslin. 
 
    She sat in the sand and traced shapes with her fingertips. 
 
    They hadn’t turned into claws. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    Braith fell down, hair sticking to her face. She took deep breaths, eyes closed, and a hand drifted to her rumbling stomach. 
 
    “I’m sorry I don’t have anything for you,” Laslin said. 
 
    “No, no. It’s alright. I’ve dealt with worse,” Braith said. “Worse, but not stranger.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about this?” Laslin asked, touching her horns. 
 
    “About the true forms of the gods? The same as anyone in Siormar. Every god is different. Fih Bryn started changing around our age, but the transformation was slow. He had the eyes of a phoenix in His forties, and feathers spread along his arms. By fifty, it was more pronounced. He was more phoenix than human. 
 
    “Ceyda-Yr didn’t start Their transformation until They were forty-nine, and it only took a decade for Their change to be complete. Selkis began to change when She discovered Her Mark. She’d taken Her true form in her teens.” 
 
    There was a wealth of knowledge in Siormar, records collected and preserved, history meticulously cared for. 
 
    Fih Bryn ought to have blinded them for keeping such truths locked in the dark. 
 
    “But none of them changed so abruptly?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “None of Them ever came to the Empty Ocean,” Braith said. “Look, Laslin. It doesn’t have to be like this. We can go to the continent and stop the process. Slow it down, anyway. If that’s what You want.” 
 
    “We’re here for a reason. You must know that.” 
 
    Braith had recovered as much as she would. Her face was no longer the colour of sunset, and she’d brushed her hair back into place. 
 
    They’d all grown too comfortable with winter. 
 
    “I know that. I always have. I just don’t know why we’re here.” 
 
    Laslin held her gaze. 
 
    “Whatever you felt and saw, whatever pulled you here, was strong enough to leave Avery behind, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Her question was devoid of anger and resentment, but Braith sat straighter. 
 
    “Yes. It was enough for even that.” 
 
    Braith knitted her fingers together. She exhaled heavily, silencing the rattle of unwanted thoughts ever clawing their way to the surface. 
 
    “Why?” Braith asked when Laslin said no more. “Why does it matter?” 
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t. I was only thinking that we are two strange, singular people. Everyone upon the continent is content with their world. There are no wars, no poverty. There are none without homes to call their own, and there is food in abundance, education and healing there for the taking. The world is as perfect as it can be. There are arguments, old grudges. Sickness, landslides, earthquakes, but those are the way of the world. All the gods before me have ensured the world has reached its full potential, and that people are given every chance to be good. 
 
    “But I have always felt that there was something very wrong with the world. At first, I thought it was my own selfish desire to do something important, to be remembered as Fih Bryn and the others are. But it isn’t that. Not really. There’s something very wrong with the world, and you’re the only other person who understands that.” 
 
    Braith bowed her head. Laslin knew that she would not speak, for she could not summon a reply. So much of her life had been lived in fear of being a god, and the similarities were stark between them. 
 
    “Born on the same day,” Laslin murmured, playing with a horn. 
 
    “We should carry on,” Braith said, getting to her feet. “Thank You for letting me rest.” 
 
    “Whenever you need to, Braith.” 
 
    They journeyed on. Empty ammonites stretched along the ocean bed. Pillars of rock rose, sculpted by currents aeons dead, and formed archways above them. 
 
    An hour of mindless wandering hardened the ground beneath Laslin’s boots. The sun was gone, but her Mark lit the way. 
 
    Braith crouched down to touch the dark, solid line running across the ocean floor. It was twice as wide as Braith was tall and stretched forever in either direction. Laslin knelt at Braith’s side, tracing her fingers across a relic that had never belonged to the ocean. 
 
    It was not ink, it was not bone. 
 
    Laslin’s arm snapped back. 
 
    Her fingers curled towards her palm. With Braith’s eyes burrowing into her, she reached for the light of the moon. She pressed her glowing palm to the black band beneath them, and a ripple ran across it. 
 
    The band came to life as Laslin stood over it, turquoise light running the width of the horizon. 
 
    “What is it?” Braith asked. 
 
    “It’s a Mark,” Laslin said, understanding nothing beyond that. 
 
    Again, she knelt. 
 
    She pressed her Mark to the light, making herself part of the circuit. Her curiosity poured forth, and an answer came to her. A flash of a dream, showing the continent from above; the Mark of the Gods ran around it, and interlocking circles crossed one another no distance at all from them. 
 
    “This way,” Laslin said, taking off at a sprint. 
 
    “Laslin!” 
 
    Darkness covered the land beyond the Mark. The sand rose, rougher than coral, but yielded as rock never would. Laslin trailed a hand across the rise as she ran parallel with the Mark. Behind her, Braith shielded her eyes from a sun that wouldn’t wake for an hour yet. 
 
    The rise in the land was not unfeeling. It had no need to draw breath, but Laslin knew scales when she felt them, even if she had never known scales like this. 
 
    She followed the true form of Ceyda-Yr to their head, rested by the interlocking circles of the continent-spanning Mark. 
 
    The dragon wasn’t like her, or what she’d one day become. Their horns ran along their head, spreading like antlers, and long whiskers ran from their face and trailed through the sand. They were three-hundred feet long or more, with short legs tucked behind them. 
 
    Feathers sprouted from the corners of their jaw, and a mane ran the length of their body, obscured by an age of sand and debris. 
 
    Their eyes remained closed. 
 
    Ceyda-Yr slumbered in the bottom of the Empty Ocean. 
 
    Laslin could not absorb the presence of another god. Her scales would spread faster if she let it mean anything to her. 
 
    Braith fell to her knees, hands covering her eyes. 
 
    Light poured from atop Ceyda-Yr’s head, but it wasn’t for Laslin to see. The bird perched on the dragon’s head was night itself. His wings were ever hunched, and his long neck let him bow, taking in Laslin with his beady, sunken eyes. His feathers were black, draped in the tar of ghosts; his beak too was black, his legs and head the grey of rain-washed stone. His outstretched wings were the battered sails of sunken ships. 
 
    “Fih Bryn,” Laslin whispered.  
 
    All his resplendence poured over Braith. 
 
    The light in her eyes burnt brighter than ever, reflecting the fires of what Fih Bryn had once been. Only she saw the truth, marred by time and dread. She had carried the phoenix fire of Fih Bryn within her for so long, seeing more than any mortal or god could.   
 
    “Lord Fih Bryn. I knew it was You. I knew I hadn’t imagined it. You’re here. And it isn’t just You!” Braith said. “This must be Ceyda Yr, the dragon of Nahir, and—” 
 
      
 
    i am here 
 
      
 
    Fih Bryn’s voice came from beyond him. 
 
    Laslin sat cross-legged in the sand, surrounded by fish bones and empty shells. 
 
      
 
    i am here. You are here 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    we did not wish to memorialise it 
 
    or make humans think of it. dream of it 
 
      
 
    “What is this? Why are we here?” 
 
    Laslin’s voice reached her ears, but she hadn’t summoned the words. She couldn’t be sitting miles and miles out in the Empty Ocean, speaking with her ancestor, her blood; with the one she measured her own life against. 
 
      
 
    You are here because i called to You 
 
    because You have learnt to listen 
 
    to the one who knows 
 
    there is something wrong with this world 
 
    and there is nothing good here 
 
      
 
    Laslin didn’t let her heart leap into her throat. She didn’t let her breathing catch. She was a god and she was owed answers, if only to give them to Braith. 
 
    “Tell me. Tell me about the Empty Ocean. Please. I’m not old enough to understand,” she said. 
 
    Fih Bryn rubbed his beak with the arch of his wing. 
 
      
 
    first, understand this: You are not here to heal the land 
 
    to return saltwater to the sand 
 
    to shatter fossils into seeds that spawn life anew 
 
    to listen to the song of whales 
 
    deep, sorrowful, having always known it would end like this 
 
    You are not here to fill the ocean 
 
    not with Your tears or Your blood 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    and so it must remain 
 
      
 
    “Then why am I here? What can I do but help humanity and return the ocean to itself?” 
 
      
 
    You are here to help me 
 
    all the gods 
 
    but above all: Yourself 
 
      
 
    Laslin couldn’t pretend to understand. There was no shame in mirroring the wonder and confusion in Braith’s face as her wide eyes held all of Fih Bryn’s fire. 
 
    “But You brought us to the Empty Ocean. There must be a reason for that,” Laslin said. 
 
      
 
    there is a reason 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    and you must understand why 
 
      
 
    Laslin sat straighter. It was now. Everything was now. The changes she would one day undertake, the truths she had sworn would become part of her; they were not a hundred years off, waiting for another Laslin. They were now. Everything was now, and she was becoming what she had always been.  
 
      
 
    it is as You said, Laslin. You are still young 
 
    You still call this the Empty Ocean 
 
    not realising. it is so much more 
 
    the ocean is all You see. all that surrounds You 
 
    but it goes on and on 
 
    forever 
 
    back around. on itself 
 
    the whole world is empty. fallow 
 
    never to bear fruit 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    and none of us should linger 
 
      
 
    “Then why? Why are we here? The whole world can’t be empty. Look at the continent behind us. You remember it, don’t You?” 
 
      
 
    that is not a continent 
 
    it is not land 
 
    You get ahead of Yourself 
 
    listen well. Laslin 
 
    and beloved Braith  
 
      
 
    in the old world. the full world. there was but one god 
 
    the First God 
 
    It was not part of a cycle 
 
    other than the cycle of the world itself 
 
    the world thrived. the ocean swelled 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    but there once was 
 
      
 
    i have brought You here as a warning 
 
    as a testament to what no longer is 
 
    all that is hollow. all that was hallowed 
 
      
 
    do not pray here. for what once was 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    the end of times crept upon this world 
 
    and sowed dread through the land 
 
    reaping the bodies that fell 
 
    the plants that wilted 
 
    the oceans that evaporated 
 
      
 
    the First God could not stop it 
 
    it started small. and once people noticed 
 
    it consumed them all 
 
    it ate the land. crushed rock to dust 
 
    sharpened its teeth 
 
    on the gristle of the world 
 
    and sated 
 
    it left for another 
 
      
 
    only the First God remained 
 
    It could not stop the dread 
 
    the sickness from the black of space. moving between the stars 
 
    skinning planets  
 
    snuffing out worlds 
 
      
 
    It could not die. either 
 
    and so It waited. thousands of years 
 
    till the planet settled 
 
    empty 
 
    less than a husk 
 
    still infected. but without the power to spread 
 
      
 
    the First God set out to start the world anew 
 
    Its great form grew. over the empty millennia 
 
    You might call It. a Bloodscale 
 
      
 
    The continent behind You 
 
    is not land 
 
    it is the First God 
 
      
 
    the First God laid in the sand 
 
    spread Its Mark in a circle around It 
 
    protecting all It would create 
 
    so only echoes of dread. could cross over 
 
    the First God let Its body petrify. scales turning to rocks 
 
    the meat of Its body. rotted 
 
    dirt covered bones. grass grew 
 
    rivers ran into the mists of Its last breath 
 
    rising back up  
 
    falling as rain anew 
 
      
 
    It created cities. villages. towers. roads 
 
    the ruins You see. wherever You go 
 
    homes for humanity 
 
    for those It had loved so 
 
      
 
    the flowers came first. the trees bore fruit 
 
    but the animals. took longer 
 
      
 
    the First God began to dream 
 
    the wind remembered itself 
 
    and the cities. crumbled 
 
    over the ages 
 
      
 
    Bloodscales were born. red for the blood 
 
    the First God wished It could shed 
 
    living in Its image 
 
    waiting for humanity to awaken 
 
    and live. side by side 
 
      
 
    and when humanity came to be 
 
    ruins covered their world 
 
    they did not realise. their eyes had only just opened 
 
    they forgot the dread  
 
    they forget they were new 
 
      
 
    the First God had exhausted Itself 
 
    pushed past Its limits 
 
      
 
    but 
 
    gods cannot die 
 
    even when They think They are dead 
 
    the First God sleeps. thinking It is at rest 
 
    certain. It has left the world 
 
    Its body has borne 
 
      
 
    Laslin inhaled the words. She pressed two fingers to her forehead. Her horns were about to ache again, but who was she to doubt Fih Bryn’s story? The ocean had not been emptied. The world had rotted. The First God had waited and waited, building a new world atop the ashes of a pyre. 
 
    It had used everything and now slumbered, certain it was dead. The ruins that covered the continent escaped the attention of so many because there was no wonder in them. They had not been home to civilisations of the past, now lost to history. They had been their homes, but the timing had not been right. 
 
    People saw nothing in them. They saw straight through them, because in the dust of their bones, they knew nothing had come before them. 
 
    Nothing but the Bloodscales walking the continent in the image of the First God. 
 
    Who was Laslin to argue? The explanation had always been within her. Fih Bryn was not telling her something she’d never known, only something she’d yet to forget. 
 
    “But how?” Braith asked. “How do You know this, Your Grace?” 
 
    Fih Bryn tucked his wings against himself, glad of the question. 
 
      
 
    your people were right about one thing. beloved Braith 
 
    there should not have been a god after me 
 
    or one before 
 
    it is not right. this cyclic nature 
 
    when the First God slept 
 
    some part of It joined the turning of the new world 
 
    the First God wished. to look over Its people 
 
    even if It believed Itself dead 
 
    and so we were born 
 
    every two-hundred years 
 
    god after god. forced into strange shapes 
 
    we simply. pass the truth along 
 
    when it comes to us 
 
    as it has now come. to Laslin 
 
      
 
    “And what do I do with this truth? Take it back to humanity? Let everyone know what happened and how they were created? Let them know that they’re not true humans, and only an echo of what once was?” Laslin asked. “Or am I—is it too late to—You’re not the only ones here, are You? You and Ceyda-Yr.” 
 
    Laslin raised her hand. The Mark of the Gods burnt her palm, drinking down all the lights that had once burnt within the rotted world. The light reached into the darkness and reflected in Fih Bryn’s Mark, slack around his throat like a noose not yet knotted. 
 
    Getting to her feet, Laslin pulled herself atop Ceyda-Yr. 
 
    She cast her light across the Empty Ocean of an Empty World. 
 
    Dead coral forked like fallen lightning. A three-headed serpent wrapped around it, the true form of Rodaidh Nolani, sleeping eyes never closing, reflecting the moon above. 
 
    Laslin climbed over Ceyda-Yr. Fih Bryn’s gaze followed her, long neck twisting as she went. 
 
    A griffon curled in on herself. A basilisk sprawled in the sand. A stag with antlers like branches curled against itself. All the true forms of the gods were there, spanning back every two hundred years. They gathered along the Mark of the First God, sleeping in the sand. 
 
    “What’s happened to Them? Why are They here? Why are They like this?” Laslin asked. 
 
      
 
    because They. like You. and me 
 
    should not be 
 
      
 
    the First God was all the world needed  
 
    and in Its absence 
 
    we were born. to fill a void 
 
    we were not born of 
 
    like the First God 
 
    forever sleeping. a pale illusion of death 
 
    we become as It is 
 
    You do not sleep. Laslin Lonan 
 
    Mountain God 
 
    but one day 
 
    it will be all You know 
 
    those before me. are lost to slumber 
 
    and even i. am falling prey to it 
 
    i live in an exhaustion. no god should know 
 
    i cannot return to the land 
 
    for there is only relief  
 
    by Its Mark 
 
    but You. Laslin. You have decades 
 
    before Your eyes begin to close 
 
      
 
    “Then I didn’t really see You on the continent?” Braith asked. 
 
    She’d climbed over Ceyda-Yr, too. She saw the other gods not by Laslin’s light, but by that which peeled from Fih Bryn, denied to all but her. 
 
      
 
    you did. i was only 
 
    very far away 
 
    i reached. into a willing. wanting. mind  
 
      
 
    Braith nodded slowly. 
 
    “That’s why You never came to Siormar. That’s why You disappeared from history so suddenly,” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    Siormar can burn. for all i care 
 
    let it feast on the dread 
 
    of the Empty World 
 
    for all it did to me 
 
    there is nothing good there 
 
      
 
    Braith stood straighter. She understood all Laslin didn’t, the unknown truth the Peacekeepers of Fih Bryn had fought to protect. 
 
    It didn’t matter. There had to be something other than eternal rest awaiting Laslin in the silt beyond the continent. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why I’m here. Letting me know this before my time is…” Laslin curled her hands into fists. Fih Bryn was a god, but so was she. She was his blood and he was hers. She did not have to bow to him, to step carefully over the suggestions heavy between words. “It’s cruel. Confusing. What do You want from me, Fih Bryn?” 
 
    Fih Bryn drifted from Ceyda-Yr’s head and landed on the coral Rodaidh Nolani was wrapped around. 
 
      
 
    i want to help. You. myself  
 
    the other gods 
 
    we are one in the same. Laslin 
 
    my blood. Your blood 
 
    will never spill. or run dry 
 
    i do not mean to be cruel 
 
    but i have not thought i was human. in an age 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    including. the phoenix i am 
 
      
 
    listen. i have reached for You 
 
    through the fog. the mists 
 
    cursing myself. for all i could not do 
 
    i once burnt bright 
 
    my feathers were flames 
 
    my eyes were embers. not coals 
 
    and i too 
 
    knew there was something wrong. with the world 
 
    but in my time. there were distractions 
 
    i focused on helping humanity 
 
    and ignored. my own voice 
 
    in the back. of my head 
 
      
 
    but now i hear it 
 
    it roars 
 
    but i am bound by this place 
 
    by what i am 
 
    what we are 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    and i hold a truth i cannot enact 
 
    for i am so tired. Laslin 
 
      
 
    but You are not. not yet 
 
    You do not know the darkness of Your eyelids 
 
    like the darkness of dread. eating the old world 
 
    You are young 
 
    even as this place. changes You 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    and You are not a human. becoming a dragon 
 
    You are not a shell. forced into its truth 
 
    You are all You are. or have ever been 
 
    let that be enough 
 
      
 
    what matters. is that You were born 
 
    into the same world as beloved Braith 
 
    only she. has not forgotten. the dread of the old world 
 
    only she. is truly human 
 
    like the humans of old 
 
    before the black of space 
 
    emptied the world 
 
      
 
    You are here to do what i could not 
 
    what You cannot. without 
 
    beloved Braith 
 
    You are here to do. what the world distracted me from 
 
    and now exhaustion becomes me 
 
    as the scales spread. to Your face 
 
    there is a role for You. a reason for Your Mark 
 
    You must take it upon the land 
 
    that is not land 
 
    and ensure. You are the last 
 
    that no gods follow. and none are ever born 
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    Braith sat down. She stood up and marched in circles, stepping over gods as she shook her head. Her face lit up with Fih Bryn’s amber light, reaching only her. 
 
    “You want me to stop the cycle?” Laslin asked. “Why? Who would that help? Humanity needs Us.” 
 
      
 
    no. We need humanity. to need Us 
 
    We are here to serve them. to ensure 
 
    they thrive. in this new world 
 
      
 
    and it would help Us all. You 
 
    me. every god sleeping along the ocean bed 
 
    but most importantly. the First God 
 
    there is nothing good here 
 
    and so it must remain. but on the continent 
 
    on the lizard’s back. the First God slumbers 
 
    thinking Itself dead 
 
    buried in the grave. of a thing. that should have no grave 
 
    but if You find It. and wake It 
 
    the cycle will be no more 
 
    the First God will return 
 
    and we. like It. will awaken 
 
      
 
    “If I did that, I’d be the last god. Not You,” Laslin said. 
 
    Fih Bryn nodded and tucked his wings against himself. 
 
    He looked to Laslin for her to make her choice. To decide if the cycle should remain, her own palm ever covering her heart, gods coming every two-hundred years, giving humanity a reason to celebrate. Or if it should be banished into a past it’d never belonged in, where no children scraped their palms and discovered the fragmented truth of themselves. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Laslin said. Why hesitate? Why force anyone else to endure this? “Tell me how and I’ll do it.” 
 
      
 
    for that. You need beloved Braith 
 
      
 
    Braith stopped pacing. 
 
    “I’m here for a reason? Not just to bring Laslin to You?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    you are not here at all 
 
    you only think you are 
 
    you would not survive this far out 
 
    this lingering dread 
 
    even in Laslin’s shadow 
 
    you are safe on land 
 
    dreaming 
 
    as we now do 
 
      
 
    Braith stared at her hands. Her stomach growled, her throat was parched, but she didn’t argue with her god. Not when she was so close to the answers she deserved. 
 
      
 
    i have waited. for one 
 
    who felt something wrong 
 
    in the earth below the First God’s scales 
 
    someone who lived. while a god retained 
 
    some of Their human form 
 
    one who questioned. the truth. in her bones 
 
    for the First God. thinks Itself dead 
 
    thinks with the mind of a mortal 
 
    and has taken Its exhaustion. converted it 
 
    into sleep 
 
    It needs to be understood. by one 
 
    who could bleed as easily 
 
    as dream 
 
    It needs to awaken. as you have 
 
    beloved Braith 
 
    morning after morning. fearing death 
 
    but grateful for waking 
 
      
 
    Braith pressed a hand to her throat. Laslin struggled to look her way, blinded by all that burnt in her eyes. Braith was paralysed by everything Siormar had branded into her, the world that screamed there was something wrong, the way she had run, and run again; it swirled within her, filling her chest and Laslin’s.  
 
    “You were waiting for me? Not just a human. Not just someone You could speak to. Me. I was right. I was right, and You saw that. You reached out to me. I should’ve understood it sooner! I should have heard Your voice more clearly,” Braith whispered. 
 
      
 
    do not apologise. beloved Braith 
 
    i should have done more. for you 
 
    we all should have 
 
    you are. only human 
 
    you are 
 
    the salt of the earth 
 
    there was nothing good here 
 
    until you arrived 
 
    you are not. too late 
 
    i grow weary. of the waking world 
 
    but as you drift to sleep in minutes. or hours 
 
    i have years. or decades 
 
    before I join my kin 
 
      
 
    “Where is It?” Laslin asked. “Where is the First God? You said It became the continent. How do we wake that?” 
 
      
 
    It laid down Its Mark. forsook Its body 
 
    and passed into a new form 
 
    this is the One who sleeps. cradled by the earth 
 
    thinking Itself dead 
 
    but as for where. i cannot say 
 
    You will discover it Yourself. with beloved Braith 
 
    as You were always meant to 
 
      
 
    Laslin turned to Braith, but she was gone. Only gods remained. Where she once stood there was a pillar of salt, slowly losing the shape of a woman. The residue of ghosts pooled in her footsteps, dark oceans trembling as they reached for the air, turning turquoise under the moon. Laslin stepped back, watching the sky. 
 
    The ghosts of fish were not drifting aimlessly through the Empty Ocean. They drifted towards the Mark of the First God, wrapped around the continent, and joined with it. They poured their magic into it, even as the god slept. 
 
    Fih Bryn left his perch and nudged the small of Laslin’s back. He walked by her side as she made the long journey back to the cliffs. They did not speak. There was no need for that. He had passed the truth on to Laslin and trusted her to do what he could not. 
 
    His black wings trailed through the sand. His steps slowed. 
 
    Laslin kept moving forward. 
 
    He wasn’t like her. 
 
    He was a god, but he wasn’t like her. 
 
    He fit in his own body. He had been draped in his wings for decades. He knew what he was and what he had never been. 
 
    Laslin was still teething. Her horns were not yet scuffed. She opened her mouth and the scales framing her face tugged at her skin. She ran her tongue across her teeth, incisors now pronounced. Her torso too had changed: her chest was flat, covered in large, armour-like scales, green and sturdy. 
 
    The sun rose. The cliffs stood before her. 
 
    Laslin dug her fingers into the rocks and hauled herself up. She did not rush, and she did not falter. The spring sun washed across her back, and she wished for wings, for claws. She wished to change all at once. She wanted to be the dragon she was, not this staggered hybrid that could pass for neither human nor god. 
 
    People would stare. She’d have to accept it. She was not one of them, not human, and their pious disgust would not touch her. 
 
    Hours passed. How much easier it was to fall off a cliff than scale it. When the mists drew close, cold on her skin, Laslin looked back. 
 
    She saw the point of impact, the crater she’d made. 
 
    It was shaped like a hand, fingers tapering into claws. 
 
    A god had tripped, catching herself on her palms. She hadn’t scraped them to discover something underneath, but scales grew on her like the rocks and trees that covered the First God.  
 
    She passed through the mists, through the lake suspended in the air. She pulled herself into the clear sky and the continent reared over her. She’d never reach the land that wasn’t land. 
 
    She could fall back into the mists. She could make herself believe it would cushion her. In the depths of the Empty Ocean, she could become what she was. She’d never have to face humanity in this tender state of change. 
 
    The roar of the waterfalls brought her back to herself. The First God would keep sleeping, and she too would succumb to the exhaustion of creating a new world, forcing another god to bear the fruit of the cycle. 
 
    On she went. Laslin threw an arm over the edge of the cliff, and human hands wrapped around it, pulling her up. 
 
    Braith stared at her. She hadn’t been in the Empty Ocean, but she had. She’d felt it, taken it in, and she’d suffered the dread creeping upon her, even if it was only a dream. 
 
    “Braith,” Laslin said, placing a hand on her face. 
 
    This was humanity. This was all the First God’s dreams had amounted to. 
 
    “Laslin,” Braith said, clearing her throat. “Here. Take this.” 
 
    She unbuttoned her cloak about the throat and handed it to Laslin. Laslin took it without a word and pulled the hood over her horns. 
 
    “It was all real, wasn’t it? It wasn’t a dream or a delusion. It all happened, right?” Braith said. 
 
    “It was real. It is real. All of it,” Laslin said. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “I had a little help.” 
 
    She stepped to the side. There was Thorn, clear of the dread, munching on the grass left in the wake of freshly melted snow. 
 
    Tears filled Laslin’s eyes. 
 
    She took deep breaths, centred herself, and charged over to Thorn. She threw her arms around him and he huffed, irritated at having his breakfast disturbed. Laslin muttered nonsense into his scales, and he tilted his head to the side, getting a real look at her. 
 
    A glassy eye darted between her horns and scales. Thorn’s tongue lulled out, swiping one of her horns. Laslin clung tighter to him and buried her face in his neck. 
 
    Braith stood by, patient. Laslin didn’t need to hide from her. Braith had seen the horns grow, had looked into the slits Laslin’s eyes had become, and she’d witnessed the scales spread, covered in a green blush. Or she hadn’t: the Braith below had turned to salt, as empty as the ocean. 
 
    “Thorn found his way to me?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “It was a joint effort. After that… dream, hallucination, I felt myself pulled here. I think Thorn was as worried about You as I was,” Braith said. 
 
    She came closer and crouched at Thorn’s side, gently petting his head. 
 
    “Thorn always knows more than anyone else. He sees all the things humans and gods don’t notice.” 
 
    Laslin sat in the grass. The ground had yet to thaw, but with the vanishing snow and the sun burning white in the air, she imagined warmth around her. She leant against Thorn, side by side with Braith. 
 
    “So it was real,” Braith said, watching clouds drift overhead. “Everything Fih Bryn said. The Empty Ocean, the First God. The dread from space. It wasn’t all in my head, right?” 
 
    “I think it’s too complicated for any human mind to manifest,” Laslin said.  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve spent so long on the road, following You, feeling something in the back of my head that I could create a whole world, just to give myself answers.” 
 
    “Just as the First God did,” Laslin murmured. “And you’re human, aren’t you? Really human. Not just an echo of humanity from the old, Empty World. You’re what the First God set out to create, and I understand why.” 
 
    Braith wrung her hands together. 
 
    “I don’t understand what it means. I’m human. I know I am. Everyone I’ve ever met is human! Except You, I mean. How can I be a real human if my parents are just dream-humans, or whatever? Do I have one more drop of human blood than anyone else? It seems so pointless. I spent my whole life terrified I was a god, and now I’m disappointed I’m only a human.” 
 
    “Not only a human,” Laslin said. She kept her eyes on the sun, determined to trace its path across the sky, inch by inch, until darkness fell and hid her horns. “From the first time I met you, I felt a pull towards you. I didn’t see Fih Bryn down in the Empty Ocean. Not His true self; He was covered in the residue of ghosts, flames snuffed out. But I’ve always seen Him reflected in your eyes, even when I didn’t know what the flames were. 
 
    “You hold all the answers. You are the answer. You are human, Braith, and that is a wonderful thing. We gods are only here to serve you.”  
 
    Braith said nothing. She stared ahead. 
 
    After a lifetime of praying for the sky to darken, she rested her head on Laslin’s shoulder. 
 
    “I hate this. I’ve spent my whole life wanting to be normal, and it turns out I’m too normal,” Braith said. Laslin laughed softly. “Can I ask You something? How long was Avery with You?” 
 
    “From spring to autumn,” Laslin said. 
 
    The letters Avery had written were in her breast pocket, closer to her heart than her scales. 
 
    “Why was she with You? Was she—” Braith cleared her throat. “Did she ask for Your help? Looking for me, I mean? I disappeared, I know I did, and she must’ve thought I was dead, and…” 
 
    Laslin took Braith’s hand, squeezing it. 
 
    “I needed a guide through the forest. Avery needed an adventure of her own,” she said. 
 
    Braith gripped Laslin’s hand hard. 
 
    “I know You’ve tried telling me so many times, Laslin. Why she left, what took her back to Vaelos. And I’ve refused the truth every time, afraid I already know the answer. Do You think You’d tell me now? I’m ready to listen.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t want to speak the words out loud. She didn’t want Braith to be burdened with that pain, and she didn’t want Avery to have been driven from her to begin with. 
 
    “It was Taryn. They passed away in the autumn,” Laslin said. 
 
    Braith tensed against her. Taryn was not someone Braith had only met in passing, someone she had spent mere days with. They had been Braith’s in-law, the only parent who had done right by her, and there had been a time when she saw them every day. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Braith. They didn’t suffer,” Laslin said. “It was a brain bleed.”  
 
    Braith pressed a fist to her mouth. Her breathing grew shallow and intentional, stopping her shoulders from shaking and her chest from heaving. She was a woman who had learnt to bury her true feelings deep within her, so deep she knew little of them, but she was not so good at doing so by Laslin’s side. 
 
    “Poor Malik,” Braith whispered. “Avery went back to look after him, didn’t she? That’s—that’s good. He’s always adored her.” 
 
    “She’s raising him, along with Saxon. She moved to Vaelos to help Avery and Malik both.” 
 
    Braith tilted her head back, eyes screwed shut. 
 
    “How did I make such a mess of things? That’s my family. Or it was. I should be with them, grieving. Making arrangements. Helping them through their days. Taryn meant more to me than my own flesh and blood, and they made sure I was safe in Vaelos. They told me over and over that they’d pick up a sword if any Peacekeeper ever came for me. What went wrong? 
 
    “Other than me. I’m just too human to understand my own mind. Fih Bryn had plans for me. He knew what was at the core of me, yet I didn’t. I interpreted it all wrong. I left my wife in the dead of night and told myself I was doing the right thing. I left my sister behind. Little Malik was only a few years old, and Taryn… I’ll never see them again. I’ll never get to apologise for running away. 
 
    “I threw my whole family away, Laslin. And for what? A divine purpose I can’t make sense of?” 
 
    “It can’t have been easy to leave,” Laslin said. 
 
    “It wasn’t. Why else would I do it in the dead of night? I thought I was going to go mad, Laslin. It was like the dread on the way to the coast, at the bottom of the Empty Ocean. It grew stronger every day, and I was convinced the wrath of god was going to fall upon me,” Braith said. “I don’t know what I thought was true: whether I was condemned by having left the Peacekeepers, or whether I condemned Avery with my presence. 
 
    “Who knows? If I hadn’t been raised in a cult, maybe I could’ve talked to Avery. Maybe I would’ve realised the pull wasn’t back to Siormar.”  
 
    “Listen to me, Braith. None of this was your fault. I don’t know how to speak for the consequences, but Fih Bryn should’ve known better than to toy with you. He shouldn’t have put it all on you. It isn’t your fault,” Laslin said. When Braith pursed her lips together, Laslin added, “Fih Bryn said something about Siormar. About letting it burn after what it did to Him. Do you know what He meant?” 
 
    “I do. And I only now realise how awful it was,” Braith said. “You’ve spoken with my sister. You must know all about Siormar and how we – they – believed in the prophecy of Fih Bryn. The people didn’t wait for a god to reveal Theirself. They took a proactive approach. 
 
    “Whenever the time came for a new god to be born in mortal guise, they took the children of Siormar and searched out the Mark of the Gods themselves. Children of a certain age would be tested every year to see if the Mark had formed. A small incision in the forearm. That’s what I read. 
 
    “When the Mark was found in Fih Bryn’s arm, they decided to help Him. They always spoke about it with such pride. Bringing a god into the world, not letting Him linger in mortality, confused, uncertain. 
 
    “I don’t know the details. Not exactly. I guess they dug the Mark out of His arm. Excavated it with a blade.” 
 
    Laslin’s fingers curled towards her palm, creating a faint spark of turquoise light. 
 
    She’d scraped her palms on a path she’d taken a hundred times and fought to keep the tears back. The Mark had emerged in its own time, surfacing as it was always meant to. It was a slow thing, taking years. Laslin did not know it then, but it changed her body as it appeared. It eradicated the need to sleep, to eat. It let her heart lie dormant, her lungs empty. It gave her the answers to questions the mortal mind could not ask, and it turned the world to its true colours. 
 
    The sting of gravel was bad enough. The pain Fih Bryn would’ve felt, body still making use of its nerves, was beyond anything she could comprehend. Having the Mark surface all at once, power poured into his body, world changing in a matter of hours, ought to have been more than he could endure. 
 
    It was a wonder he had done so much good in the world. It was a testament to his divine self that he had not turned his back on humanity for the rituals forced upon him. 
 
    “How old would He have been?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Ten or so,” Braith said. “The stories differ, but it’s usually around there.” 
 
    Laslin had not known nausea in a decade. She had not vomited in nearly twice as long. 
 
    Only a cool breeze stopped it from happening now. 
 
    “And that is how they treat their gods,” Laslin murmured. “Fih Bryn was right. Let it burn to the ground. What now, Braith? Is your head clearer?” 
 
    “As clear as it’s ever been.” 
 
    “Fih Bryn said we need one another. You’re human, a true human, and you’ll bring the First God back to Itself. Easier said than done. Where do we start? Do you have any ideas where It is?” 
 
    Braith got to her feet. She wandered to the edge of the cliff, too close for Laslin’s liking. Laslin placed her hand on the cold ground, seeking out a connection; searching for something the empty husk of a petrified god recognised in the warmth of her Mark, hoping the wind would pick up, pointing her in the right direction. 
 
    There was nothing. It might well all be a great joke on Fih Bryn’s part. 
 
    The gods didn’t slumber in the Empty Ocean. They only wanted to see how gullible she was, how determined she was to believe there was something special about her; that there was a purpose to her place in the cycle. 
 
    Braith stepped back. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know where to begin,” Braith murmured. “I’m sorry, Laslin. I’ve spent so long following You and the other gods that I don’t know how to lead, even if You and Fih Bryn ask it of me.” 
 
    “That’s alright. We’ll work together,” Laslin said. “If you want to come with me, that is.” 
 
    She tapped Thorn’s side, signalling for him to start the long walk back to Nyarko. 
 
    Laughing, Braith said, “Like I have any choice.” 
 
    “Of course you do. You always have a choice, Braith. Now, tomorrow. When we’re on the very cusp of finding the First God. So long as I’m here, you always have a choice. You can leave the minute you want to.” 
 
    Laslin set off beside Thorn. Braith fell behind, but Laslin didn’t look back. She let Braith take in the brunt of her words, let her decide whether she was doing what she wanted to, what a god wanted of her, or both. 
 
    Braith jogged to catch up. 
 
    “I want there to be a reason for all of this,” Braith decided. 
 
    “We’d better return to Nyarko and let Luso and Flint know what’s happening.” 
 
    As they strayed from the coast, the dread crept back. It pushed them from the old world they were better knowing nothing of, and begged them not to turn back. Laslin and Braith had felt enough dread for a lifetime and marched on. 
 
    Laslin thought herself numb to it until Nyarko took its place along the horizon. The lingering magic around the coast, the dregs of a force that had seen the world stripped to ash, were nothing. The true dread was before her. 
 
    Luso and Flint would see her. They’d see her horns, the slits of her eyes, the pointed teeth that kept catching on her lower lip. No mortal would ever look deeper than her scales again. Having Braith look upon her, Braith who had-or-hadn’t been there as it happened, was all Laslin could bear. 
 
    “Go for me,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Laslin?” Braith asked, hand on Thorn’s back as she came to a grateful stop. 
 
    “It’ll cause too much commotion if I go down there looking like this,” Laslin said. Braith’s gaze skidded to the side. “Let them know everything. All that Fih Bryn taught us, all we saw. Let them know that we’re moving on and that they’re safe here.”  
 
    Braith parted her lips. Laslin knew what she was going to say: Flint and Luso were her friends and would never judge her for the ways her body had changed. 
 
    They both knew it wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
    “I’ll be as quick as I can,” Braith said. 
 
    Laslin sat in the melting snow, watching Braith disappear into the city.  
 
    The path ahead was impossible to walk alone, and they’d been brought together for a reason. 
 
    The timing had been all wrong. Braith was years gone from Vaelos by the time Laslin arrived. She ought to have been faster, ought to have listened to her gut. Fewer rests, less dragging her feet, fewer feasts, fewer celebrations, and they would’ve met when they were meant to. 
 
    But nothing unfolded as it should’ve. 
 
    Laslin had forged her own connection. She’d discovered mortality in the strangest of places, in the way she learnt to smile and do more of a night than count the endless stars. 
 
    Braith returned hours later. Luso and Flint had demanded she go over every detail and begged to be taken to Laslin. 
 
    But before Braith could say anything, Laslin looked up and said, “I’m sorry, Braith. We need each other in this, it’s true, but I can’t do this without Avery. I need to see her. I need to make sense of so many things.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Eight. 
 
      
 
    It’d taken four months to reach the northernmost point of the continent. Laslin was determined to cut that time in half. In quarters, if it did not wound Thorn. 
 
    Winter was behind them. The heavy snowfall and icy paths belonged to another life. Blizzards did not arise to beat them back, nor did they stop for days on end, waiting out the density of the weather. The snow melted beneath Thorn’s feet. 
 
    Spring outpaced them. The continent, poised upon a Bloodscale’s back, was a deeper, more vibrant green than any Laslin had known. Daffodils reared up against the wind to face the sun that regained slithers of itself with every passing day. Bluebells bloomed en masse, sending their strong, sweet scent across the meadows. 
 
    Laslin charged through the long grass, paying the turning of seasons no heed. The world was an obstacle, not a thing of wonder. It had no identity of its own. It churned beneath Thorn’s feet, horizon ever out of reach. The villages and cities were nothing. She’d visited them on her way north, and humanity did not need the blessing of a god when a season had barely passed. There were no long nights lost to feasts, no days spent getting to the root of every problem.  
 
    Laslin only slowed for Thorn, Braith, and her horse. Their rests were brief, and Laslin used her Mark to help make the most of them. Braith hunted her own food, determined not to waste any of Laslin’s time in the distant settlements, relying more on traps than arrows. 
 
    The journey demanded everything of them. A singular purpose sent them south, as though Laslin had wings of her own. Yet during the stolen hours of the late evening, between Braith’s dinner and the onslaught of sleep that pursued all mortals, they found time to talk. 
 
    They sat around a fire that was there for comfort, for cooking, not to keep their skin from turning blue. Braith searched for distractions wherever they went. She remarked on the blooming flowers and the longer days; the sun’s apology for the months that preceded them; she spoke of books she’d read and longed to read, and played her lute. 
 
    Some nights, she asked after Fih Bryn. She asked whether Laslin still felt him as the distance between them grew. She never held Laslin’s gaze, never answered in kind, instead fussing with her hair and changing the subject as abruptly as it had risen. 
 
    Fih Bryn’s influence lingered. Resentment welled within Laslin, the sort reserved for her own blood. Mortals were not made to be used like this. Fih Bryn had said it himself. The gods were there to serve mortals, not the other way around. Braith didn’t deserve to be twice-brainwashed: once by Fih Bryn’s cult of Peacekeepers, and then by the god who claimed to abhor them. 
 
    Like the flames in Braith’s eyes, Laslin’s singular fondness for her did not fade. There was no shame in it, but the thought of returning to Vaelos with Braith at her side was not one Laslin enjoyed. 
 
    She promised herself she would never force Avery to face Braith. She would never argue for Braith; Avery’s hurt was real and not yet healed over. Her trust had shattered, her whole life turned around. 
 
    And so it was for Braith. 
 
    After two months of purposely not talking about Avery, Braith tugged her horse over to Thorn’s side and said, “What makes You think Avery can help? That she’ll know anything about the First God?” 
 
    Had Laslin consulted a map, Vaelos would’ve been an inch away. Trees promised to rise over the horizon. No season but spring had ever touched the surrounding meadows; the long grass, dotted with wildflowers and bees humming through the air as Braith sneezed every five minutes, held their true form. 
 
    Warmth poured over the meadows, selfless and unending. Laslin tugged her cloak tighter around her throat, ensuring the light breeze didn’t push her hood back. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Laslin said. 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “I don’t know that Avery can help,” Laslin clarified. 
 
    “You don’t know, but we’re wasting our time heading to Vaelos?” Braith asked. “I thought she—I don’t know what I thought. But I thought You knew what You were doing.” 
 
    There was a defiance to Braith that wasn’t born of the Peacekeepers. 
 
    Laslin offered an apologetic smile around her fangs. 
 
    “Fih Bryn says the First God is sleeping but thinks Itself dead. I need you, the only true human, to help wake It. You were led to me for a reason, but—” 
 
    “But Avery was too? Is that it? She never thought there was anything wrong with the world. She never listened.”  
 
    “No. Only you were forced to hear,” Laslin said gently. 
 
    “It’s a waste. She ignored everything I said for years, and now You want to speak to her about it? No one knows more than we do. We should head straight for the First God,” Braith snapped. 
 
    She gripped her horse’s reins, intent on veering off the path, but could find no confidence in any direction. 
 
    “Where is It?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I’m not the god, Laslin. What I know is that we don’t need another distraction.” 
 
    Braith didn’t want to see Avery, not now they were so close. Laslin understood the feeling. Each time she let her heart beat in anticipation, her cloak brushed her horns, or her tongue touched her oversized incisors. Avery’s smiling face turned to one of horror, and Laslin wished to sink into whatever shadow would have her. 
 
    “You don’t have to come into the village. Avery doesn’t have to know you’re here,” Laslin said. 
 
    Braith scoffed. 
 
    “What? Just ignore her and my sister, now that I know the truth about myself and my actions? I have a plan. I need to apologise to both of them. I need to make things right,” Braith said. 
 
    Braith had practised her apologies dozens of times over dinner, face screwed up, ever finding more to add. 
 
    “But you’re scared. You don’t want to see Avery,” Laslin said. 
 
    “I’m scared! I abandoned her in the night and left a letter! And then, three years later, I come face-to-face with her in Ayad and act like she’s in the wrong, as though she intentionally hurt me, and the Peacekeepers had to come to my rescue. I threw away the life we built together! How do I apologise for that!” 
 
    Laslin tapped the back of Thorn’s head, having him slow. Braith’s horse was barely at a canter. 
 
    “Slowly. And with a lot of patience,” Laslin said. “And without expecting her to forgive you.” 
 
    Braith sighed. She pushed her palm to her forehead, muttered something under her breath, and slowly found the will to nod. Making amends was never going to be easy, and she couldn’t rush in with steady nerves and a light heart. 
 
    “You never answered me. Why are You going to see Avery if You don’t think she’ll help?” Braith asked, shoving the attention off herself. 
 
    Because she had spent months desperate for a reason, any reason, to return to Vaelos. Because she had turned back more than once but knew it would hurt Avery more than help her. Because they were not meant to be apart, but the world turned as it pleased. 
 
    “She’ll help put everything in perspective,” Laslin said. 
 
    Braith was silent. She hunched her shoulders and glowered ahead. 
 
    They continued along the path. Laslin let her mind wander. She’d go to Avery of a night, hidden by shadows. Avery didn’t need to see her horns, her fangs, the scales framing her face and running along her arms. 
 
    “Were You sleeping with her?” Braith asked jarringly loudly. 
 
    Laslin stopped staring ahead. Braith, higher for being on a horse, stared down at her, strangling the reins. Surely Laslin didn’t need to answer. It had never been explicit, but Braith was a smart woman. She knew how to read between the lines. 
 
    “Yes,” Laslin said. 
 
    “And You knew she was married.” 
 
    “I did. I spent months with Avery, slowly getting to know her. I knew it was in name alone and that it was not of Avery’s choice; that she had moved on regardless and found the courage to love another.” 
 
    Grunting, Braith steered her horse of the path and paraded in circles. 
 
    Laslin slipped off Thorn’s back, giving Braith the time she needed. 
 
    “I hate this. I hate it. She’s my wife! But what did I expect? To leave her for years, having very clearly stated that it was forever, and have her—what? Go into mourning and never glance at another woman? But she’s my wife! I keep coming back to that, and… and…” 
 
    “And you thought you might have the chance to make it right, one day?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “No. Never. Not once. I didn’t let myself imagine that. I convinced myself it was the worst thing in the world, the last thing I wanted. She’d only drag me further from Fih Bryn’s light. Once I knew the truth of things, once I’d left the Peacekeepers again, I knew it was hopeless. I didn’t even entertain fantasies,” Braith sighed. “But she’s my wife! She’s the best person I know. My favourite person. And after everything I’ve done, I find myself acting like being technically married means anything.” 
 
    Laslin let Braith say her piece and stomp around for a few minutes longer. 
 
    “I wish I’d reached Vaelos sooner. I wish You’d never known the fear that forced you to flee. I’m sorry for that, Braith. Sincerely. I’ve let you down more than any mortal,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh, stop it! Don’t blame Yourself for my bad choices. I’ll learn something from this, the world will keep turning, and… I’m just anxious. Maybe it’d be better if I went into hiding forever than force them to endure the sight of me.” 
 
    “It’ll be alright, Braith. Not right away and not all at once, but things will get better. I promise.” 
 
    Braith gathered herself and found the path once more.  
 
    Laslin was glad of her outburst. It saved her from one of her own. It would be fine, she promised herself; things would get better, even if not right away and not all at once. Avery had always loved the fire she breathed, the scales on her back; why should she hate her when there was more of her? 
 
    They made camp outside the forest. It wasn’t so dense there as it was to the east and west of Vaelos, and Braith assured her she’d have them through in three or four days. She said nothing else and laid by Thorn’s side until she fell asleep. 
 
    Laslin counted the stars. With the forest in bloom, light green leaves stretching towards one another, it was her last chance to take in the night sky for days. 
 
    Thorn wasn’t best pleased by their return to the forest. He’d no sooner forget the run-in with the rabbit-trap than Avery would. He grumbled as he plodded through the undergrowth and over the roots, a little surer of himself than he’d been last year. Laslin spent the first morning speaking to him in a soothing voice, promising it would all be worth it. 
 
    Braith wasn’t the forester Avery was, but no one could compare. Three years hadn’t shaken the memory of the paths in and out of Vaelos, and not once did Laslin stumble into a pit.  
 
    Braith swung between believing it would be alright, excited to see her sister and Malik again, and talking herself out of the whole plan. She was determined to hide in the trees while Laslin did what she needed to one moment and offering to go ahead and explain the situation to Saxon and Avery the next.  
 
    Laslin stopped offering input when she realised it wouldn’t stop Braith spiralling. She patted her back and continued through the dappled light, breath held indefinitely.  
 
    “Almost there,” Braith murmured under her breath. “That’s—okay. That’s it. There it is.” 
 
    They’d travelled through the last stretch of night, wanting to arrive before dawn broke and cast its light upon Laslin. 
 
    Without taking her eyes off the village, Laslin placed a hand on a tree to keep herself steady. Even now, ghosts drifted towards it. The first time Laslin had visited, led by mushrooms, it had been one more settlement along an endless path. Now it was the heart of everything; the start of anything in her life that truly mattered. 
 
    A flicker of light danced in the cemetery. Laslin found Taryn’s – Avery’s – house in a heartbeat. She’d read Avery’s description a hundred times over. Taking a deep breath, Laslin held the air in her lungs, never wanting to let it go; never wanting this moment to end. Avery was so close, so safe, never alone, living a life that meant so much. 
 
    Braith vomited into the dirt. 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m okay! Just nervous, that’s all. I’m fine,” Braith promised, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
    Laslin waited three seconds. Braith doubled over, throwing up again. 
 
    Thorn plodded impatient circles around her. 
 
    Laslin handed her a canteen of water and one of the apples they’d picked in the forest.  
 
    Braith, eyes pricked with tears, gulped down the water, swished some in her mouth, and spat it onto the forest floor. 
 
    “Okay. Okay. Sorry about that. I tried not eating too much because I knew that was going to happen,” Braith said. “What’s the plan? Still the same?”  
 
    Laslin nodded. 
 
    It wasn’t Braith’s place to march into the village and knock on the door of the light blue house, not when Laslin could soften the blow. Laslin would go ahead and gently let them know Braith was there; she’d like to apologise if they’d listen, and understood that they might need time and space. 
 
    Laslin pulled her cloak tighter around herself. She’d dug out her gloves and a scarf and let herself grate against spring. 
 
    She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t head a few hundred yards to Avery’s front door and come face-to-face with her. She couldn’t see her again. Not like this, knowing it couldn’t be forever. 
 
    She envied Braith. Laslin could not pour out everything within herself so easily.  
 
    She took a step back. She’d never run from anything in her life, but her feet would know how. 
 
    A familiar cry stopped her from turning to flee. 
 
    Laslin instinctively held out an arm. Strong talons wrapped around it, and a beak pressed to her forehead, feathers brushing against her face. 
 
    “Ivy!” Laslin said, hand on the hawk’s back. “Ivy, I’ve missed you so, so much.” 
 
    Ivy cooed. She shook out her wings and nestled closer to Laslin. Laslin closed her eyes, holding Ivy to her chest, and kissed the top of her head. Her life was not the same without Ivy’s shadow drifting across her, without having a friend beyond the stars in the sky. 
 
    Thorn tilted his head to look up at her. He settled for the first time since reaching the forest. 
 
    Once Ivy was done with Laslin, she hopped on Thorn’s back. The pair of them sat at the edge of the forest as the sky lightened. 
 
    “I’d better go before everyone wakes up. I don’t want to cause a commotion,” Laslin said. “Thorn. Stay with Braith, alright? You can come down once everything is sorted.” 
 
    Thorn blinked. 
 
    A giant lizard in the middle of Vaelos was a strong indicator there was a god around. 
 
    “Good luck!” Braith called after her, meaning it. 
 
    Laslin hurried down the hillside, joining one of the village’s meandering paths out into the grassy plains surrounding it. She walked as briskly as she could, hood held in place, and wound around to the light-blue house by the village square. 
 
    No one had risen yet, but the roosters were bound to cry soon. Knowing the square would soon be flooded with vaguely familiar faces, Laslin rushed to the front door, fist raised. 
 
    It was strange that the house was so small, in the scheme of the forest and the world, yet Avery spent so much of her time there. So much of her life played out between those stone walls, and there was so much warmth within, laughter and happiness in abundance; Laslin could and had trekked to the edge of the continent and not found so much given so freely. 
 
    She knocked. 
 
    Avery had always known Laslin would change. Laslin had always known she would, too. It was better to stop wasting her time wondering. 
 
    Silence. The creak of a door. Feet on the stairs. Locks pulled open from within. 
 
    Braith was right. Laslin had no reason to be there. It was a waste of time, and they should head straight for the First God, rather than torment Avery with their brief, unannounced return. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    Laslin’s nails dug into her palms. 
 
    Lantern light revealed a face that wasn’t Avery’s. 
 
    “Laslin?” Saxon asked after a beat. “Is that You?” 
 
    “I’m sorry for disturbing you. I know it’s early,” Laslin said, finding herself stuttering. “But it’s important. I think. I hope.” 
 
    Saxon put a hand on Laslin’s arm and gave a gentle squeeze.  
 
    “Laslin. There’s no need to apologise. It’s always an honour to have You here,” Saxon assured her. “Please. Come in, come in.” 
 
    The thought of someone pulling their curtains back pushed Laslin over the threshold. 
 
    She stepped into the corridor, closing the door behind her. Saxon’s lantern revealed the shape of Avery’s boots and cloaks, no longer called for with winter behind them. 
 
    Laslin didn’t know how to take another step. It was only a hallway, like any other she’d stepped into. She didn’t know what she’d expected or why it felt so overwhelmingly ordinary; only, perhaps, because it was. This was a mortal home for mortal life, and she’d never quite comprehend that. 
 
    “Would You like to tell me why You’re here?” Saxon suggested. “Not that You need a reason, but You did say it was important.” 
 
    “It’s a lot,” Laslin said, needing Braith to explain it all. “But your sister’s with me.” 
 
    “Braith?” 
 
    Saxon lowered the lantern, hand over her mouth. If she’d noticed Laslin’s horns, it wasn’t enough to break her stride or cause her gaze to linger. Only news of Braith could catch her unaware. 
 
    “We’ve been travelling together since autumn,” Laslin said, not knowing how to lay it out from start to finish. “There’s so much you need to know, but she’s here to apologise. She’s free of the Peacekeepers and she wants to make amends. But she doesn’t expect to be welcomed here, either. She’s waiting in the forest, and she’ll wait until you say it’s alright for her to set foot in Vaelos.” 
 
    Laslin watched the lantern light flicker over Saxon’s face, searching for a sign of change over the last six months. Laslin had not known her well, had not spent more than a handful of hours with her, but hoped moving to a village and raising a child had changed her in some small, visible way. 
 
    She hoped she’d be braced for any changes in Avery, if there were hints to be found in Saxon. 
 
    “It was good of You to bring her here. And I don’t need an apology, not from her. I owe her one, if anything,” Saxon said. “She’s welcome here. I’d never turn her away, but it’s up to Avery.” 
 
    Saxon spoke her name, finally breaking the spell. Laslin couldn’t swallow the sour taste of patience any longer. 
 
    “Avery, is she—?” 
 
    Laslin couldn’t finish the question. Is she here? Is she okay? Is she going to be angry? Is she going to cry? 
 
    Saxon shook her head. 
 
    “Out in the forest. She had a particular feeling last night and went on a hunt. She’ll be back before Malik wakes up. You’re welcome to wait here, Your Grace. Is Your Bloodscale with You?” 
 
    “He is. He’s with Braith. We didn’t want to cause a commotion,” Laslin said. 
 
    They stared at one another, each seeing someone else. 
 
    Laslin’s fingers twitched. This was Avery’s home. Any minute and she’d step through the door. 
 
    “I’ll let Braith know,” Laslin said, grasping the door handle. “When Avery returns, tell her I’m here. I’ll be back. Soon.” 
 
    Laslin stepped out into the warm spring morning, wishing for winter. Wishing for ice in her lungs. 
 
    Saxon grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “You’ve changed, Your Grace, but so has Avery. Those changes may have happened apart, but she’s going to be so happy to see You,” Saxon said. “She’s missed You dearly.” 
 
    The words should’ve soothed Laslin, but she couldn’t stand the thought of Avery missing her. Of having so much in her life, Malik and Saxon, a home to run, a village to keep her busy, a forest to hunt in, but still having space carved out to miss someone she’d known for mere months. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I woke you,” Laslin said, darting back into the street. 
 
    She’d prepared herself to knock on Avery’s door and finally face her. She’d hadn’t prepared for Saxon and Saxon alone, hadn’t considered that she might have the chance to run away. It wasn’t too late. Avery could be anywhere in the forest, and Braith could shepherd Laslin and Thorn through, back on their path to nowhere, to no one. 
 
    But Laslin didn’t head back to Braith. Even Thorn couldn’t soothe her now. 
 
    She had crossed the threshold of Avery’s house, and Avery had not been there. Avery! Avery! This was Avery’s village, Avery’s forest. The place Avery had spent so much of her life, where so much of her would always remain. 
 
    Laslin marched blindly into the forest. Why had she come back? Braith was right. It was a distraction, a waste of time. Laslin wanted something she could not have and could not bear to say goodbye to Avery for a second time. It was selfish to put her through that, and all because she could no longer imagine doing anything of worth without Avery at her side. 
 
    Laslin stopped dead. The trees reared over her. The sky was lightening, turning the young leaves yellow around the edges. The undergrowth wouldn’t let her retrace her steps. The only thing to do was keep marching, and then she wouldn’t be running away; she’d only be lost. 
 
    Sticks cracked beneath her boots. Small creatures scurried back to their dens. Birds sang sweetly, welcoming the dawn, and an arrow whistled through the air. 
 
    It landed with a thwuck, embedding itself in the tree behind Laslin. She started, instinctively stepping forward and reaching for her Mark, but her cloak tugged around her neck. 
 
    The arrow had caught the tail end of it, pinning it to the tree. 
 
    “A little unseasonable for a cloak, wouldn’t You say?” came a voice from between the trees. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Nine. 
 
      
 
    Laslin had heard Avery’s voice a thousand times over in her head. She’d read the letters and reflected on memories over and over, hands creasing the precious pages.  
 
    She’d watched Luso trip over his own feet and imagined what Avery would say, remark somehow both brutal and kind. She’d imagined future letters Avery might send, and she’d looked over strange cities, wanting to know what Avery made of them. 
 
    It was nothing compared to hearing her voice; to having her so close and hearing something new, something true, from deep within her. 
 
    Avery’s words reached into her chest. Laslin could not move, could not think. Avery was there. Avery would speak indefinitely if she only asked, but Laslin could not look at her. 
 
    She was a trapped animal. It’d all be over if Avery saw the whites of her eyes. 
 
    “Come now. Don’t act as though You do not cut a familiar shape, even in such hefty garments,” Avery said, lowering her bow. “And I have little doubt You have found Yourself passing through Vaelos for reasons entirely unrelated to me, have You?” 
 
    What choice did Laslin have? Stand her ground, pinned to a tree by Avery’s arrow, or shake the cloak off and run? 
 
    There was another option, a middle-ground, but Laslin couldn’t move. 
 
    Her jaw stuck in place. 
 
    “I—” Laslin began. She saw Avery tense from the corner of her eye. The thought that Avery had spent as much time imagining her voice gave Laslin all she needed to keep speaking. “I’m so sorry, Avery. I don’t know where to start. I have so much to tell you, so much to apologise for, but I’ve changed. Physically. I know I shouldn’t be ashamed of it, but I’m not the person you remember.” 
 
    Avery took a cautious step towards her. The forest didn’t groan under her boots. 
 
    “More of a dragon than ever, are You? You needn’t concern Yourself with appearances around me,” Avery said. “Although I cannot rightly fault You for not being able to look at me or move. I have imagined seeing You again so many times, and in none of those scenarios did I ever stand here unmoving, letting a rift spread between us. I suppose I am a little paralysed myself. 
 
    “Gods, look at me! I saw You and my first instinct was to shoot an arrow Your way. It’s a good thing I have such remarkable accuracy.”  
 
    The fear in her throat was nothing. The corners of Laslin’s mouth twitched. There were nerves beneath Avery’s words, a tremble only Laslin would ever spot, but she was still herself. She was still worthy of Laslin’s trust. 
 
    She had to show herself to mortals beyond Braith one day. 
 
    “Avery,” was all Laslin could murmur. 
 
    “Now, if I may. Let’s cut to the chase, shall we, and pull back that hood of Yours.” 
 
    Again, she stepped closer. Laslin didn’t move, not even to breathe. With the hood draped over her eyes, Laslin took in Avery’s careful movements as she hooked her bow over her body and reached for the collar of Laslin’s cloak. 
 
    Her hands lingered, held there by fear; fear it would be too much, and they would both wound themselves in wounding each other. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Avery threw Laslin’s hood back in one swift motion. 
 
    Her horns didn’t catch. 
 
    Avery saw all of Laslin in the pale morning light. Only now Laslin did not care that she was uncovered, vulnerable, denied the chance to hide away; she saw all of Avery, too. Avery, with her untamed, auburn hair, topped with the very bycoket hat she’d worn when they’d first met. She’d returned to her green forester clothing at spring’s behest and had the look of a woman who had gone through too much in too short a time, but come out the better for it. 
 
    Laslin looked at Avery, and Avery looked at her. All the rough parts of Laslin melted away, worn smooth, though the horns and fangs remained. 
 
    Avery said nothing. 
 
    She placed a hand on Laslin’s face. Laslin wanted to screw her eyes shut, wanted to lean into the touch, but she didn’t. Couldn’t. She had to let Avery see her, had to let herself be seen. 
 
    Avery’s fingertips trailed over the scales lining the edge of her face. She did not rush to the horns, to the most prominent part of Laslin. Instead, her eyes darted here and there with flurries of smiles, taking in her sharpened teeth, the slits of her eyes, fingertips finally tracing the length of her horns. 
 
    “Goodness,” Avery finally murmured. “I didn’t think it possible, but You’ve positively outdone Yourself, Laz. I feel myself all aflutter. Now, before You say a word with that fanged mouth of Yours, let me pretend this is all for nothing. Let me indulge in the delusion that You have come to Vaelos for the scenery, that there will be no shocking revelations, and that it is only You and me alone in the forest for no urgent reason at all.” 
 
    Laslin cupped Avery’s face. Beautiful, smart, sharp-eyed Avery, with all the goodness in the world tucked away in the everyday of her life. Avery blinked fast, eyes filling with tears. Laslin pulled her close, kissing her. 
 
    She was careful with her fangs, but Avery did not mind. She did not shudder, nor did she pull away. Laslin closed her eyes, and the world regained its true colours, Avery flush against her, arms tight around her waist. 
 
    Laslin let her heart pound as it hadn’t in months. She let all of the pointless parts within her stir, heart and lungs setting the rhythm of their motions, and held Avery as tight as any being, human or god, knew how. 
 
    It wasn’t the horns and scales that made her a stranger in her own body. It was being apart from Avery for so long, in having lost something dearer than her own skin. 
 
    They sat on the forest floor, resting against a great oak. Laslin’s forgotten cloak was still pinned to the opposite tree. They held one another, fingers entwined, sunlight pooling around them. 
 
    Avery cried, but laughed through her tears. They each had so much to say, but there was no desperate urge to blurt it out; there was no need to condense the truth down to the fragments that mattered and press ink to paper. 
 
    They were together, and if only for that morning, had all the time in the world. 
 
    “I can’t believe You’re here,” Avery murmured, head on Laslin’s shoulder. “Or I can, but I choose not to. Accepting this is real would see me questioning everything about the world around us, the circumstances that brought You here. For now, all I wish is to be close to You.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m here,” Laslin said. “Or I can’t believe I ever wasn’t here. That I ever left.” 
 
    Avery squeezed her hands. She brought one to her lips, kissing each scale she could see. 
 
    “I would say let’s remain, let’s make a picnic from all the forest has to offer, but I am a woman of endless responsibilities. Little Malik will be most confused by my absence,” Avery said and moved as if to get to her feet. 
 
    “He won’t,” Laslin said, clinging to Avery’s arm. “I saw Saxon before I found you. She knows I’m here, and she’ll let Malik know what’s happening.” 
 
    Avery raised her brow. 
 
    “Well. If that’s the case, if You really are so forward-thinking as I feared, I suppose I’ve no choice but to delay my responsibilities by an entire hour or two.” 
 
    Grinning, Avery eased Laslin onto her back. The nearby trees had dropped their blossom in the days leading to Laslin’s arrival, and the soft, pink petals cushioned her.  
 
    Laslin placed a hand on Avery’s face as she leant over her, propped on an elbow. Dappled light drifted across her skin, her smile settled as it always did, natural as a lightning strike or gentle breeze, and her hair fell over the back of Laslin’s hands. 
 
    For every passing moment that felt like no time had come between them, another came to remind her of the six months spent alone, longing, not knowing if she’d ever see Avery again.  
 
    Avery kissed her mouth, then her nose. Laslin laughed, arms draped over the back of her neck, but did not laugh as Avery kissed her horns. There was a sensation there Laslin hadn’t expected; it reverberated into her skull, heightening around the bases, as Avery let her know her transformation hadn’t changed anything. 
 
    She loved Laslin, horns or no horns. 
 
    “I missed you. I missed you so much every day,” Laslin let herself whisper. “You have no idea how many times I’ve read your letters.” 
 
    “Oh, stop that, else I shall cry again. Surely You grew accustomed to our parting, six months on,” Avery said. 
 
    “No. Not in the slightest. Did you?” 
 
    “Most assuredly not. I simply hoped being a god would’ve spared You some of that pain,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin pulled her closer, kissing her. The sun grew brighter, the day warm. Noon found them, and still not a word of what had brought Laslin to Vaelos passed her lips. 
 
    They laid naked together, bodies white and brown and green under the swaying leaves. 
 
    Laughing as she wriggled her way free, Avery threw Laslin’s tunic into her lap. Laslin sat cross-legged, eyes fixed on Avery, and rocked forward to pick petals out of her hair. 
 
    Avery waited patiently for her to finish and dropped her bycoket hat atop her head. 
 
    Avery dressed and gathered the rest of her things. Laslin watched, tunic in her lap. She hadn’t expected it to feel so good to have sunlight wash over her scales, warming them as Avery’s hands had. 
 
    Avery tilted her head, holding out a hand. She hoisted Laslin to her feet and gave her one last kiss. They couldn’t stay lost in the woods forever, neglecting the rest of the world. 
 
    Laslin pulled her clothes on and shook out her short hair. 
 
    “Well! With all the excitement, it seems I overlooked one key thing,” Avery said, slinging her bow across her body. “Where is my dear boy Thorn?” 
 
    Laslin faltered. She pursed her lips together, not wanting to tell Avery he was with Braith. She didn’t want to ruin the moment, didn’t want to lose what little time they had together. 
 
    “Ah,” Avery said. “I suppose that’s all part of the story, isn’t it? Well, I trust You wouldn’t have arrived in such high spirits if the dear boy was injured, and he was never one for traipsing through the forest when he didn’t have to. Back to Vaelos for us, I suppose. Worry not, I shall sneak You into my house! Not because You have anything to hide, but because the village would be utterly merciless in their worship of You.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Laslin said. “I have so much to tell you, and I want Saxon there for it.” 
 
    Avery shrugged. She pulled her arrow from the tree and freed Laslin’s cloak. 
 
    “You are the most trustworthy soul I have ever met. And, in all honesty, part of me does not want answers. Rest assured, if it were not for that serious look in those delightful eyes of Yours, I would suggest we make camp here and spend the rest of the day kissing.” 
 
    Laslin smiled and took the cloak from Avery. From Avery! She hurried to pull it on, not to hide, but so she could take Avery’s hand in her own. Seconds apart and she was beginning to believe it was all an illusion. She needed the warmth of Avery’s skin against her own, needed this to be as real as the feeling filling her chest made it out to be. 
 
    “Back to Vaelos it is! Now, listen here. We shall tell Old Saxon that You became frightfully lost in these woods, and it took me the better part of the morning to stumble across You. There’s no need for a raised brow from her.” 
 
    Squeezing Avery’s hand, Laslin tugged her to the edge of the forest.  
 
    “I’d recommend pulling that hood up one last time,” Avery said, hopping over the roots serving as the forest’s last defence. “Not because of any strain on my behalf, but so I might smuggle You into my humble abode without sparking rumours of a god’s return.” 
 
    Laslin hid her horns, glad of the excuse to conceal the new parts of herself. The sun had brought the best of spring with it, and people filled the streets, hanging from their open windows to talk to each other. 
 
    “Avery,” Laslin said, pace slowing. 
 
    “I know, I know. We’ve had our fun. You’ve no choice but to reveal all the horrors that brought You here. Well? What is it? Are those ghosts finally getting the better of Vaelos?” 
 
    Avery grinned, lopsided. 
 
    “I travelled with Luso and Flint,” Laslin said. 
 
    “So You did! Your letters said as much. How are they? It’s a terrible shame I didn’t get to spend more time with them. I expect they have more than a few fascinating stories to share,” Avery said, humming happily.  
 
    Laslin ground her teeth together. There would be a time and a place to speak of her travels with Luso and Flint, but this wasn’t it. That was a conversation for softer days when there were no secrets left between them. 
 
    “There’s more, isn’t there? Have some mercy, won’t You! Out with it,” Avery said, coming to a halt. 
 
    “I travelled with Luso and Flint to Nyarko. But it wasn’t just them, and I didn’t come back alone,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery swallowed the lump in her throat. 
 
    She knew who Laslin meant, but wouldn’t say a word until Laslin scraped together what courage she had spoke the name. 
 
    “I’ve been with Braith all this time. She accompanied me here.” 
 
    Avery dropped Laslin’s hand. 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest, then stuck them to her sides. 
 
    “I see. And how have You found her company? Friends now, are You?” 
 
    Avery’s voice was steady. She wouldn’t let herself snap, wouldn’t seethe with the betrayal Laslin convinced herself she’d enacted. 
 
    “I have a better idea of the things she’s been through and how her mind works,” Laslin said. “And yes. I’d like to think we are.” 
 
    “I see. Wonderful. A better idea of her mind indeed. What would You have me do? Sit down and speak with her and see things her way?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Avery.” Laslin reached for Avery’s wrists, keeping her still. “I’m not going to ask anything of you. Not when it comes to Braith. She isn’t at your house. She’s out in the forest, waiting with Thorn. She won’t set a foot inside Vaelos if you don’t want her to. You don’t have to see her, and you won’t have to listen to a word she says. Not if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Avery tilted her head back, groaning. This was no small thing to her. She would be better not knowing Braith lurked between the trees of her former home, but Laslin couldn’t lie to Avery. She wouldn’t keep the truth from her. 
 
    “Very well,” Avery said. “I did not mean for that to come out with such vitriol, Laz. It’s only that we’ve had such a perfect morning, one I have dreamt of over and over, and this is quite the palate cleanser. Gods. I should’ve known that You would never force me to endure her company, You dear thing. 
 
    “And I was the one who suggested You talk with Braith, wasn’t I? Well! I do believe I need to sit down.” 
 
    “You can sit down, Avery,” Laslin said. 
 
    “I’m quite alright, thank You. Let’s pretend I’ve had any luck with this over the past four years and do our best to forget Braith for the time being. I am starved, no thanks to You. Old Saxon will have lunch waiting for us, no doubt, and I am positively aching to see Thorn. We can worry about my darling wife later.” 
 
    Laslin reclaimed Avery’s hand. This wasn’t forever. She would be there for a day or three, and the First God would demand she continue her trek across its back. She had to take every opportunity she was granted to memorise the touch of Avery’s fingertips against her skin.  
 
    “You might be able to sneak me into your house, but you won’t have as much luck with Thorn,” Laslin pointed out. 
 
    “Hah! Truer words. But You shall be safely inside by that point, and it will not matter what Vaelos knows,” Avery said. “Here. Let’s not waste any time.” 
 
    Avery brought her fingers to her mouth and whistled loudly. Nearby, the canopy burst open, and Ivy flung herself skyward before making for Avery’s arm. 
 
    “There we are, my darling girl. I am sorry I have to whistle for you. It’s degrading, I’m certain of it, but we do not all share the bonds our dear Laslin has,” Avery said, kissing the curve of Ivy’s beak. “Now. Would you do me the honour of fetching Thorn? I understand he has company, but you’d be wise to ignore said interlopers.” 
 
    Ivy trilled, sending herself skyward. The bird had always been fond of Avery, but the last six months had solidified that fondness into a fierce loyalty, a bond forged by mortal powers. 
 
    “You’re good with her,” Laslin said. 
 
    “She’s a smart girl. She’s good with me,” Avery replied, tugging Laslin onto the cobbled path running towards her house. 
 
    Laslin kept her eyes on her feet. Avery walked briskly, greeting those she passed with a pre-emptive apology; she couldn’t stop to talk because Malik was—oh, they knew how six-year-olds were! 
 
    Avery fumbled with the door handle in her haste and shouldered the door open. 
 
    It was not the building it’d been when Laslin visited that morning. Natural light filled the hallway, no longer a dark intent on grinding her to dust, and the house was not the prison she’d feared would ensnare her. 
 
    No one inside hated her for leaving, or for being a god. Avery had taken her face in her hands and kissed her, horns, scales, and all. She had not become disfigured and twisted in the eyes of the only person who mattered. 
 
    Had Laslin been mortal, she never would’ve left those four walls. 
 
    Stepping out of her boots, Laslin handed her cloak to Avery and let her hang it from a peg. 
 
    “Avery!” came a cry from an adjoining room. “Avery, Avery, Avery! Did you hear?” 
 
    Malik came bursting out. His little feet pap-pap-papped the wooden floorboards, and he threw himself at Avery. She swooped down, picked him up, and beamed at him. 
 
    “Did I hear what, little Malik? That our dear friend and god of much renown has returned to our humble village?” Avery asked. 
 
    “Yeah! Saxon said… she said…” 
 
    Malik trailed off, eyes finally fixing on Laslin. His head whipped around, eyes wide with questions unasked, and Avery gently pat his face. 
 
    “And here She is! She was quite excited to see you, Malik, but a little worried too. You see, as challenging as the last few seasons have been for us, dear Laslin has faced obstacles of Her own. She certainly looks the part of a god, doesn’t She?” Avery said. Voice dropping to a whisper, she added, “Don’t you think She looks rather like a dragon? You’re one of the first to see Her like so, you realise.” 
 
    Malik chewed the inside of his mouth. He stared at Laslin, and with one last glance Avery’s way, took her cheer as his own. 
 
    “Hello, miss god! I like Your horns,” he called. “You look like Thorn.” 
 
    Laslin stepped closer, holding out her hand. With a nod of encouragement from Avery, Malik took Laslin’s hand and shook it. 
 
    Avery grinned, squeezing him tighter. Whining, he wiggled out of her arms and stared up at Laslin. 
 
    “Where’s Thorn? Saxon’s been helping me grow carrots. He can have some!” he said. 
 
    “He’ll be here soon,” Laslin promised. “I know he’s missed you.” 
 
    Not a moment later, Ivy’s beak rapped against the door. Avery weaved around Laslin and Malik, opened the door, and half-tugged Thorn inside. He’d attracted quite the crowd. Avery answered the onslaught of questions with a hearty slam of the door. 
 
    Thorn took up the bulk of the hallway. Malik had already scrambled onto his back and crawled up far enough to wave into his big, round eyes. 
 
    Avery laughed at the predicament, climbed over Thorn’s limbs, and crouched in front of him. She cupped his gigantic face and kissed his nose. 
 
    “How I’ve missed You, dear Thorn. You’ve been taking wonderful care of Laz for me, haven’t you? You know, had you asked me this morning if a Bloodscale would fit in my hallway, I would’ve laughed you all the way back to Valain,” Avery said, getting to her feet and opening a door. “Go on. You’ll be more comfortable in here, and I’m certain little Malik will keep you company. The garden is yours, once whatever panic we’ve stirred the village into settles down.” 
 
    Malik scrambled over Thorn’s head and waved him into the living room, promising to show him all his things. Never knowing what to make of Avery’s antics, Thorn plodded in after him. 
 
    Laslin only caught a glimpse of it. A sofa, a hearth, now empty. Blankets on the armchairs. Paintings on the walls, most of them by Malik. It was a home by all estimations, formed over more than the six months they’d been apart. 
 
    Saxon had made tea. Sandwiches, too. The start of a salad spread across the kitchen counters. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Saxon asked Avery in a low whisper. “You said you’d be back before Malik woke up.” 
 
    “Relax, would you? Laz got Herself famously lost in the woods, and I wasn’t about to pass up a reunion, was I?” Avery said, seeing herself into a seat. 
 
    She slumped in the chair, kicking out the one on the other side of the table for Laslin. Laslin took a seat, needing something to do, and for half a second believed no time had passed at all. They were still in Saxon’s cottage, and Avery was in a fine mood with her. 
 
    “Sit down, won’t you?” Avery said to Saxon. “Have some of this tea of yours. From my understanding, we’re going to need these sandwiches to power through Laslin’s tales from the edge of the world.” 
 
    Saxon pulled out a chair. Through the wall, Malik burst into bright, bubbly laughter. 
 
    “Is there anything else You’d like, Laslin?” Saxon offered. “You must’ve had quite the trek here. Stew? A different tea? Something stronger?” 
 
    “Come now. You know She has no need of any of that,” Avery said. 
 
    “Need? I am speaking of want, Avery. If Laslin asks for it, it shall be Hers.” 
 
    “Oh, gross. Don’t treat Her like a stand-in for Fih Bryn. Forget Your Siormarian blood! Treat Her like a guest, not an idol.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I’m doing. It’s called hospitality, Avery. I only mean to make Her welcome.” 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” Avery said, getting to her feet. She slammed a hand on the table and said, “I’m not doing this with you, Saxon.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Don’t feign ignorance. We’ve got along better than ever before these last months. I’m not going to be pulled into an argument with you as a means to ignore what’s really on our minds,” Avery declared. “We’re going to have to face the truth sooner or later, aren’t we? We can’t very well ignore what’s lingering on our doorstep forever, and you’ve certainly made enough tea for Braith.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty. 
 
    Avery swung on the back legs of her chair, feet propped on the table. She hadn’t blinked in a good minute and hadn’t spoken in longer. 
 
    Braith sat opposite, cushioned between Saxon and Laslin. Laslin had retrieved Braith after ducking and weaving through the crowd gathered outside Avery’s house and tugged her back without time for a proper explanation. Those who knew Braith were more surprised to see her than a horned god. 
 
    Saxon caught Braith in an embrace the moment she stepped through the door and held her so tightly she couldn’t say a word. Braith cried, and Avery sat in the kitchen eating sandwich after sandwich. 
 
    Laslin poked her head into the room and shepherded Thorn and Malik into the garden, where there was ample room to play and plenty of grass to eat. Nahir was out back, and Malik wasted no time reintroducing the pair of them. 
 
    When they could find no more distractions and Saxon had no strength to keep squeezing Braith, they yielded to Avery’s silence. The four of them sat around the table, no one saying a word. It was Avery’s right to speak first. 
 
    “Well. Here we are,” she eventually said. Braith sat bolt upright and hit her knee on the underside of the table. “Let’s have it, then. I hear you are reformed, free of Siormar’s brainwashing, and it was all a terrible misunderstanding. What has unfolded to bring the pair of You back to Vaelos?” 
 
    Braith glanced Laslin’s way. Laslin began to tell the tale, and Avery didn’t take her eyes off Braith.  
 
    Not as Laslin spoke of the north and the snow piling around them. Not as she told Avery and Saxon of Nyarko, of Flint and Luso’s family home. Not as Laslin recounted her tumble off the continent, striking the bottom of the Empty Ocean and landing in the crater of her own clawed handprint. 
 
    Fih Bryn and the other gods; the Mark that ran around the continent; the truth of the dread that had taken the old world, the empty ruins, and the First God that had given its body to create the continent they lived upon; still Avery’s gaze burrowed into Braith. 
 
    Saxon leant forward, overflowing with questions unasked in favour of the next truth Laslin had to bestow. 
 
    The sleeping god and the cycle that should not be; Braith’s place in it all, the forces that pushed and pulled her throughout her life, and the steps they had to take; the quest Fih Bryn had put them on; and not a word from Avery. 
 
    Avery rocked forward, all four chair legs hitting the tiled floor. 
 
    Laslin’s throat hurt. She sipped the tea Saxon had made, now cold, and waited for someone else to speak.  
 
    Saxon closed her eyes. Her lips moved in a soundless prayer, one that wasn’t meant for Laslin.  
 
    “Now. Forgive me if I do not have all the pieces properly aligned, for that was rather a lot of information. World-changing, in the most literal sense,” Avery began, elbows on the table, pointing at Braith. “There was a reason for it all along, and that reason was not Siormar. Siormar was only salt in an already rent wound. The dreams, the feeling that there was something wrong with the world; it all meant something, and I ought to have believed you. You did not leave because I or the world at large had corrupted you, and you had no choice but to obey a cryptic, sleepy phoenix. You are simply more human than the rest of us and so wont to err. In short, and in no uncertain terms, none of it was your fault. You were manipulated by forces beyond us. By forces beyond our very world! You are utterly blameless.” 
 
    Avery spoke through her teeth, enunciating every word. 
 
    “That isn’t it, Avery. That’s not it at all. I’m not blameless. I’m not here to rub that in. If you’d only listen—” Braith began. 
 
    “I would’ve listened all those years ago! I would’ve helped you make sense of it, had you only stayed! Gods, I would’ve left with you, had you asked,” Avery snapped. 
 
    “I know! I know you would’ve, but I was scared. I was scared, and I didn’t understand any of it. There was a god in my head. A literal god! But that doesn’t change anything. I should have spoken to you. I should’ve trusted you. It doesn’t matter who was whispering to me. I owed you more than a letter. I owe you—” 
 
    “Oh, stop it. I spent my share of time with Laslin, you realise, and I saw what the pull of the gods before did to Her. I saw Her struggle with Her own mind, Her inevitable transformation, and She is a god. You are a human, a human in the truest sense. What chance did you have of solving it, Braith?” 
 
    Braith and Avery held one another’s gaze. Nothing softened in Avery’s eyes, but Braith took a deep breath, shoulders finally slumping. Years of guilt evaporated in a heartbeat, but Avery didn’t let the moment linger. 
 
    Avery’s chair scraped across the floor. She began opening drawers and pulling out stacks of paper. She muttered under her breath, moving from drawer to drawer, then headed to the living room when her search proved fruitless.  
 
    Laslin, Braith, and Saxon sat in silence. 
 
    “Ah-ha!” Avery exclaimed, marching back into the room. 
 
    She placed a piece of paper in front of Braith. 
 
    It was crumpled around the edges and decorated with gold leaf and swirling calligraphy. It was a contract, something binding; beneath all the pomp of the presentation, two names were signed along neat, black lines. 
 
    “Avery?” Braith asked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Taking a pen, Avery scrawled through her name. 
 
    “We’ve two witnesses. That’s all we need,” Avery said, passing Braith the pen. “Void it. I do not want to be cruel, but I need you to loosen your hold on me. If I am to accept that there was a reason for all this, if I am to believe that you were a victim in all this, then I cannot be tied down. I need a clean break.” 
 
    The pen trembled in Braith’s hand. She stared down at her marriage certificate, at the name she’d signed so many years ago, and known it was proof she’d escaped Siormar’s grasp. The first time she’d pressed ink to paper, she hadn’t imagined sitting there years later, lump in her throat, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” Braith murmured. “Whatever you need.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she scrawled out her name. 
 
    Avery took the certificate and folded it in half, returning it to a random drawer. 
 
    “There. That is what one might call a start,” Avery said, falling into her seat. She stared at the ceiling, forcing her eyes to remain dry. “Gods. That’s that, I suppose.” 
 
    The kitchen door creaked open. 
 
    “Avery?” Malik asked, peeking in. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Malik!” Avery sprung to her feet and found a smile. “Emotions have certainly run high, but there is no need to worry. It’s all in the past and has nothing to do with you. We most certainly aren’t angry at you. I was upset, but the problem has been fixed. And look! Here sits Braith, come to visit. You may well recognise her.” 
 
    Malik hummed, confidence lost with so many eyes on him. 
 
    Forgetting her tears, Braith offered a hand out to Malik. 
 
    “Hello, Malik. I’m glad to see you again. I used to look after you all the time!” Braith said. “I was there the first time you walked.” 
 
    “Oh,” Malik said, staring up at her. “Hello! Are you friends with miss god, too?”  
 
    “I think she likes to be called Laslin,” Braith said, winking. “But I’m Saxon’s sister, as well. Did you know that?” 
 
    Malik slowly shook his head. 
 
    Reaching over to ruffle Malik’s hair, Saxon said, “I’ve told you plenty about her. Remember all those stories about being chased by deer?” 
 
    Malik’s eyes widened. 
 
    “That was her?” he asked. 
 
    “Lovely that you still share that story with people,” Braith sighed. 
 
    “Do you want to meet my horse? His name is Nahir!” Malik offered. 
 
    Braith knew the conversation would find its footing without her there. She readily agreed and made a show of letting Malik lead her to the garden she knew so well. 
 
    Avery continued shoving sandwiches into her mouth. 
 
    Saxon stared at a patch on the wall, drowning in her thoughts. 
 
    “I know it’s a lot,” Laslin said. “But we don’t have to absorb it all at once.” 
 
    “A lot? Hah! You always were one for modesty, Laz. Learning that the land we live upon is the petrified corpse of a giant Bloodscale would be one thing, but add Braith into the mix, along with her role in this and what became of the old world, plus Your little trek to the Empty Ocean to see Grandpa Fishbones, and I am absolutely certain I am in the midst of some stroke,” Avery said. 
 
    “It all makes so much sense,” Saxon said. “The Empty Ocean, the dread along the coast. The cycle of the gods. It should’ve been so obvious to us.” 
 
    “Oh, be quiet, should it have. If it came from anyone’s mouth but Laslin’s, I should not believe a word of it! Gods, I detest this. I should be overflowing with questions, trying to make sense of it all, thrilled I am privy to such ancient information, yet all I can focus on is the mundane: Braith, Braith, Braith. Sat in my kitchen, not two minutes ago! 
 
    “My ex-wife, at long last. Absolutely ridiculous that a meagre piece of paper had such a hold over me all these years.” 
 
    Avery got to her feet. She gathered the empty plates and cups, dumped them in the sink with a clatter of ceramic that somehow escaped shattering, and began washing them. 
 
    She harnessed all the frustration in her body, all the feelings she could not put a name to. Each dish came out sparkling. 
 
    Knowing changing the subject was the best way to soothe her, Saxon said, “This is all incredible, Laslin. Thank You for trusting us with the truth. How much You have changed since we first met, and I do not mean Your eyes or horns. You looked to me for answers about Your kin, and now You know all the truths of our world. Now You have met all the gods; all but one.” 
 
    “All but the one who matters,” Laslin said. “It doesn’t feel real. Any of it. It was less than two months ago, but it’s no clearer than a dream. I think. I barely remember dreams, but if I’d been alone, I’d be convinced I imagined it all. I’d have ignored it and kept travelling the continent, doing the same thing in every settlement I always do.” 
 
    “And thus Braith saves the day,” Avery grunted. 
 
    “What do You intend to do now, Laslin?” Saxon asked. 
 
    “I have to find It. I have to find wherever the First God is sleeping and help wake It. Then I’ll be the last of the gods. There won’t be another, born decades from now.” 
 
    Finished with the dishes, Avery shook out her hands, sending soapy water flying. She reclaimed her place between Laslin and Saxon and fussed with a dishcloth.  
 
    “Quite the monumental task. See, Laz, I always knew there was a reason for You in this world. I always knew You would do something beyond belief, changing the very world as all those before You did. You will not take offence to the question, I’m sure, but why come back here? Surely it wasn’t all to deliver Braith’s apology and let us in on Your godly secrets. You’ve never been One for wasting time, even if it was to Your benefit.” 
 
    A smile crossed Saxon’s face. 
 
    “Fih Bryn said it Himself. Laslin needs the help of a mortal to rouse the First God,” she said. “Someone who understand the frail boundaries between sleep and death.” 
 
    “I heard the same story, thank you. And Fishbones made it perfectly clear that Braith is Laslin’s chosen protégé, or whatever nonsense He has decreed. Braith has always sensed something wrong with this world and gone about implementing her beliefs in catastrophic ways in the past, so here is her chance to repent.” 
 
    Thin threads of anger entangled Avery’s words, aimed more at herself than Braith. Laslin couldn’t stand it. She did not want Avery to believe she had found a replacement in Braith after she had made the impossible choice to return to Vaelos. 
 
    She didn’t want Avery to think she could be replaced at all. 
 
    Turning in her seat, Laslin took Avery’s hands. 
 
    “Braith’s going to help the First God. That much is true. The bond I have with Braith is something that can only exist between mortals and gods. But you and me, Avery… That’s only between us,” Laslin murmured. “The First God needs Braith, but I need you. I can’t start this journey alone. I know it’s asking so much of you, and I know I never should’ve come back, but I thought if I saw you once more, I could make sense of it all. I’d know where to start, because of you.”  
 
    Avery placed a hand on Laslin’s face. 
 
    “Oh, dammit. Don’t bring me to tears in front of Old Saxon. She’ll never let me live it down,” Avery said. “This day has been altogether too much for me. Reuniting with you. Learning the truths of the universe. Seeing Braith. Getting divorced. Gods. I would not object to falling into a coma for the next month.” 
 
    Laslin pressed her forehead to Avery’s, careful with her horns. 
 
    “You’ve cried in front of Saxon plenty of times. She won’t hold it against you.” 
 
    Laughing, Avery said, “That’s certainly true, isn’t it? What a strange year this has been! I’ve little doubt Saxon will be in floods of tears of her own within the next hour. She does her best to remain neutral and keep balance in this household of ours, but she is not beyond indulging in her own emotions. 
 
    “Come. Let’s give her some privacy. She deserves to speak with her sister without judgemental eyes upon her. If You are up for it, Laz, we might break up the crowd I’m quite certain has formed in the square and put any rumours of Your return to rest.” 
 
    Heading into a crowd that had known her in a more human shape wouldn’t have felt like an escape, hours ago. Laslin couldn’t get out of the house quickly enough. Avery called for Malik to join them, and together they headed into Vaelos. 
 
    Laslin had become intimate with the village through Avery’s letters and the stories she’d shared on the road, but in truth, Laslin remembered little of the place. It had been like so many settlements, the first time she’d visited, standing out only for the ring of trees surrounding it and its proclivity for ghosts.  
 
    Now it was like nowhere else on the continent. 
 
    Malik clung to Avery’s hand, and Avery idly swung their arms as she announced that yes, the Mountain God was back in their humble village. Despite rumours to the contrary, Avery hadn’t scared her off for good. 
 
    People stared. There was no getting around that. But people clasped her hand, too, and thanked her for the wonders the last harvest had brought. They spoke of how much her first visit had meant to them and what an honour it was to have her back. 
 
    Laslin insisted they let her know everything she could do to help. She spent the afternoon indulging herself in her idea of normalcy: lighting the Mark of the Gods to help those around her, and only having to look over her shoulder to find Avery, eyes on her.  
 
    Malik introduced Laslin to his friends, as well as several of the village cats. Avery ruffled his hair and sighed fondly when he invited a dozen children to their house to meet Thorn. 
 
    Morgan made dinner for the lot of them. Avery tucked into it as though she hadn’t eaten a dozen sandwiches that very day, and Malik insisted on sharing his portion with Laslin. They visited Taryn once the sky darkened, and Laslin paid her silent respects while Avery boasted of a god’s return to their village. 
 
    On their way back to Avery’s house, Laslin took Malik’s hand, too, and the pair of them swung him off the ground.  
 
    Every day could be like this if only she didn’t have the blood of the First God coursing through her; if only she hadn’t pushed herself north. 
 
    If only she could abandon her duty, closer to her now than her Mark. 
 
    Saxon and Braith were in the living room when they returned, deep in conversation. The room had darkened without either of them realising, and not a single candle flickered inside the house. There had been laughter, tears, anger, relief; the house held it all close, corridors swimming with it. 
 
    Braith shot to her feet as Avery walked past, but Avery only nodded into the room. She lit the lanterns and headed upstairs, telling Malik it was well past his bedtime, but he’d better take a bath. 
 
    Laslin sat in the garden with Thorn and Ivy while Avery attended to the gruelling business of bedtime. She emerged an hour later, hands on her hips, grin on her face. 
 
    “I daresay that was an all-time record. The boy was so exhausted by the day’s excitement that he barely put up a fight about bathing and only escaped the bed twice,” Avery announced. 
 
    “That’s a record?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Oh, don’t give me that look! I would’ve said the same this time last year. I never understood the challenge children could pose. Do You know it once took Malik twenty-three minutes to get a single sock on? I won’t even speak of the tears that accompanied the concept of shoes.” 
 
    “It’s amazing. You’re amazing. Everything you’ve done here is incredible,” Laslin said, getting to her feet. 
 
    “Says the god,” Avery retorted. 
 
    Again, Braith jolted to her feet when they passed the living room. 
 
    “I’ll just—I’d better leave. For the inn,” Braith said. 
 
    Avery stopped in the hallway, out of sight. She shook her head, hand tightening in Laslin’s. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Braith. There’s a perfectly good sofa not a foot from you,” Avery said. 
 
    Braith stuttered her thanks. Avery ignored them, taking Laslin to her room. 
 
    A candle burnt softly as midnight passed. 
 
    Laslin laid in bed for the first time in months, propped up against a mountain of pillows. Avery curled against her, tucked into one of Laslin’s arms, hand on her chest. Laslin kissed the top of her head, listening to the quietude beyond the window. 
 
    A light spring shower tapped the window. A gentle breeze toyed with the new leaves. 
 
    It was obvious the room had always been Avery’s. Everything about it was her, from the ornamental bow hanging across the hearth to the pelts of beasts she’d hunted piled at the foot of the bed. Pictures Malik had gifted her were nailed to the wall, and Laslin’s letters took pride of place on a small writing desk in the corner. 
 
    Laslin pulled Avery closer. She wouldn’t sleep, and so the night would never end. 
 
    “I expect this is the most foolish course of action to follow. Cracking my chest open to offer out my beating heart, taking You into my arms, into my bed,” Avery began, mumbling against the flat scales of Laslin’s chest. “Were I a wiser, more disciplined woman, I would realise that one parting was heartache enough and keep a polite distance. I would be civil, naturally. I would welcome You into my home and help however I could, but I would not risk wounding myself. 
 
    “Yet no part of me believes this was the wrong thing to do. I would do us both a disservice in wasting the opportunity. How am I supposed to keep myself from You, Laz? Honestly, You’ve only Yourself to blame.” 
 
    “I’ll take any blame,” Laslin promised. “I was so worried. Six months is such a long time, even for me. But so much had changed in your world, and I no longer look as I once did. Not only that, but I had Braith with me. Braith, who I have taken responsibility for, who I wish to watch over; Braith who hurt you.  
 
    “I thought you would hate me. Yet I couldn’t not come. Without you, I was…” 
 
    “Laz?” Avery asked as she trailed off. 
 
    “Without you, I was exactly as I was before I met you. Only I could comprehend exactly how empty everything had been. How I’d denied myself so much, thinking it noble, until you showed me how much I could have and continue my duties as a god.”  
 
    Avery took a deep breath, fingers running over Laslin’s chest. There was one of the most remarkable changes, leaving nothing human of her; the scales tumbled over her shoulders, turning her chest to something flat, something like a shield. The Mark of the Gods was the only familiarity, covering Laslin’s heart and washing out candlelight as Avery’s fingertips drew turquoise sparks from it. 
 
    “I could never hate You, Laslin. I could never think of You unkindly. You talk of how much You have changed, but these horns and scales are nothing in the grand scheme of things. They are only flesh and bone. Listen well, for You changed far more in the months I travelled with You. To go from watching the stars of a night to furiously devouring novel after novel is quite the transformation! 
 
    “Besides, You are beautiful. Fascinating in a way I sincerely hope You do not find demeaning. Surely You understand my feelings and enthusiasm have not changed.” 
 
    Laslin wrapped both arms around Avery’s waist, pulling her atop her. 
 
    “I love you,” Laslin whispered. “I love you so much.” 
 
    Avery grinned, eyes bright with tears. She’d been a tumult of emotions all day. 
 
    “That’s the first time You’ve said that, You realise,” Avery said. 
 
    “What? No. It can’t be.” 
 
    “Oh, it can! You’ve written it in letters and You’ve certainly shown it, but I’ve never heard it spoken out loud,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin frowned. It wasn’t right. She’d felt it for so long, had known it to be true for all her life that mattered. Surely she’d breathed the words to Avery before. 
 
    “I’ve said it before. To Nova, Flint and Luso’s niece. Not to you,” Laslin mumbled. “That’s awful, Avery. I’m so sorry. I’ve loved you since you walked into the village hall and embarrassed yourself.”  
 
    “Hah! And that is where You would be mistaken. I’ve only ever embarrassed others, not myself,” Avery declared. “Besides, it is of no matter. I have always been utterly confident in not only my feelings, but the reciprocity of them. I did not need to hear the words, but they certainly are a boon.” 
 
    “Good. Then I will keep telling you for as long as I am here,” Laslin decided. 
 
    “And how long might that be?” 
 
    She kissed Laslin before she could answer, not knowing when this might end. Like Laslin, she wanted to believe that Vaelos was not a stop on the road but the end destination itself. 
 
    “Until I work out where the First God is sleeping,” Laslin said. Avery fell to her side, brow furrowed. “What? What is it?” 
 
    “That’s all You’re uncertain of? Goodness. I thought there was more to the story, and You were simply saving my mortal mind from having to process too much at once.” 
 
    Laslin propped herself on an elbow and said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I thought it obvious!” Avery said, tapping the interlocking circles covering Laslin’s heart and watching them glow. “It seems quite clear to me where this sleeping god of Yours is.” 
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    “More light, if You would,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin touched the lit candle to the others in the room. Avery knelt on the floor, rifling through a chest for a map. Not a local one, for she had plenty of those plastered over the walls, annotated with memories of hunts gone by and places worth visiting again. 
 
    “Ah-ha! I knew I had one somewhere,” Avery said, producing a battered map folded in quarters. She spread it across the floor, gesturing for Laslin to sit opposite her. “It’s exactly as I thought!” 
 
    Avery smoothed her hands over the map and grinned. Laslin saw nothing other than a map of the continent, something she’d seen dozens of times, if not in recent years. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” Laslin caved and asked. 
 
    “It came to me all at once. I hadn’t mentioned it before because I assumed You had Your wits about You. But look! It’s all here!” 
 
    Her grin didn’t fade. The epiphany bestowed upon her by something above the gods would shine true, but Laslin couldn’t fathom what it was. She turned the map, but things grew no clearer. 
 
    “It’s the continent.” 
 
    “Indeed it is! And I might be so bold as to assume Your story of Your time in the Empty Ocean was an unbiased, factual account?” 
 
    “I was as objective as I could be.” 
 
    “Most excellent. Then it’s all true, isn’t it? The First God, our dear Thorn’s ancestor, laid down and became the continent we call home. It takes some squinting, I’ll admit, but look: it holds the shape of a sleeping Bloodscale, and I believe I am quite the expert in such matters now.” 
 
    Laslin squinted. 
 
    It didn’t help. 
 
    “Here! Imagine Sir Thorn laid out flat, limbs askew around him. This point here, Nyarko, is clearly at the tip of the Bloodscale’s head. Notice how the land crops out and the curve of the continent. Thorn always takes on something of a crescent shape when he sleeps. So: head, tail, and limbs one through four. Please tell me You haven’t made me so delirious with joy that I’m hallucinating a giant lizard in the landmass.” 
 
    “I…” Laslin tilted her head to the side. “I see it. You’re right.”  
 
    Laslin leant over the map, cupped Avery’s face, and kissed her. 
 
    Avery had the answers. She knew the truth of the forest, and she knew what Laslin was. Who she was. Of course she knew the truth of the continent, too. Laslin’s journey to Vaelos hadn’t been a waste, hadn’t been a pilgrimage to her own selfish nature. Avery knew how the pieces fit together, and Avery made sense of the impossible. 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of Yourself, Laz! I’ve yet to share the best part with You. You’ll see how this all comes together,” Avery said, focus back on the map.  
 
    “Now. This First God of ours cannot die, even if It was not informed of the same. It exhausted Itself taking on a new form – stop me if I’m wrong – and is now sleeping. What You wish to know is where, and do I have a theory for You! 
 
    “Look at the Mark on Your chest, Laz. Look how it covers Your heart. I’ve seen You wield it countless times. You hold out Your hand, the circles on Your palm drink down the magic of the world, and that magic reaches You at Your heart. It is the source of all things. Therefore, if I were a betting woman, I would suggest the First God now sleeps—” 
 
    “Where the Mark covered Its old heart,” Laslin said, hand on her chest. 
 
    “Words stolen straight from my mouth! Oh, well. I shall let You have this victory. Now, if I am right about this and Bloodscale anatomy makes a lick of sense, the First God is scarcely a stone’s throw away. Look! The forest surrounding Vaelos is the largest on the continent, growing in the rough shape of a ring. This has to mean something, doesn’t it? Gods. No wonder I always felt so at home within the forest! It is but an echo of that which encircles Your heart.” 
 
    Laslin followed Avery’s finger as it encircled the forest encircling them. The First God had a heart bigger than any monumental city; only a forest, wild and dense, could cover it. 
 
    “You’re incredible,” Laslin said. “I had no idea where to start. I thought I might travel the continent forever, but you knew. Right away, you knew.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that! Surely You see that You engendered this all,” Avery said. Laslin raised her brow. “You said You needed to return to Vaelos. Don’t You understand? You knew all along! You only mistook the pull within Your chest and used me as a beacon.” 
 
    Avery grinned as she spoke. Laslin couldn’t stand it. 
 
    “No. No, Avery. I needed You,” Laslin said, cupping her face. “I came here for you. Nothing drew me back but you.” 
 
    “Laz—” 
 
    “Please listen to me. I’m here for you. I needed to see you again, and I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”  
 
    Face softening, Avery said, “And You don’t have to, Laslin. Not ever. You always know where I am. Over the heart of a very old, very large lizard!” 
 
    Laslin spent the night watching Avery sleep, knowing Avery would not object to her taking what little time they had to memorise every rise and fall of her face and the tiny noises she made as she shuffled in her sleep. 
 
    Avery awoke with a sleepy, satisfied smile, stretching out in Laslin’s arms before wishing her a good morning. 
 
    Laslin kissed her forehead, and Avery yelped, “Oh, no, no, no, this won’t do. This won’t do at all. Up, up! Clothes on!” 
 
    Avery sprang out of bed and bolted towards her wardrobe. She read Laslin’s confusion even with her back to her. 
 
    “Malik will be up and marching through the door at any moment. Yesterday was wild enough. The poor boy does not need any more confusion in his life.” 
 
    Understanding the panic that wrenched Avery from her arms, Laslin pulled on her tunic and breeches, fussed her hair into place, and smoothed out the bedsheets. Avery dressed in a flash, raked a brush through her hair, pins held between her lips, and let out a delighted Mmph! as though she did not expect it when Malik burst through the door. 
 
    “Good morning, Avery! I’m hungry! Can Saxon make—” 
 
    He trailed off, surprised by Avery’s early morning company. 
 
    Laslin picked the map off the floor and pretended to study it. Avery almost swallowed a hairpin in an effort not to laugh. 
 
    “Good morning, Malik. Did you sleep well?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Y-yes. Thank You, miss god. Where did Thorn sleep? Is he here?” Malik asked. 
 
    “Not unless he’s disguised himself as a rather convincing bed,” Avery said, hair hammed. “Now, look at you, young man! Your shirt is on backwards.” 
 
    “I put it on myself,” Malik said as Avery knelt in front of him. 
 
    “You most certainly did,” Avery agreed, helping him wiggle out of it. “A most commendable effort, too.” 
 
    Laslin folded the map, fidgeting. Avery and Malik went about an amended version of their morning routine, and Laslin distracted herself with the letters stacked on the desk. 
 
    For as often as they’d been read, they were in remarkable condition. Laslin’s ears burnt with shame at the thought. Avery’s letters contained such joy, cascading tales and hearty rambles, and Laslin’s replies were but stiff formalities. 
 
    I am here; I am going somewhere else; Flint and Luso are also here; Thorn is here. 
 
    She’d wanted to write I love you, I miss you, I never should have left, I never should have found the Mark beneath my skin, but could not, no matter how Avery bared her bruised heart. 
 
    Laslin couldn’t blame it on her spreading scales. She hadn’t found a single word to say to her mothers in years, and she’d looked entirely human then. 
 
    “There we are! Much better! I am not certain I would’ve picked such a bold shirt to go with those breeches, but the world would’ve been poorer for it. You certainly have a remarkable eye for the latest trends, little Malik. Every child in Vaelos will be clad in the same, come tomorrow,” Avery said, nudging Malik out of the room. “And what was it you said about wanting Saxon to do all the work when it comes to breakfast?”  
 
    “Yeah!” Malik agreed, charging downstairs. 
 
    Breakfast was already underway. Braith sat at the table, hands gripped together between her knees, while Saxon covered the counters with dish after dish. There was more than four people could ever eat, and still she fussed with the oven. 
 
    “You’ll never guess what Old Saxon’s coping mechanism for stress is,” Avery whispered loudly. 
 
    She saw Malik into a seat, pointedly didn’t look Braith’s way, and helped herself to a plate from the unplanned buffet. 
 
    Saxon fussed over Malik, ensuring he had all his favourites, and Avery nudged Laslin towards the garden. 
 
    Avery greeted Thorn with a kiss atop his head and tapped his back, where his heart was. She said good morning to Nahir, too, then sat by Laslin on the garden fence. 
 
    They ignored any neighbours with their noses pressed to their windows. 
 
    “You’re good with him,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Oh, I do like to think so. Admittedly, it doesn’t take much: a carrot here, a handful of grass there, and he’s as happy as a hatchling in a hot spring,” Avery said, starting on her breakfast. 
 
    “Not with Thorn. With Malik. You’re a good mother, you know.”  
 
    Slamming a fist against her chest to stop from choking, Avery said, “Good gods, woman. Don’t You dare use the m-word around me! That boy is my brother and You know it. I treat him only as a big sister should.” 
 
    Laslin stole a cherry tomato from Avery’s plate and tossed it to Thorn. He missed and stuck his nose in the grass, huffing. 
 
    “Taryn was your parent and Malik’s grand. You’re an only child, so in that sense, Malik really is your—” 
 
    Propping her plate on a fence post, Avery jabbed Laslin’s side, face bright red. 
 
    “Stop that. Not another word out of Your mouth! Don’t tell me You came all this way to wind me up, as is Your godly right. You know I am not old enough to be anyone’s mother,” Avery said. 
 
    Laslin squirmed, and Avery wrapped both arms around her waist, chin propped on her shoulder. 
 
    “You’re thirty-four,” Laslin pointed out. “My mothers were twenty-four and twenty-seven when they had me.”  
 
    Kissing the corner of Laslin’s jaw, Avery said, “Alright, alright. I am indeed old enough to be a mother to a child twice Malik’s age. You have proven Your insidious point, and the last six months have certainly changed how I view and treat the boy. But enough of that. Speaking of age, is Your birthday not in the spring?” 
 
    Laslin leant into Avery, feet kicking as she watched Thorn claim his prize. He tilted his head back, tiny tomato poised between his gigantic jaws. 
 
    “A little less than a week away,” Laslin said. “The thirteenth of Fylore. And before you say anything, I know it’s the same day as Braith’s.” 
 
    Avery pretended not to bristle. 
 
    “Well. At least I need not fear it has already passed. We shall have a celebration like none other with the both of You here. Saxon’s stress-baking leads to the most remarkable cakes,” Avery said. 
 
    Avery held Laslin a little tighter. Now Laslin knew where the first god resided, her birthday might as well be a century away. There was no need for her to linger, and they might not have another morning together. 
 
    Laslin could not fight against the inevitable. The horns on her forehead and the scales across her body, changing her mortal form, were proof of that. She was less of a human than she’d been the first time Avery had left, and she’d never been human to begin with. 
 
    Shuffling on the fence, Laslin draped her arms over Avery’s shoulders.  
 
    “Why do you like me?” she asked. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Why do you like me?” Laslin repeated. “I can’t figure it out. It’s obvious why I like – love – you. You’re so full of life. You always have stories to share, and you’re always so honest. I see how you care for Malik, how you put him first, and I know I wasn’t wrong to entrust you with all I have. I don’t see how anyone couldn’t be drawn to you. 
 
    “But I’m not human. We both know that. But some days, I feel like I’m not a person, either. I never have enough to say. You wrote me such wonderful letters, yet my replies were terse and formal. I can’t even send word to my mothers, no matter how much I want to. You talk, and most of the time, I only hum along. It isn’t much of a conversation. Outside the Mark of the Gods, beyond my powers, I don’t think there’s anything to me. 
 
    “So why – how – do you like me?” 
 
    Laslin didn’t dare blink. Fire wouldn’t leave her lungs; her chest was icy, hardened by all she’d said. The speech sounded false to her ears, as though it was what she believed she should say to play the part, rather than something true to her. 
 
    Surely she felt nothing. She was a being of purpose, not wants. 
 
    “Why? How? The short answers is that I have no choice, Laslin. I met You, and I knew that I should never tire of Your company or the warmth of Your silence. Or the way You watched over me and the world, even if I objected to it upon waking,” Avery said. “You speak of me looking after Malik, but what of Yourself? You have taken the fate of each and every human upon Your shoulders, and before You say it, no, it is not merely because You are a god.  
 
    “You have more of a choice than You believe. You think You walk in the footsteps of others, Laz, but You’ve set Your own path. You made sacrifices before you set out, sacrifices no one person should ever have to make, for You refuse to waste a drop of the goodness within You. 
 
    “Look here. You don’t have to talk all the time to be the best company I’ve ever had the pleasure of. Gods know I am constantly terrified I am talking too much, saying nothing in my ramblings, certain You will lose patience with me, one day. There have been many times I’ve looked to You and wished I could say so much of myself so concisely, as You do. Your presence fills a room, and not because You shout. 
 
    “Honestly, Laz, I could list reasons all day. But the truth is that I never feel so much myself, or so comfortable with that person, as I do when I am with You. You said far more wonderful things about me than I rightly deserve, but know You only have such a list because You have brought out the best in me. 
 
    “I like You because You are You, even if You have trouble believing it, sometimes. I like You because You treat Thorn and Ivy like siblings, like friends, and because You always say the right things to Malik. I like You because You are kind to Braith without dismissing my feelings, my reality. I like You… oh, for every reason under the sun, Laslin.” 
 
    Nodding and nodding, Laslin buried her face in Avery’s shoulder. Avery laughed softly and continued eating her breakfast when Laslin didn’t move. 
 
    Ivy circled overhead, landing on the fence to peck at Avery’s plate. 
 
    “I was different, even when everyone thought I was human. As a child, they told me I was autistic. There was belonging in that,” Laslin murmured, memory returning to her as she spoke. “But that is a human trait for human beings. I cannot claim it any longer and can only wonder at myself.”  
 
    “You can’t claim it? Whyever not? Indeed, You are a god and never once have You been human, but You smile, You love, You adore the creatures of this world, You swim, walk, run, You watch the stars at night, and none of these are human traits. They are traits of the living, aspects of life itself; this autism of Yours is no different. You are what You are, Laz, and the only labels You need are the ones true to You. 
 
    “In You, Your autistic traits are unique. In the world, they are not so. There are plenty in Vaelos alone who would claim kinship on such an account, and I am certain there are thousands more across this continent of ours to connect with. As for myself, I daresay I have been aware of it as long as I have been aware of You. The only thing I noticed before Your being autistic was Your gigantic red lizard, and I love You all the better for it. You are not You without it. You are allowed an identity beyond godhood, Laslin.” 
 
    Laslin shouldn’t have returned to Vaelos. It’d been less than a day, and already she’d exposed herself to so much. She’d indulged in what she had worked so hard to convince herself she’d forever be without. She shouldn’t have come; she’d got the answer she needed, and now she had to leave again. 
 
    Laslin wanted to tell Avery. She wanted her to know it was a mistake she would make again and again if only the world gave her reason to. She wanted Avery to know that she had thought herself so much stronger than this, and now she was clinging to a mortal, not caring who saw them. 
 
    “Let’s get back in,” Avery said. “I’m certain the Siormar Sisters will want to know the good news. The First God is closer than we dared hope.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t need to say any of it. 
 
    Avery knew. 
 
    Avery slipped to the ground and brushed the crumbs from her trousers. She headed into the kitchen as though she faced Braith each and every morning and talked Malik into finishing the last of his breakfast. 
 
    With his plate cleared, Malik ran into the garden with a brush, chatting excitedly about his plan to stand on Thorn’s back and groom Nahir. Saxon stood by the window, ensuring it didn’t all end in tears. 
 
    “I trust everyone slept well and that we’ve suffered all the heartache we can endure. Laslin and I had a rather interesting revelation last night, in the form of cartography,” Avery said, taking her place at the table. “I was shocked to learn that all You two needed from me was a nudge in the right direction. I had sincerely hoped there would be something more daring than that, but there it is.” 
 
    Braith looked to Laslin. She wanted to speak but could not find the words around Avery. 
 
    “Don’t keep us in suspense any longer, Avery,” Saxon said, finally sitting at the table. “What have you worked out that a god and my sister couldn’t?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing worthy of remark, I’m certain. Only the first and final resting place of the First God itself,” Avery said. 
 
    Saxon raised her brow. Braith shuffled in her seat and took pains not to say anything. 
 
    “You spent your teenage years ignoring all my warnings, all the rites I set out, and now you claim you’ve found a forgotten god who has slept for longer than we’ve existed,” Saxon said. “That does sound like something you’d do.” 
 
    Avery held her arms out in a shrug. 
 
    She pulled a map from her back pocket and dropped it on the table. Braith cleared the breakfast things away as Avery spread out the map, ignoring the teacups in her way. 
 
    “Here, Saxon. Fetch me something to draw with. Yes, yes, that’ll do,” Avery said, leaning over the map. She illustrated her point in ink. “You see? It’s a Bloodscale. One that’s turned to rock, granted, and eroded over the centuries, but it holds the right shape. As I said to Laz, She’d have no better luck than if She started her search roughly around here. The First God’s heart would’ve been in this general area when It was still a Bloodscale, and so Its Mark is the forest. Well, before It threw it into the Empty Ocean, or whatever nonsense unfolded. I’m still not clear on the details. 
 
    “But where better than to start life anew? Especially if It thought Itself a wounded animal. It hid atop Its own heart, likely forged from the magic there.” 
 
    Saxon propped her chin on her palm and smiled at Avery across the table. 
 
    Avery’s fingers twitched. 
 
    “You are a wonder in your own right, Avery. Maybe you took in more of my teachings than I dared to believe,” Saxon said, pulling the map over. 
 
    She traced the shape Avery had drawn along the coast, a Bloodscale sleeping from above, and nodded shallowly to herself. 
 
    “Right. That’s a good place to start. But the forest is huge. The First God could be anywhere. In the trees, deep in a cave, in the rivers, a lake, it could be part of the land itself, or—” Braith started. 
 
    Avery silenced her with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “Obviously I’ve taken that into consideration. I am not saying we can stroll there and find the First God in an afternoon. A god entrusted me with this task, and the least you can do is trust that I am onto something,” Avery said. 
 
    “I never said you weren’t. I agreed with you,” Braith murmured. “I only meant it will take time if It is that close.” 
 
    “It’s already slept for millennia, hasn’t it? I don’t see the problem here, beyond the poking of holes. Do you have somewhere else you need to be, Braith?” 
 
    Braith sat straighter. Avery waited for an answer she knew wouldn’t come. 
 
    “It’s a good start,” Laslin said. “It’s the only start. Remember how my Mark worked in the Empty Ocean, Braith? It was like a compass, seeking Fih Bryn. That has to help us, now we’re so close to the First God.” 
 
    “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. I mean, I didn’t forget it, but so much has happened lately, Laslin,” Braith said. 
 
    “Goodness! That’s more like it, Braith. On a first-name basis with a god. Much better than offering yourself up like a sacrificial lamb to Her Grace,” Avery said. “I wish the Peacekeepers could see you now. They’d faint!” 
 
    Braith muttered something under her breath. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I said that we’re friends. Laslin and I went through something together, and I’m with her, whether you like it or not. I’m sorry you’re stuck here, Avery, but this is my duty. I want to help Laslin, Fih Bryn, and all the other gods. I’m not trying to start trouble. I don’t want to argue.” 
 
    “Stuck here? See, that is the problem with you. I am free to go whenever I please. I could have kept traipsing the world, revelling in adventures, and abandoned Malik after the death of the person who raised us both, but I set my own selfish desires aside. I did what had to be done and returned home. I am not stuck.” 
 
    Braith bit the inside of her mouth. She crossed her arms over her chest, nostrils flaring, and fought to keep her lips pursed together. 
 
    “Oh, no. I can tell you’re thinking something. I can tell you want to say it. Go ahead! Share it with us,” Avery goaded. 
 
    “Avery, Braith, perhaps we should—” Saxon tried. 
 
    “You say you’re not stuck,” Braith interrupted, “But even I am more over what the Peacekeepers did than you are. You’re the one stuck in the past. All this righteous anger and hurt, and you’re still exactly where you were all those years ago.”  
 
    Laslin rose to her feet. 
 
    Neither Avery nor Braith saw her. 
 
    “Funny, that. And here I was under the impression that you had come to apologise and make amends. Well! More fool me, I suppose. I ought to know better than to take your word for anything,” Avery scoffed. 
 
    “Stop it. Stop it. Stop acting as though you’re the only one who was hurt, Avery! Stop acting as though you’re the only one who lost anything! I came to apologise, and you won’t let me. Not truly. You want to cling to what I did forever! You want to punish me because you know Laslin is going to leave you, too.” 
 
    Avery got to her feet. 
 
    Laslin wanted to sink between the floorboards. 
 
    Avery pointed across the table at Braith, mouth hanging open. No words came. She shook her head as she picked up the map and disappeared deeper into the house. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-Two. 
 
      
 
    Avery slammed the door behind her. 
 
    Laslin placed her hands flat on the table. 
 
    “Braith,” she said. 
 
    “What?” Braith snapped. 
 
    “You can’t do that. You can’t use me to hurt Avery,” Laslin said. 
 
    Laslin had promised herself she would never scold humans. It wasn’t for her to dictate what they could and could not do. She was a god, and they’d have no choice but to do as she said. It was better she only gave advice when asked and keep her opinions to herself. 
 
    But this was not about being a god. It was about being a person intertwined with Avery; she was allowed to protect the one she cared for most. 
 
    “I can’t use You to hurt Avery? What do You think she’s doing!” Braith demanded. “She takes another woman to her bed the night of our divorce, all while I’m in the house! As though she isn’t using You to hurt me.” 
 
    Laslin couldn’t summon anger. She was beyond all that. Hurt had blinded Braith, twisting all reason and rationality, and she would defend something she didn’t believe to the grave. 
 
    Laslin sat down. She stared at Braith, giving her a moment. 
 
    Saxon spoke up, sterner than Laslin had expected. 
 
    “Your divorce wasn’t yesterday, Braith. Your divorce was nearly four years ago, the night you left without a word. I was there to pick up the pieces. I saw what it did to Avery,” she said. “You can’t be angry at Avery for moving on. For living her life and making the most of what little time she has with Laslin. No one is asking you to be happy for her, but you have to understand how this all came to be.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t look Saxon’s way. Gratitude would overwhelm her.  
 
    Braith’s jaw trembled. She slammed her fists on the table, voice cracking.  
 
    “You always thought you were so much better than me. You got out. You realised it was all lies, while I stayed there for years, alone, and you never crawled back to them when the outside world was too much, and…” 
 
    Braith’s shoulders rose. She lifted her hands, curled them into fists, and began to cry. 
 
    She buried her face in her palms and sobbed. 
 
    Neither Laslin nor Saxon moved. A kind gesture from either of them and she’d break, lashing out worse than she already had. 
 
    “I’m—godsdammit,” Braith mumbled. “Avery was trying to get a reaction out of me, I know, but I’m an idiot. I shouldn’t have said any of that. I didn’t mean any of it, but I don’t want to apologise because I don’t want to have done any of the things I need to apologise for.” 
 
    Saxon shuffled closer, hand on Braith’s shoulder. 
 
    “I know. You have a good heart, Braith. It’s why the Peacekeepers couldn’t hold you forever,” Saxon said softly. “And I’ve never thought I was better than you—only so much worse. I left you in Siormar, and once you were here, I told myself you were happy. Safe. Avery was watching over you, and she’d see the signs. I didn’t have to keep bringing up the past, ensuring it was the past. I didn’t take my responsibility seriously enough.”  
 
    “You didn’t leave me,” Braith said, wiping her eyes on the backs of her hands. “You did your best. I never would’ve got out of there if you hadn’t shown me it was possible.” 
 
    Saying nothing, Saxon rested her head on Braith’s shoulder. 
 
    Laslin fetched Braith a glass of water. She gulped it down in one go, sniffed loudly, and got to her feet. 
 
    “I’ll speak with Avery. I’ll apologise and let her say whatever she needs to say. I know she doesn’t want to see me right now, but we can’t keep putting it off,” Braith said. 
 
    Laslin didn’t stop her. Saxon nodded encouragingly.  
 
    Braith closed the door softly behind her. Her feet padded up the stairs, and a faint knock reverberated through the bones of the house. Laslin strained her ears, listening for yelling, but it didn’t come. 
 
    “It’s strange to see them like this. They were never anything but smiles before. Any problem was shared between them,” Saxon said. “I’m sorry for what my sister said. Please don’t think too poorly of her.” 
 
    “I never could. I’m fond of Braith, and I can’t imagine how difficult things must be for her. For both of them,” Laslin reassured her. 
 
    Saxon smiled and cleared away the breakfast things. 
 
    Laslin waited for some change in the house, for a sign things were going poorly or well. There was the occasional flurry of raised voices, but they grew more scarce as the hours trickled away. 
 
    Saxon and Malik sat in the living room, windows flung open. Laslin browsed through Avery’s collection of books, wanting to borrow those that caught her eye, and hated that she was already facing the reality of reading. 
 
    Once Malik was done with his writing for the day, Laslin took him into the garden and taught him how to clean a Bloodscale. Thorn obliged, eyes closed, relishing in the spring sun and the buckets of warm, soapy water. 
 
    Lunch came and went. Still Avery’s door didn’t creak open. They were arguing in circles, no doubt. Getting caught reminiscing, finding smiles for each other, only for it to roll back into hurt. With no distractions left in the house, Laslin asked Saxon if she might take Malik into the village. 
 
    He sat on her shoulders as they did their rounds of Vaelos, searching for those in need of help. It’d been a day, and already everyone was used to her horns. Laslin found herself forgetting her scales for minutes at a time. 
 
    She returned to Avery’s, hand-in-hand with Malik, and Saxon shook her head. Malik kept them entertained with a game of his own devising, rules only truly understood by him, though Laslin won twice. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon when Avery’s bedroom door finally opened. Laslin and Saxon’s eyes shot up, following the sound of footsteps across the ceiling. Avery took the stairs down two at a time, strolled into the room, and fell into an armchair. 
 
    “Well. I daresay I am utterly famished. Parched, too,” she announced. 
 
    If the conversation had come to tears, it was long enough ago that it no longer showed on her face. Braith tiptoed into the room, more sheepish than Avery, and sat by Saxon’s side. 
 
    “Making peace is hard work,” Saxon said. 
 
    “Oh, save any profound speeches. It’s all water under the bridge. We both realise there are more pressing matters to deal with, and that in the grand scheme of things, we are not both eternally doomed by what was visited upon us,” Avery said. “The fact is we are all connected here. Yes, my dear Saxon, it is as you have always said. Laz, You did not meet Braith by chance. The same is true for me and the pair of You. You came here for help, and Braith agrees that help extends further than seeing the shape of a Bloodscale across the map.” 
 
    Laslin’s heart stuck in her throat. 
 
    She didn’t want Avery to say another word. She didn’t want her to shatter the hope built within her, threatening to thaw long after winter’s end. 
 
    “We know roughly where the First God sleeps. We know it isn’t on the other side of the continent. No, no. It’s far grander than all that. Far more mundane, too! And this, I can assure You, is no happy coincidence. As with us meeting, Laz, and Braith dreaming all she dreamt, there is no matter of chance in it. We are here for a reason, all of us. Gods help me, I know I sound like Saxon, but I cannot ignore the obvious.” 
 
    Saxon smiled up at her. Braith looked away. 
 
    Laslin took Avery’s hand and said, “Can I speak with you? Alone?” 
 
    Saxon muttered something about going to check on Malik. Not knowing what else to do, Braith followed her. 
 
    “What is it?” Avery asked, pulling a chair over to Laslin’s. 
 
    “It’s everything. And nothing. I don’t know, Avery. I think I’m disappointed,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Disappointed? Whatever in? Don’t tell me You liked seeing Braith and me come to blows.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Laslin reached for Avery’s hands again. Her scales were greener by the day, stark against Avery’s pale skin. In a month, it’d be worse than ever. In a year, there might not be an inch of her soft, brown skin left. 
 
    “Not in that. Not in you; never in you. I’m only disappointed that you found the answer so quickly,” Laslin said, swallowing the lump in her throat. “I’d hoped it would take longer. Weeks. Months. I hoped I’d be here, trying to figure it out, with you the entire time. I’m changing. I know I am. I know leaving you again is inevitable, but to have the answers so quickly…” 
 
    “Ah. I see. Should’ve held out on You longer, should I? Come. This sort of discussion deserves sunshine.” 
 
    They sat in the garden, eking what privacy they could out of a village on the lookout for a god. Laslin sat against Thorn while Avery perched on a fence, spring breeze playing with her hair. Laslin rolled her shoulders back. Her scales itched under the fabric and longed for sunlight. 
 
    “The first night we met, I walked You back to Your room. We clasped hands, if You remember. I was so certain it changed me in some way; that some force ran through me. That’s why I so readily agreed to uproot my very existence and travel to the ends of the earth with You. Well, that and a slew of other Braith-related reasons You know far too well. 
 
    “I don’t think I was wrong about what I felt. Only about its source: the First God, below us in the forest. Wherever It may be, bonding You to me, to ensure You’d find Your way back to Its far-from-final resting place.” 
 
    Laslin leant back, staring at Avery as she swung her legs against the fence. She exhaled all the fear within her and started laughing. 
 
    “No, Avery. We both knew we liked each other. That’s all it was,” Laslin said. 
 
    “That’s all, is it?” Avery said, joining in the laughter. “Either a sleeping, ancient god or the power of two lonely lesbians?” 
 
    Laslin smiled and ran a hand over Thorn. He was a lucky creature, lying flat, scales dancing with light. 
 
    “Here’s the good news,” Avery continued. “Despite our journey through the forest and Your return with Braith, You still don’t comprehend the size of the forest. If countries were still a thing, it could be its own! A relatively small one, granted, and often overlooked with little room for its name on the map, but a country nonetheless! 
 
    “We could be searching for weeks. Months! There are plenty of rabbit-traps to check for hidden gods, You realise.”  
 
    “We?” 
 
    “It occurs to me that it would be terribly rude to invite myself along, but I had presumed You would be appreciative of my company,” Avery said. 
 
    “Of course I would. Of course I am. But can you leave Malik?” 
 
    “Goodness, not always. I’m certain I could venture for a day or two at a time, but I’d have to spend equal, if not more, time with the boy. Saxon loves him dearly, and Malik returns the sentiment, but I cannot disappear entirely. But know this: on the days I could not join You, expeditions lacking for my wit and charm, You would always have my house to come home to.” 
 
    Laslin’s laughter was a thing of the past. It belonged to another person. Getting to her feet, she tugged on Avery’s breeches and urged her to the ground. For all the magic she had, for her mothers waiting for her in the mountains, once her Mark began to glow bright, Laslin accepted there would never be a home for her. 
 
    The continent was her home. There was nowhere she wasn’t welcomed. There was nowhere she could remain. 
 
    “Maybe it’ll take decades,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    Avery kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “I should like that very much. Not if the poor god is in distress, mind You, but I am content to blaspheme by Your side.” 
 
    For the first time, Laslin considered shirking her duty. She could spend her days scouring the forest, ignoring the tug of her Mark and the magic in the ground, and wander back to the light-blue house in the middle of Vaelos. Saxon would have dinner ready, and Avery would wave her onto the sofa, little Malik at one side. 
 
    Laslin looked at her hands, then Avery’s. She traced the scales framing her face, then ran her nails along the grooves of her horns. 
 
    “I’m going to change,” Laslin whispered. “This is only the start. I can’t put it off. I’m going to make things worse for you. Harder for us.” 
 
    “Harder for us? Goodness, woman, it is already too hard for me. Leaving You for a second time will be harder than anything I’ve done thus far, even if I am the one staying still. But I see it this way: in a decade, I will miss You. There is no getting around that. But I would rather have all the memories we’ve yet to form to reflect on, to learn from, than merely the ones already behind us. I could live, if I chose, in that moment for a good deal of time, knowing there is no set date for our parting and nothing that could suddenly tear me from You. 
 
    “And what does it matter if You have more scales? I can only love You more if there is more to You!” 
 
    Laslin screwed her eyes shut. The fire in her chest was only the start. 
 
    Some days, she wished it would obliterate her from within. 
 
    “It won’t just be scales. It won’t just be horns. I might not be able to talk, Avery. I might not fit in your house,” Laslin said. “And that terrifies me. Changing, leaving: all of it.” 
 
    Knowing she couldn’t argue with Laslin’s reality, Avery held her tighter.  
 
    “And if we find the First God,” she asked softly. “What then? What becomes of You? Of Fishbones and the others? Does this—does this stop? I know You are not a human with a handful of powers tacked on. I know You are something else and that Your godhood cannot be divided from You, but if the First God breaks the cycle and takes matters into Its own hands, well. Perhaps…” 
 
    Laslin shook her head, stopping Avery from getting her hopes up. 
 
    There were some things Laslin knew at the core of herself, and this was one of them. 
 
    “There’ll be no more gods after me. I’ll continue to change, and my duty will be the same. That’s what I am. When I was younger, I used to think I was one of many gods wandering the continent. The others acted passively in their true forms, as I might when walking through a crowd and cleansing illness. They could no longer communicate in a way humans understood, and the good they now did was beyond mortal minds. 
 
    “But I was alone. All this time, I’ve been alone. They were in the Empty Ocean, and I alone wandered the continent. If the First God comes back, they can awaken, too. I won’t be the only god anymore.” 
 
    Avery cleared her throat. It wasn’t the answer either of them wanted. 
 
    “Well! In that case, we shall search in earnest for this First God of Yours and enjoy the time we have been given. After all, I did not expect to ever see You again. Every extra moment is a blessing, Laz.” 
 
    As Avery would look back on this in a decade, Laslin would reflect on it in a century, a millennium. She envied Avery her mortality for that. 
 
    “Braith’s going to be there, too,” Laslin said. “She’s an important part of this. I know you both spoke for a long time, but if there’s going to be a problem…” 
 
    Avery waved a hand.  
 
    “Oh, come now. You are not exposing me to all the evils of this world. As You said, Braith and I talked and talked. I wasn’t even the only one rambling. I believe we have come to an understanding that will allow us to be in the same forest for extended periods of time, if not the same room. Besides, I see how You look at her, Laslin. I know what she means to You, and I would not wish to take that from either of You. You love her, don’t You?” 
 
    “I do. In the same way you love Malik,” Laslin said. She paused, shaking her head. “No—in the way Malik loves you. She really is so very human.” 
 
    “I am glad of that, even if I might not show it. Do You want to know what the worst part of this is? I’m not angry at her. All that shouting may seem to suggest some mistruth in that statement, but when I look deep within myself, there it is. I put on a decent show, I admit, but once I spoke with her alone, I realised… gods, Laz. I realised I feel sorry for her. 
 
    “Still. I don’t know how to look at her. Not truly. Over the years, I was terrified of her returning or otherwise running into her, for fear of her having won. Vague, I realise, but she had left me. She disappeared into the night, heeding her true calling, and I was left to wallow in my misery. I stayed exactly where I was, reminded of her each day, yet… 
 
    “Look at me! Look at us! My life changed in ways I could not predict, yet it should turn my stomach if I suggested I had won. There is no victor here. Braith is broken. The gods have done something to her, something that was either too much or too late, and I shall not forgive them for that.” 
 
    “Did you never think she might return?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Oh, certainly. For the first few months, and then the odd day when my imagination got the better of me. Braith had struggled with being away from Siormar before. She’d broken down more than once and marched through the forest, barefooted in the dead of winter. Saxon and I always managed to lure her home, and it was only ever a passing thing. She’d be her usual, smiling self within a few days. 
 
    “I searched. You know that. I did not awaken to a meagre letter and let it be. I scoured the forest, then headed halfway to Siormar. You know the tracker I am, and even I could not find her. I suppose dear Fishbones may have something to do with that. 
 
    “But I believed for a long time that she would return to me, and her reasoning would be enough for me to forgive her wholly. She would walk through the door, and all that pain would be forgotten. Well. Obviously, it wasn’t so. I turned to anger, letting it burn through me for the better part of a year. Now I find myself happy, despite how I miss Old Taryn and You. 
 
    “So, no. It shall not be a problem to have Braith with us. She is important to You and was once very dear to me. I should like to see her through this and to know there was a purpose for it all; I would like to see the day when she is not being pushed and pulled by forces older than the land we stand on.” 
 
    Laslin rested her head on Avery’s shoulder. Avery owed Braith nothing, but kindness overwhelmed the hurt she’d endured. She had her outbursts, true, but she reflected upon her words and herself, only wanting what was best for everyone. 
 
    “Can I ask you a favour?” Laslin asked, taking Avery’s hand. 
 
    “You mean other than tracking down an ancient god who has been sleeping for the entirety of our history and countless millennia before that and helping It awaken into a new world?” 
 
    Laughing, Laslin bumped her shoulder against Avery’s. 
 
    “Other than that,” she said. “The letters you wrote to me were so full. There was so much to them, even the shorter ones. They meant so much to me, and you have no idea how many times I read them over and over.” 
 
    “Well, that’s absolutely wonderful to hear. However, that is a compliment, not a question.” 
 
    “I’m getting there!” Laslin protested. Avery kissed her cheek, showing a small mercy. “Lately, I have wanted to… I think, after so many years, that…” 
 
    “Let me guess. You used to be indecisive, but now You aren’t sure?” 
 
    Laslin glowered up at her. Avery wrapped an arm around her shoulders, giving her time enough to find her words. 
 
    “I think I’d like to write to my mothers,” Laslin managed. 
 
    Avery faltered, knowing it was no small thing.  
 
    “Why now?” she asked. 
 
    “Because of everything. I spent eight years travelling without having anything to say. There are only so many times you can write home about miracles. Eventually, I stopped writing letters because I convinced myself they didn’t want them. I wasn’t like them, wasn’t their daughter anymore,” Laslin murmured. “And one day, too much time had passed for me to suddenly write to them again. So I stopped thinking about it, stopped feeling guilty about it. Only I never really did. 
 
    “But now there’s the First God. All I know about the continent. But more than that, there’s you. I want to tell them about you. I want someone else to know what you mean to me.” 
 
    Avery pressed her nose to Laslin’s temple. Laslin closed her eyes, taking a deep breath of the spring air. The sun was warm, the breeze cool when it found it within itself to rise, and the world need not spread any further than Avery and the beating of her heart. 
 
    Laslin swore to remember that moment forever. She did not need a letter to immortalise it. 
 
    “Goodness. I didn’t realise You were that taken with me,” Avery said. “It would be an absolute honour to help You write home after so many years. The key, I believe, is not rushing into it. Perhaps we could start from the tale of Your dashing rescue from the rabbit-trap?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Laslin got to her feet. She took both Avery’s hands and pulled her up. 
 
    “Maybe I should’ve asked Saxon,” Laslin said. “Come on. We need to make arrangements if we’re to find the First God.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes. I suppose Your letter can wait until It opens Its eyes again. But don’t think I’ll let You wait a moment longer to put pen to paper!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-Three. 
 
      
 
    Spring forgot its humble roots. The season barrelled into itself, demanding all the change, pollen, and rebirth owed to it. The world would settle into a lull come summer, heat making the lazy days longer, but now it was not so. Lambs explored the fields around Vaelos, the forest bloomed as the canopy darkened like a bruise, and the days rolled into one another. 
 
    Braith couldn’t stop sneezing. 
 
    Laslin and Braith spent days scouting the inner perimeter of the forest, rarely straying more than a mile into the undergrowth. Laslin traced the inside of the circle on her palm, hoping it would flash like a guiding star and send her tripping over the First God. 
 
    Avery joined them every other day as she introduced Malik to a new rhythm. Laslin convinced Thorn to join them a grand total of once, and he’d grumbled the entire time. Ivy glided from branch to branch, sharp eyes making out no more than Laslin or Braith’s. 
 
    Braith walked with a staff and jabbed at the ground. Flames burnt in her eyes, leading them nowhere. 
 
    “I know I wasn’t really in the Empty Ocean, but I was. And You have to appreciate how straightforward it was. First, there was the forest on the seabed. Then the non-existent tide came in. Then the forest disappeared, we found the Mark, and that led us to Fih Bryn and the others. He was only too happy to tell us exactly what to do. Well, not exactly, but we were done within a day. I keep forgetting why we’re walking in circles,” Braith said. 
 
    Laslin offered a sympathetic smile over her shoulder. She tugged at her collar and readjusted her shirt against her scales. The rising heat made her aware of her clothing in a way a god shouldn’t be.  
 
    “Oh!” Braith said, slamming her fist into her palm. “The forest in the Empty Ocean. That was this forest, or a dream of it. We saw what we wanted to: the answers to all the questions we’d always had!” 
 
    Laslin slowed. So much had happened in the Empty Ocean, so much had been torn from within her and bestowed upon her, that the forest had become an afterthought.  
 
    “Maybe you should have been born the god.” 
 
    “Thank You,” Braith said, chest puffed out. She complained about the endless wandering, but the sense of purpose suited her. “I hate to bring it up, and I’m not saying it because I’m bitter or anything—but what if Avery’s wrong? What if the First God isn’t here? This is a huge forest, and we could spend years combing the trees for something that isn’t even here.” 
 
    Braith doubted herself more than Avery. Laslin gestured to a fallen log, and they took their second break of the morning. 
 
    Laslin rubbed at the scales along the collar of her tunic. 
 
    “You just said we saw the forest, this forest, for a reason,” Laslin said. Braith mouthed an oh. “And I know It's here, somewhere.” 
 
    “But finding It could take a lifetime. Well. My lifetime, not Yours. Surely there’s something we can do other than wander the forest and poke the undergrowth with a stick. The First God could be anything! What if It’s a mouse? A beetle?” 
 
    “Then you’d better be careful with your stick.” 
 
    Scowling, Braith finished off the water in her canteen. They continued through the forest for another hour, Braith humming as they went. She was in better spirits than Laslin had ever known her to be, and more herself for dangling over the precipice of the truth. It couldn’t last. It would end in tears; Braith’s past was never far behind, but neither was Laslin. Not now. She’d keep Braith safe, keep her free, even if she had to turn her back on the First God. 
 
    Braith hopped into step next to Laslin and ducked under the low branches narrowing the path ahead. 
 
    “Why don’t You take off Your shirt?” she asked. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Braith held up her hands in an apologetic defence.  
 
    “I’m not being weird or inappropriate. I promise! But I’ve been out here with You for days, and I can see how uncomfortable You are. The fabric against Your scales can’t feel good, right? And all this heat doesn’t help. I know how much Thorn loves lying in the sunlight. His scales are always so much brighter afterwards. Why wouldn’t it be the same for You? So—that’s why I asked. Why don’t You take Your shirt off? You’d be more comfortable.” 
 
    Laslin stared straight through Braith. She’d worn a cloak back to Vaelos with the warming sun on her back. It wasn’t that the cloth irritated her scales, not quite; they, like her, yearned for something more.  
 
    “I have to maintain appearances,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Hide away, You mean,” Braith challenged.  
 
    Laslin bit the inside of her mouth. She didn’t want to smile or laugh, but there was no small delight in Braith’s brazen challenge of a god. Siormar had sunk its claws in deep and some wounds would always remain, but they hadn’t clawed out the truth, bright essence at the heart of Braith. 
 
    “I don’t think it would be appropriate,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Okay. But have You thought about it like this? You’re fixated on having changed. Of course You are. I was/wasn’t there. I was with You when the horns came in and the scales spread, and it was terrifying. Not because of the way it looked, but because You were in so much pain. You think You have to hide it away to protect Yourself and others, but when You leave Vaelos, when You reach the next city or village, no one’s going to know You ever looked any different. They’ll see You and think: that’s it! That’s what a god looks like!” 
 
    Laslin was not at risk of smiling now. 
 
    The world repeated itself indefinitely. Each settlement brought the same routine of awe and celebration. Laslin pretended it was novel to her, pretended it was an honour, and forgot the people did not pretend as she did. 
 
    They had no expectations of her. They did not know she’d changed, only that she would change still. They would not look at her scales and see the smooth skin that’d once been or reflect on how humans her eyes once were. 
 
    “Hm,” Laslin said. 
 
    Laslin continued through the forest. The First God didn’t stir in Its sleep, helpfully shaking the ground beneath them. After a repertoire of deep, pointless breaths, Laslin tugged her shirt over her head. The fabric snagged on her horns, but the sunlight breaking through the canopy melted away any frustration. 
 
    Braith grinned when Laslin dared to catch her eye. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, Braith. I’m happy for you,” Laslin said. “Not many could talk sense into me like that, but you know when you know better than a god.” 
 
    Braith’s foot caught on a root. It’d be easy for her to take it as an admonishment. 
 
    “Well. I like to think that we’re—friends? Maybe?” Braith said. Laslin nodded. “But don’t worry. I’d still do anything for You, Laslin. You’re still my god.” 
 
    Laslin placed her hand on Braith’s back. 
 
    “Anyway!” Braith said. “I know You could do this forever, but we’ve been at this since dawn. Perhaps we should call it a day.” 
 
    Trusting she’d innately know when they were on the right track, Laslin didn’t argue. She spread the forest map Avery had given them across a rock. With Braith’s help, she marked off the territory they’d trekked through. 
 
    Laslin struggled to keep her shirt off as she headed into the village. Only the thought of Avery, waiting for her in the light-blue house and helping Malik get up to benign mischief, stopped her feet from rooting themselves to the ground. 
 
    Vaelos was getting used to having a resident deity. People stared and bowed their heads, but there was a normalcy to their wonder. Their lives had always been good, and Laslin’s presence reinforced that. 
 
    She walked through the village with the sun on her scales. She was not human, that was clear to anyone, but she was not unlike them, either. She was no less in their eyes than she had been last year, horns hidden, eyes rounded. 
 
    “Saxon’s at the library today. I said I’d meet her there,” Braith said when the cobbled path split. “Something about helping rearrange the older collections.” 
 
    Braith left with a wave. The tensions in the house were not what they’d been before Avery and Braith had their heart to heart, but Braith took any opportunity to occupy herself elsewhere. 
 
    Avery and Malik were in the garden. Avery had decided there was no time like the present to teach him archery and carved him his first bow. 
 
    They fired at a makeshift target, and Thorn and Nahir stood wisely behind them. 
 
    “Ah! Laslin! There You are,” Avery said, lowering the bow she’d been purposely missing with. “Half of me feared today was the day You’d awaken the First God and not return until sunset.” 
 
    Laslin leant against the fence. Avery raised a brow but otherwise did not comment on the scales exposed to the world. 
 
    “Look! Miss god!” Malik cried. 
 
    “For the last time, child, it’s Laslin,” Avery said. 
 
    “Miss Laslin! Watch!” 
 
    Tongue poking out, Malik notched another arrow, held up his bow, and pulled it back. After a lifetime spent staring at the target, he let the arrow fly. It left the bow, arched in the air, and skidded in the grass a few feet from the target. 
 
    “I’m getting better! Avery says I’m already better than Braith,” Malik beamed. 
 
    Climbing over the fence, Laslin said, “And better than me! Thorn had his eye on you the entire time. I can tell he’s impressed.” 
 
    “Yeah! I gotta get as good as Avery. I’ll protect all the baby Bloodscales,” Malik declared, still intent on visiting the mountains. 
 
    To him, they were on the other side of the forest. He had never strayed more than a few miles from his home and could not imagine there being anything greater than the swathe of trees surrounding him. To him, the circular forest covering the First God’s old heart was the continent in and of itself. The mountains stood on floating islands, worlds in and of themselves. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Those poor little hatchlings, forced to endure all manner of hot springs,” Avery said. “But do try forgetting those overgrown lizards for five minutes, won’t you? We’ve far more important things to attend to today!” 
 
    Malik stumbled upon a sudden, toothy grin. 
 
    “Oh!” he said, almost tripping over Thorn’s tail as he flung himself into the house. 
 
    With Malik safely inside, Avery hurried over to Laslin and kissed her. 
 
    “No luck today, then?” she asked. 
 
    “None at all,” Laslin said. “But what’s so important here?” 
 
    “You’ll see. And trying out a new look, are You? I have to say, it suits You down to the ground. A dragon in our humble village! They shall be sending over knights next.” 
 
    Laslin followed her into the kitchen. Malik rocked on the balls of his feet, hovering over the basket on the table. He grabbed Laslin’s hand and led her closer, showing off the blanket he’d rolled up himself, only needing a little help from Avery. 
 
    “A picnic?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Yeah! Because it’s Your birthday!” Malik declared. 
 
    Time was slipping through Laslin’s fingers. Surely it was only yesterday she’d told Avery her birthday was a week away. She had not tried to forget the day, as she had so many times; she had so much to focus on, between Avery and the First God, that every day had become its own celebration. 
 
    Braith hadn’t mentioned their shared birthday that morning. She must’ve thought Laslin was intentionally silent on the topic.  
 
    “Oh,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Come, Laz. You may not be one for calendars or any of that mortal nonsense, but surely You didn’t think we’d forget Your birthday, did You?” Avery asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Laslin managed. “I don’t know what I thought. Or—I’m sorry. Sorry, Malik. I’m excited, I really am. Where are we heading?” 
 
    “To see the baby sheep!” Malik announced. 
 
    Avery carried the picnic basket in one hand and held Malik’s in the other. Laslin propped the blanket under one arm and obliged Malik when he insisted on being swung between the pair of them. Thorn followed them out of the valley and into the hills, and Ivy circled overhead, finding the perfect spot. 
 
    Avery threw the blanket over Malik’s head. He laughed, fighting his way out, while Avery feigned ignorance and muttered about the lumpy ground. This was not new to either of them, but it was not common, either. 
 
    It was something special they shared, something they’d invited Laslin to be a part of. 
 
    “This must seem terribly selfish of us. Inviting You, who has no need and little desire to eat, to a picnic in the hills. Rest assured, it is more about the ritual than anything else. Besides, what else were we to do? Throw an impromptu party in Your Honour? You’ve had enough of those to last a lifetime,” Avery said, sat on one side of the blanket. “Still! Thirty-one. Anniversaries and traditions aside, I am grateful to have You here, where I might celebrate with You, rather than simply celebrating You.” 
 
    Laslin, cross-legged on the blanket, reached for Avery’s hand. Never had a mortal been so thoughtful, so caring. Never had one gone to such lengths to include her without ignoring who and what she was. 
 
    “I like a lot of the things you make,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Avery’s the best!” Malik agreed. “Saxon too!” 
 
    Leaning towards Malik, Laslin whispered, “Avery is really good at eating Saxon’s food.” 
 
    Malik burst into laughter. Avery pretended to be wounded, even as she prepared them all plates. 
 
    Thorn, ever impatient, had been nudging the basket with his nose since Avery set it down. He was treated to lunch first: a bunch of carrots, a bell pepper in every colour, and three whole heads of lettuce. 
 
    “You should see the valley in autumn,” Avery told him. “Pumpkins as far as the eye can see, in that field yonder. Even you would meet your match, Sir Thorn.” 
 
    Laslin took her plate from Avery. Unlike Avery and Malik’s plates, piled high with heartily sized offerings, there were a dozen different dishes on Laslin’s, less than a bite each. Food did not serve the same purpose for her as it did mortals, and Avery knew that. It was there to be tasted, to be savoured, not to keep her running. 
 
    Avery ate in large, cheerful bites, and Malik made a fine mess of his plate as he mimicked Thorn’s eating habits. 
 
    The sun reflected off Laslin’s scales. The First God was somewhere close. Lambs bounded through the grass, unsteady on their legs, all doing something adorable that Laslin, Avery, and Malik scrambled to point out. 
 
    When he was done eating and had climbed all over Thorn to his heart’s delight, Malik ran off to play with the lambs. Avery let herself sit closer to Laslin, thinking Malik wouldn’t find it strange to see them shoulder-to-shoulder. 
 
    “We could practise,” Avery suggested. 
 
    “Practise?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “Writing. After all, isn’t that the crux of our plan? You surely cannot expect to pick up a pen and pour Your heart out on the first draft.” 
 
    “I could try a hundred times and burn every page,” Laslin said. 
 
    For so long, she’d searched for a way to start a conversation years overdue. Did she start at the beginning or talk of how she’d changed? Did she put down her recent adventures, her time in the Empty Ocean and the search for the First God, or did she speak of Thorn? 
 
    Laslin rested her head on Avery’s shoulder. There was somewhere to start: lost in the hills, an insignificant speck from the village below, bound to the one beside her. Watching a young boy befriending a dozen lambs while a Bloodscale settle down to sleep, stomach full. 
 
    “That’s why we don’t start with Your mothers. That’s far too ambitious, even for a god,” Avery said, slipping an arm around Laslin’s waist. “We shall start far smaller than that. Much more recent, too.” 
 
    Laslin glanced up. Avery grinned in the way she did whenever she’d stumbled upon her latest amazing idea. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Why, none other than Your dear friends in the north. From all You’ve told me, Luso and Flint were absolutely vital in keeping You in one piece on Your journey north, and Braith mentioned she was the one who said Your goodbyes for You. This is no judgement, Laz, I cannot comprehend what You were thinking or feeling after all You’d learnt and how abruptly You’d changed, but I’m sure they must worry about You. That seems like a fair place to start.” 
 
    Luso and Flint. Laslin had accepted their company on the road to Nyarko, relied on their guidance for months, and helped herself to their family’s hospitality. She’d promised them answers, but the answers she’d uncovered had driven her away. 
 
    She was too ashamed to face them, certain they’d despise her for the changes she’d undergone. Flint succumbing to the dread was torture enough, yet Laslin made a mockery of that hurt by displaying it across her body. 
 
    “Maybe,” Laslin said. “I’d like to let them know what happened. They deserve answers.” 
 
    “Exactly! They’d be utterly thrilled to hear from You, Laz. How could anyone not? And don’t think they’ll begrudge You leaving as You did. From what you told me of them, they are fine fellows and understand You both as their friend and their god.” 
 
    “They won’t believe that I went to the Empty Ocean or that there was so much there,” Laslin mumbled. “I’d like to write to Nova, too. Their niece.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit! Two birds with one stone. Or in this case, one hawk with two letters,” Avery said. 
 
    If she kept smiling like that, green eyes gleaming in the afternoon light, Laslin could pen a letter to every mortal she’d ever come across. 
 
    Having greeted all the lambs, Malik charged up the hillside, red-faced and puffing. 
 
    “Presents!” he demanded. 
 
    Laslin froze. She knew they were for her, but not how to accept them. Malik held out his hands, making grabbing motions to Avery, who shook her head and pretended there was no haste in her search through the bottom of the basket. 
 
    “Here we are!” Avery said, holding out a thick sheet of paper to Malik. 
 
    Malik took it into excited hands, blank side facing Laslin, and rocked on the spot before presenting it to her. 
 
    Laslin took it from him and turned it right-side up. Cheerful strokes of bright red paint made up the bulk of Thorn’s body. Laslin sat astride him, Mark glowing more blue than turquoise, and red blobs surrounded them. A quick squint revealed them to be Bloodscale hatchlings. 
 
    “Malik,” Laslin said, clearing her throat. “It’s beautiful. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “I’ve been working in it every day! Whenever You went to the forest,” he said. 
 
    Pushing herself to her feet, Laslin held out an arm. Malik didn’t think twice about going in for a hug, and Laslin kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Let’s see what Thorn thinks, shall we?” she said. 
 
    Malik jumped over the picnic basket and placed his tiny hands under Thorn’s head, lifting it from the grass. 
 
    “Look!” he said. “It’s you! And miss Laslin!” 
 
    Avery didn’t stop smiling the entire time. 
 
    “Here. I know my dear boy has outshone me, but I should hate not to have anything prepared for Your birthday,” Avery said. “Especially not after making such an ordeal of it.” 
 
    She held out a small, red pouch, drawn closed with a length of golden string. Laslin took it carefully in her palm, not wanting the breeze to steal it. It weighed much of nothing, and Laslin stared at it, expecting to understand without opening it. 
 
    “I do hope I haven’t put You on the spot. I only—” Avery began. 
 
    “No. No, thank you, Avery. I’m just surprised.”  
 
    Laslin eased the pouch open and tipped its contents into her waiting hand. A silver chain coiled in her palm, each link catching in the sunlight. She lifted it, and an arrowhead hung from the chain, twisting in half-circles. 
 
    “Avery,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    “I do apologise if it’s a little self-centred. I only hoped You would appreciate some memento of mine, to know I am thinking of You always. Not simply on Your birthday.” 
 
    Laslin had never heard such hesitance in Avery’s voice. She tore her eyes from the arrowhead and found her chewing her lower lip. 
 
    “No, no. Avery, it’s wonderful,” Laslin murmured. She faltered, hand closing around the chain as she realised what it was and what it meant. “This was—” 
 
    “Taryn’s. Indeed. Trust You to remember every detail of those letters.”  
 
    “I can’t accept this. It’s too important to you, Avery,” Laslin said, holding the chain out to her. 
 
    “Nonsense. I am giving it to You because it is so dear to me. I want You to understand all You mean to me, and know this whole situation is no mere trifle to me.” 
 
    Laslin held the chain so tightly it imprinted on her palms. She swallowed the lump in her throat, not knowing how to thank Avery or return a fraction of the sentiment. 
 
    Happily, Malik had no idea what they were talking about and decided he had far more interesting matters to discuss. 
 
    “Avery? I have a question,” he said. 
 
    “Oh? What is it, little Malik?” Avery asked, tugging him into her lap. 
 
    “It isn’t a question. It’s something Lea said. They said you’re not actually my sister.” 
 
    “What? That is nonsense, pure and simple,” Avery assured him. “Why did Lea say such a thing?” 
 
    “Because you’re old. You’re older than Lea’s dad!” 
 
    “Goodness. Rub salt in the wound, why don’t you, Lea,” Avery said, chuckling. “I assure you, Malik, we are family to the core, even if we are a little different from your friends.”  
 
    “But you’re old!” Malik protested. 
 
    “Nearly thirty-four,” Laslin chimed in. 
 
     “I’d thank You not to team up against me, Laz. Now, Malik. Why are you wearing such a frown? Haven’t we had a wonderful day together?” Avery asked. Malik said nothing and folded his arms over his chest. “Do you not want me to be your sister?” 
 
    “Lea has two dads. Kai has a parent and a mum. Frei has a mum and dad. Klara has three mums,” Malik mumbled. “And—and Taryn was your parent and my grandparent, so it doesn’t make sense! I’ve never had any mums.”  
 
    “I see. So, you’ve chosen to sulk because you feel left out, do you?” Avery asked, pressing her nose to his face. 
 
    “Everyone thinks you’re my mum,” Malik said. 
 
    “I see. And do you include yourself in this everyone, dear boy?” 
 
    Malik shrugged, shoulders covering his ears.  
 
    Laughing, Avery pulled him into a tight hug. She kissed the top of his head and said, “Malik, you are the most precious being on the continent. I shall be pestering you life-long, even when you are as old as I now am and have a home of your own. You are mine, my boy, and I shall be whatever you wish of me.” 
 
    Malik buried his face in her shoulder. After a moment, he mumbled that it sounded nice. 
 
    Laslin smiled, feeling no need to say I told you so. 
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-Four. 
 
      
 
    Braith brought a stack of books back from the library. Even a village at the heart of a forest had a more varied selection of texts than Siormar, and like Laslin, Braith was determined to make up for lost time. She left half the pile with Laslin, who read by candlelight with one arm around Avery while she slept. 
 
    Laslin had made it a third of the way into a light, charming novel when it started. A din rose from beneath the floorboards, a sound without shape. The mumbles turned to shouts that barrelled upstairs. 
 
    Laslin closed the book around her thumb. Half-asleep, Avery leapt to her feet. She tugged a robe around herself and flew down the stairs long before Laslin’s sharp ears and solidarity with the night parsed the voice as Braith’s. 
 
    Saxon was up. It wasn’t that Laslin had missed something; Avery and Saxon already knew the signs. This was far from the first time Braith’s nightmares had got the better of her, and her half-coherent howling was as bright as anything Flint had mumbled through his dread. 
 
    Laslin made it two steps down before another door creaked open. 
 
    “Miss Laslin?” Malik murmured, clinging to a stuffed lizard Saxon had made in Thorn’s image. “What’s happening? Is Braith angry? Did someone get in?” 
 
    Laslin retreated to the landing. Avery and Saxon didn’t need her help in soothing Braith. 
 
    She knelt in front of Malik and placed a hand on his face. 
 
    He didn’t bristle at her scales, nor did her horns startle him in the dark. He looked at Laslin for the reassurance that was a guardian’s place to give, not a god’s. 
 
    “Everything’s alright, Malik. Braith had a nightmare. She’s upset, but Avery and Saxon are looking after her. No one’s angry and no one’s hurt,” Laslin promised him. 
 
    Malik wrapped his arms around his stuffed lizard. 
 
    “I thought something bad happened,” he said, not convinced. 
 
    “It did, in a way. Braith must have been very scared. I know I was when I first heard her shouting. Did she wake you up?” 
 
    Malik nodded. 
 
    His gaze darted to the side. There was something more to it. 
 
    “Do you want to come down and make sure she’s alright? Seeing everything for yourself will make you feel better.” 
 
    Malik’s tongue poked the inside of his cheek. Laslin sat cross-legged on the floor, hand on his elbow. 
 
    “Is Braith…” Malik began. “Are we allowed to like her?” 
 
    Laslin tilted her head to the side, letting him continue. 
 
    “She’s Saxon’s sister, but Avery gets upset when she’s here. She pretends she doesn’t, but…” 
 
    “Avery and Braith knew each other a long, long time ago. You were only two years old when they last saw each other,” Laslin said, giving Malik time to bask in the enormity of four years. “Some difficult things happened between them, but they’re both doing their best to be friends again. Avery cares deeply for Braith. I do, too. She’s very important to me, but only you can decide whether you like her or not. No one will upset if you don’t know how to act around her. 
 
    “But no one’s angry with each other. Avery’s down there looking after Braith right now. We don’t have to go down, but we could check on them from the stairs.” 
 
    After a quick consultation with the stuffed lizard, Malik decided it was a fair compromise. Laslin took his hand, and they sat together halfway down the stairs. 
 
    Malik gripped the posts, staring down into the living room. 
 
    Braith’s makeshift bed was as dishevelled as she was. The blankets lay on the floor, the pillows forgotten, and Braith sat with her face in her hands. Avery knelt before her with a gentle hand on her knee, and Saxon sat by her side. 
 
    “Now, now. Keep working on your breathing, nice and slowly,” Avery instructed. She rose when Saxon placed a hand on Braith’s back. “Where is it? Gods, woman, you’ve truly made a mess of this place. Even Malik is more delicate with his toys than you were with this bedding. Surely you must—ah-ha! Come. This has always calmed you on nights like these.” 
 
    Avery returned, brandishing a brush. Braith peeked between her fingers. Without a word, she turned on the sofa and let Avery sit behind her. Saxon spoke softly. Avery occasionally chimed in but kept her focus sharp. They didn’t ask after the nightmare that plagued her or why she’d screamed. 
 
    They knew better than that. 
 
    Avery brushed Braith’s long, tangled hair through a dozen times. There was something soft in it, a routine recovered with fewer hitches than anything else that had come between them since reuniting. Avery put Braith’s comfort first. Her own hurt was assuaged by the rataplan of kindness that struck her every nerve. 
 
    Laslin smiled softly. When this was all over and she was gone from Vaelos, Avery would not be alone. She would have the love of her family, Malik and Saxon both, and in time, she could come to rely on Braith, too. If trust was reforged, they could call themselves friends again. 
 
    More, perhaps. Laslin didn’t know if that sort of love and commitment was possible after all that had divided them, but some small part of her hoped it was. Avery deserved to be held, to banish old wounds, and for all Braith had done to divide them, she was only a pawn in a god’s plan. 
 
    Had Fih Bryn known better, had he not poured his visions into a mind not lesser but not compatible, Avery and Braith would still be together. This could all be a passing storm, something they would reflect on in decades to come without aching for it. 
 
    It was selfishness on Laslin’s part. When she left, she did not wish to take the guilt of Avery having been twice-left with her. It would cling to her as her bones shattered and regrew, turning her into something not lesser but not compatible.  
 
    Malik released the balusters and leant against Laslin. 
 
    “’m tired,” he mumbled. 
 
    Laslin took him back to his room, closing Saxon’s door as she passed, making the house softer. 
 
    The light from her Mark guided Malik back to his bed. The moment the covers were up, he wouldn’t stop wiggling. He fussed with the pillows, propping them up and laying them flat, and couldn’t find the right spot for his stuffed lizard to get comfortable. 
 
    “’m not tired,” he sighed. 
 
    Laslin saw beyond the façade. His eyes were heavy, his blinks a slow struggle, but fear of more screaming, of something worse than a nightmare rippling through the house, left his mind racing. 
 
    Laslin dragged over the small stool from his desk and sat by the side of his bed. 
 
    Taking a candle from the cabinet, she held it out and said, “Would you like to see something? Something almost nobody else knows about?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Malik said, bolting upright. 
 
    Laslin let the light from her Mark fade. She didn’t let confusion spread to fear. With a tiny puff of fire from her lungs, she bathed the room in candlelight. 
 
    Malik’s delight was louder than Braith’s distress. He clapped his hands together, demanding to see more. 
 
    Thinking shows of fire-breathing in his bedroom weren’t somethings he should undertake without Avery’s permission, Laslin promised him something far more interesting: a story about the mountains and the Bloodscales who roamed there. 
 
    Half of it was fiction. The rest was embellished. Laslin wasn’t sure why she added the flourishes; Malik would be awestruck by a tale of an elderly Bloodscale eating weeds. 
 
    Malik was asleep within half an hour. Laslin remained on the absurdly small stool, straining to listen for sounds of the house settling. Extinguishing the candle with her fingers, she stood when a light tap graced the door. 
 
    She expected Avery. She wasn’t wrong, but Avery wasn’t at the forefront. Braith faced her, hair in perfect braids, eyes burning. Avery and Saxon lingered on the landing, and Laslin feared Braith’s dreams had revealed every secret Laslin didn’t know she was keeping. 
 
    “I need to…” Braith began, but Laslin placed a finger to her lips. 
 
    She pointed to Braith, then down the stairs. 
 
    Avery squeezed Laslin’s hand, and Saxon disappeared into Malik’s room to tuck him in a little tighter. 
 
    Braith sat on the sofa, bedding carefully folded by Saxon’s anxious hands. Laslin sat beside her, waiting for Braith to speak. Waiting for her to break the spell of silence that had fallen over the house after her nightmares rattled its foundations. 
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry,” Braith began in a whisper. 
 
    “You’re sorry?” Laslin asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m not enough. I’m sorry I’m the only human, and I’m sorry I don’t understand what that means or what I’m supposed to do. I’m sorry I haven’t found the First God yet. I’m sorry I’m not what You need, Laslin. I know the nightmares are punishments from Fih Bryn, but I need them to stop. I need You to stop them.” 
 
    Laslin cupped Braith’s face. She let her ramble, let her say her piece; as awful as it was to hear, Braith deserved to get the words out of her head. 
 
    “This isn’t a punishment, Braith. You don’t deserve any of it. Fih Bryn doesn’t understand what He’s doing, not truly. It’s been so long since He thought Himself human, and He doesn’t understand what the dreams do to you,” Laslin said softly. “And you’re enough. You’re more than enough, Braith; you’re everything. You’re the whole reason this world exists around us and why the gods look over mortals. You might be human, the only true human, but you’re yourself. You’re you. I’m furious at the world, at Fih Bryn, at myself, for the way you’ve been treated. I’d use all the power in my Mark to make it stop.” 
 
    Braith looked away. 
 
    “That’s not true. It’s just—I’m me. And I know I don’t have the right to ask anything of You, but I can’t keep doing this. I can’t pretend to be okay, like nothing happened to me but my own bad choices. Please, Laslin. Please.” 
 
    “We’re going to find the answer,” Laslin said. 
 
    Tears ran over the backs of her hands. 
 
    “I hate this. My thoughts aren’t my own, but I can’t tell anyone that. What if it’s all in my head? What if I’m making it up? Why would the gods choose me? 
 
    “But I was with You in the Empty Ocean, even if I wasn’t. I saw it all, and—I’m not free. Not really. I escaped Siormar’s hold, and now I’m just as much a prisoner of the gods. I don’t even know if the gods are doing this, if it’s all Fih Bryn. If I’m a true human, maybe I’m connected to everyone who was lost to the dread, somehow. Maybe this is all I am: a vessel for the dread, centuries on.” 
 
    The anger in Braith’s voice did not sting. The truth never could. 
 
    It did not matter that Laslin was a thrall to a cycle that should never be, or that her life would never be her own so long as there were mortals to help. Braith was owed freedom, and her own role was a privilege; a blessing that came with its share of dark days. Braith was trapped, and Laslin simply was what she was. 
 
    Braith had a real chance to break free. 
 
    Laslin pulled Braith into her arms. She held her close, held her tight, and Braith crumbled against her. 
 
    “Tonight,” was all Laslin said. 
 
    “Laslin?” 
 
    “I’ll fix it. I’ll fix it all tonight,” Laslin whispered. “Tell me what you dreamt.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense,” Braith murmured into her shoulder. 
 
    “Tell me anyway. Please.” 
 
    Silence held them. Laslin loosened her grasp, and Braith slumped against her chest. 
 
    “Have You ever been on a boat?” Braith asked. 
 
    “In the south. They have lakes that stretch beyond the horizon. Some have waves of their own and can take days to cross.” 
 
    “I’ve never been on a boat. I’ve never seen one outside of illustrations. Not real boats, ships with sails. Only rowboats, good for fishing. But in my dream, I was on a ship. I could see every part of it perfectly. I usually can’t, because I know they’re not my dreams. This wasn’t, either. But I could see the deck, the mast, the sails—bigger than houses, bright against the storm behind us. I could taste the salt on the sea spray. I understood how it all worked. I knew which ropes to pull and how to keep my balance as the ship surged over the waves. 
 
    “I can still feel it. The whole continent is rocking. We were on the sea, not some lake, no matter how big. Voices rose around me. People were beyond terror. The old world, the Empty World, was behind us. It had collapsed into itself, and the dread Fih Bryn spoke of was everywhere. In the air, beneath us, tearing over the waves as the wind did. 
 
    “It took the water, first. The sea creatures rose, every skeleton we saw in the Empty Ocean, only they weren’t crystallised, weren’t fossils. They were alive, or—or close to it. The dread had taken them. It was coming for us, and being on that ship was only delaying the inevitable. We hadn’t thought it would work, but we couldn’t keep still, couldn’t stop running. 
 
    “It wasn’t a dream. It was a memory, Laslin, taken from humans by the First God, passed down through the others, then given to me. Forced on me. I know I’m asking a lot. I know You’re a god, and I should be patient, but…” 
 
    Laslin eased Braith back, stopping her midsentence. Talk of the old world and the ocean that had been was nothing. 
 
    Braith did not deserve the burden of having been there without being there, as she had in the Empty Ocean. 
 
    “Fih Bryn saw to it that we met for a reason, Braith. I already told you: it will be done tonight, I promise,” Laslin said. 
 
    Braith’s lower lip trembled. She’d expected admonishment and hadn’t dared hold out for hope. 
 
    “What will You do?” Braith asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’ll do it, Braith. I’ll do whatever I have to.” 
 
    “And You’re sure It’s here?” 
 
    Getting to her feet, Laslin said, “I know it is. I came to Vaelos for more than one reason. I felt everything change the first time, even if I didn’t understand it.” 
 
    Staring up at her, Braith asked the question Laslin needed to hear. 
 
    “The forest is huge, Laslin. You could’ve passed straight through it. You should’ve. How did You find Vaelos that first time? I know You didn’t carry maps back then.” 
 
    Laslin’s heart leapt. Her scales itched as though sunlight was denied to them. 
 
    She ran to the window and pulled back the curtains. The moon hung heavy in the sky, whole and unburdened. It offered its light to Laslin, keeping the stray clouds at bay. 
 
    That was the answer, locked away in the light she’d accepted and the mushrooms it had spread to. The glowing inkcaps danced around the trees and created a path in the maze that had ensnared her for so long. She’d thought so little of their guidance once she reached the valley cradling the village, and had never relied on it before or since. 
 
    “Get dressed,” Laslin said. “I know what to do.” 
 
    Laslin rushed from the room. She’d waited so long for her purpose, for a thread of reality to flow through the unsettling sensation of the peaceful world left to her, but it was only a fraction of her immortal life. Miniscule, in the scheme of things. Braith had waited three decades and feared she’d wait three decades more. 
 
    “Laz?” Avery asked as Laslin marched up the stairs. 
 
    “Get dressed,” Laslin repeated. “I know where It is.” 
 
    “Where It is? Surely You can’t mean the First God,” Avery said, not letting a hint of hope dash the truth out of it. “After all the time we’ve spent searching the forest, now it comes to You?” 
 
    “I was waiting,” Laslin said, rummaging for her things in the dark. “For the moon.” 
 
    “For the moon?” Avery asked, but wasted no time pulling on more than a robe. 
 
    It was too much to explain. Too little. If she spoke the words out loud, the magic would be lost. What if it was only a hunch? What if she wanted to help Braith so much her mind was making mountains out of flat-capped mushrooms? 
 
    It had to be indescribable. Something reserved only for the gods. 
 
    She couldn’t make sense of it until it had happened. 
 
    She caught Saxon on the landing, torn between checking on her sister and investigating the sudden ruckus of day clothes and boots. 
 
    Before she could say a word, Laslin held her face and pressed her horns to Saxon’s forehead. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for what We did to your sister. I’m sorry none of Us could stop what was happening in Siormar,” Laslin whispered. “But I’m going to make this right, Saxon. We were all brought together for a reason. You, Braith, Avery, and me. Even little Malik. I’ll set this right, and maybe you’ll forgive me.” 
 
    Saxon placed her hands on Laslin’s scaled shoulders. She had always striven to have an easy way about her when speaking of the gods, hoping to temper all Siormar had made rage within her, but Laslin knew her pure devotion and the need for freedom waged war within her, even now. 
 
    It was no small thing for her to be so close to a god, to hear one apologise. Laslin hoped no part of Saxon demanded penance for things lining up as they had. 
 
    “Your Grace. Laslin,” Saxon said, voice just as soft, just as steady. “You don’t need to apologise to me. Not for Fih Bryn’s actions. He is Your blood, but He is not You. You brought my sister back to me—both my sisters. I had feared Avery would never look me in the eye again. 
 
    “I do not understand what You are doing now, but I will. Come morning, I pray. You do not have to apologise to me, but I forgive You for all You fear You have done.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, Laslin nodded and nodded. She stepped back, only for Avery to slap Saxon across the back. 
 
    “I hate to be the one to break your heart, Saxon, but one of us has to stay behind and watch over dear Malik. Strange that I should be the one to venture into the forest searching for a god, after all I did as a youth to dissuade you from thinking there was anything sacred in these woods. Gods, woman. You knew more than you thought you did, and that was already a considerable amount,” Avery said. “I am sorry to deprive you of such an experience.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Saxon said, “I once thought I should not choose anything in this world over the gods, but when it comes to Malik, I am as content to watch over our boy as I would to be given a feather by Fih Bryn Himself.” 
 
    “Curse you, Saxon. I swear, if you refer to him as our boy again, I shall ensure Fishbones’ next round of nightmares are sent directly to your head,” Avery said. 
 
    Saxon squeezed Avery’s hand. Avery rolled her eyes, kissed Saxon’s cheek, and muttered her thanks for all she did. 
 
    They hurried downstairs. Braith held the door open. 
 
    The night was alive with something other than spring’s promises fulfilled and the thrum of the distant sun, hours from rising but burning still. 
 
    Laslin crouched by Thorn, sprawled in the front garden where he’d fallen asleep, and lifted his head. She whispered for him to wake up. Everything had to be as it was the first time the forest had come to life with stars fallen to the ground. 
 
    He grumbled his way awake. A sharp whistle from Avery saw Ivy at their side. 
 
    “Does it matter where we head?” Braith asked. 
 
    “No. As long as we’re in the forest. As long as there are mushrooms,” Laslin said. 
 
    “Mushrooms?” Avery asked. 
 
    Laslin had no answer for her. Words were not hers to control. Everything stuck in her throat as her thoughts roared, as her blood surged at the thought of her kin, sleeping in some cave, hidden in a rabbit-trap, high-up in an ancient oak. Her blood surged through her veins as it had no need to. The valley was steeper than ever, the forest never so far. 
 
    Something other than night cloaked them between the trees. The darkness of the forest was beyond that. Thorn, irritated but loyal, trundled on behind Laslin, and Avery and Braith followed, resigned to confusion. 
 
    Laslin held back branches and climbed over roots. Foxes scattered. The creatures of the forest fell silent, pretending their existence was a secret from all mortals who slumbered in the dark. This was their world, but they knew how to keep themselves safe. 
 
    Laslin moved as though she was Avery. Confidence covered her like a sheen of scales, and Laslin had as much chance of banishing it as she did her horns. She marched as though she knew the forest, as though she had traversed it a hundred times and had always known the way. 
 
    Ivy hopped from branch to branch. Avery and Braith huffed as they struggled to keep up, uncertain how they had gone from sitting on a sofa to this.  
 
    The canopy opened like a leaf in spring, an eye in the dark. The brilliant white iris of the moon shone down upon them. Laslin held out her arm, believing the light of the moon would never wane. 
 
    The Mark of the Gods glimmered in the moonlight. 
 
    Laslin threw out her hand, silently calling to something beyond the animals and plants of the forest. One by one, the mushrooms heeded her call. They felt no need to hide from anyone, mortals and gods alike, and flickered to life. The tiny lights created a path in the dark, each boasting a Mark of their own. 
 
    Avery gripped Laslin’s arm. Braith inhaled sharply. 
 
    “They’ll lead the way,” Braith murmured. 
 
    Laslin wasted no time nodding. She followed the mushrooms, more fervent than she’d been the last time. She had not asked for a path out of the forest but a way to the truth; a line of stars leading to the grave of a thing that should have no grave. 
 
    They walked for miles, caught in the company of ghosts. Thorn understood there was a reason for it, that an answer was theirs for the taking, and bounded through the undergrowth. Nothing but the sound of breathing passed Avery’s and Braith’s lips. 
 
    This was it. This was what Laslin had sought for so long. Ahead, the last dozen mushrooms gleamed. The path burnt itself out. There would be something at the end of it, some cave or nest, and the First God would finally stir. 
 
    Laslin reached the last light. There were none behind her, none ahead. 
 
    Only the moon hung above. 
 
    The trees parted. The sky was clear. 
 
    Laslin placed her palm over the interlocking circles and covered her heart, desperate to weep. 
 
    The mushrooms had led them back to Vaelos.  
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    Laslin’s Mark faded.  
 
    The mushrooms extinguished themselves. The stars and moon remained, untouched by the failings of a god. 
 
    “I thought…” Laslin couldn’t look Braith’s way. “I thought this was it. I thought I was right.”  
 
    Braith breathed in all the wind spring had to offer, letting a tempest swirl within her. Laslin pressed her fingertips to her Mark but could not will light into it. She could not convince herself it would work a second time around, for it was useless. She took the steps she was destined to. 
 
    Around and around, ever going in circles. 
 
    “You said—I thought this was it, Laslin. I don’t—how am I supposed to sleep again?” Braith asked. “I’ll go mad faster without sleep than with it.” 
 
    Laslin had no answer. A spark jolted between her palm and heart, and turquoise light illuminated the futility laid before her. Braith sat in the grass, damp with the evening’s brief drizzle, and twisted her fingers in the hair Avery had so carefully braided. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Braith. None of the gods have been kind to you,” Laslin said. “I’m going to fix this. I swear I will. You have my word, and—” 
 
    “It’s okay. If it’s not meant to happen, it’s not meant to happen. I’ll learn to be better, I’ll—” 
 
    “Shh. Stop it, both of You,” Avery snapped. 
 
    She’d broken away from them to step closer to the village. A peculiar light fell upon it; not quite moonlight, but nothing so earthly as fire. The stars and moon recognised Avery’s revelations, and she glowed with certainty. 
 
    “I’ll tolerate no apologising, much less acceptance of our circumstances. Look,” Avery said. “Look at Vaelos.”  
 
    Laslin stepped forward. Braith got to her feet. 
 
    They followed Avery’s gaze, fixed on a slight rise in the valley basin, skirting over the dark rooftops of the settlement. 
 
    The cemetery’s fence glimmered in the moonlight, but Laslin’s eyes were drawn above. She placed a hand over her stomach, even at such a distance. The lights were barely specks, hard to pick out without an archer’s keen eye, but ghosts drifted through the darkness, wandering aimless circles around gravestones. 
 
    “Now, forgive me if I’ve forgotten some of the finer details, but when You shared tales of Your time in the Empty Ocean, You mentioned an abundance of ghosts,” Avery said. “Not merely drifting through a memory of oceans, but being pulled towards something. Towards the Mark of the First God, encircling the entire continent. These forests are famously rich in ghosts. I have never imagined that they were lured here, but draw Your own conclusions. I’ve travelled a good chunk of this continent of ours and can conclude that this is rather too many ghosts for a village of this size.” 
 
    Laslin’s hand moved to her chest. The villagers would never notice it. Ghosts were migratory beings, ever seeking passage to places unknown, but their exodus was a slow one. It could take centuries for them to span half a continent, and no mortal lived long enough to track their movements. 
 
    The ghosts had always lingered in Vaelos’ cemetery, and so the same must be true of all places. 
 
    In the Empty Ocean, with nothing but ghosts, bones, and the Mark of the First God, Laslin had almost missed the truth of things. The ghosts in the cemetery would’ve remained imperceptible if not for Avery. 
 
    Ivy landed on her shoulder, cooing with pride. 
 
    “Let’s away. This night is not yet over, Braith,” Avery said. 
 
    They headed through the dark streets without the haste that had driven them into the forest. Purpose moved them. Their destination could not come too soon or too late. 
 
    There were torches propped by the cemetery gates for midnight visitors. Avery held one out for Laslin to breathe life into. 
 
    Avery trailed her fingers over Taryn’s gravestone as she passed, heading to the heart of the cemetery where the ghosts gathered in a swirl of divine light. Braith nodded politely at the grave and joined Avery. 
 
    Laslin took longer to join them. The sickness drew closer and stuck to her like the tar of Fih Bryn’s wings. 
 
    The ghosts, moving to their own rhythm, were no less impressive than the remnants of whales haunting the Empty Ocean, though anyone could clasp them between two hands. 
 
    The three of them waited an eternity for it to happen. Finally, a drop of residue fell from a ghost and struck the highest point of the land. The earth drank it down, but its magic did not spread through the dirt. It was stifled and would not stir. 
 
    Laslin held out a hand. 
 
    The Mark burnt bright, drowning the ghosts gathered over the heart of the continent. It rose in waves of turquoise fire, determined to illuminate the whole sky. 
 
    The moon drew the clouds close. Laslin pulled the stones from the dirt, the dirt from itself, and created a cloud of her own. It moved like smoke, swirling in the air, and dusted the village roofs.  
 
    The ground opened. Avery knelt by the hole, toeing the edge with her boot. She held her torch low, and Laslin saw it for what it was: a steep, narrow slope leading into the darkness beyond. 
 
    “Now there’s something worthy of a song or two,” Avery muttered. “You wanted results, Braith, and here they are.” 
 
    “We’re going down there?” Braith asked. 
 
    “Braith, my recently reacquired friend. We trekked through the forest, following a trail of mushrooms. We followed ghosts to the heart of the cemetery and desecrated the resting place of so many, my dear parent included. We are absolutely going into that dark, terrifying tunnel, likely to collapse at any moment.” 
 
    She patted the entrance with her heel. Dirt slid from under her sole, far from causing a landslide. Humming, Avery reached in further with the torch. Laslin grasped her elbow and pulled her back. 
 
    “What?” Avery demanded. 
 
    “I know that look. You were going to jump down there,” Laslin said. 
 
    Avery grinned, lopsided. She made no effort to defend herself. 
 
    “You stay here,” Laslin told Thorn. “I don’t know how long we’ll be down there, and you need to stop anyone from following us.” 
 
    Thorn trundled up to the hole. He peered in as Avery had, and without a hint of remorse, made his way down. 
 
    “Thorn!” Laslin called, but it was too late. 
 
    Short of the three of them grabbing Thorn’s tail and tugging, he wasn’t coming back out. 
 
    “Don’t worry Yourself, Laz. Ivy shall be diligent in her watch. Won’t you, my girl?”  
 
    Ivy trilled in agreement and perched on Taryn’s gravestone. 
 
    There were ghosts above them and Thorn below. Braith’s hands shook. Laslin wasn’t going to waste another second. 
 
    With the light of her Mark ahead and Avery’s torch flickering behind, Laslin headed into the tunnel. She anchored a hand against the low ceiling that crumbled at her touch and squinted into the dark. It didn’t take long for her eyes to adjust.  
 
    The tunnel descended steadily into the earth. 
 
    Laslin ducked her head. Braith, taller than her by more than a head, was forced to crouch. 
 
    “At least—at least there are no, um. Bodies,” Braith said. 
 
    It was the only thing any of them had said. Her voice clung to the earth around them. 
 
    “Hah! It does me well to know I wasn’t the only one with such fears. I am honestly still expecting a skeletal hand to brush my face and send me shrieking to the surface,” Avery said, laughter echoing dully around them. “But I suppose we’re too deep for that, now.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t speak a word until the ground levelled out. The chamber around them was only large in comparison to the tunnel that’d taken them half a mile underground. Thorn curled in a crescent and pressed his nose to the walls in search of a path.  
 
    “I know what this is,” Laslin murmured. 
 
    “Beyond a maze of a mausoleum, You mean?” Avery asked. 
 
    “It’s a burrow. The sort Bloodscales make.” 
 
    “Goodness! They can burrow? Wonders never cease.” 
 
    Crouching by Thorn and stroking his head, Laslin said, “They can. They don’t often have reason to unless they’re fleeing something or badly injured.” 
 
    Avery stood on tiptoes, head touching the low, uneven ceiling. 
 
    “That makes rather too much sense. I suppose our quarry dug Its way down to curl up and die,” she hummed. 
 
    Braith took the torch from Avery. 
 
    “There’s something here. Don’t you feel it?” Braith said, not giving Avery the chance to answer. 
 
    She found their next passage by torchlight, darkness descending into the darkness. The burrows slanted one way, then another, not taking them far from the central point they hovered over; it led them down, down, towards the source of their world. 
 
    Laslin’s glowing Mark illuminated dark, purposeful blotches shining in the dirt. Scorches on the ground matched the stains where the residue of ghosts had trickled through the earth and taken the most direct route to the one who created all things. 
 
    Even death, in its own way. 
 
    Eventually, stone met their boots. The warm, stale air Laslin had not taken more than a breath of dissipated, replaced by something cool. Braith grunted as she stood straight again, one hand pressed the small of her back. 
 
    The stain above them was darker there. Laslin raised her arm to it, but the magic within her would not see it glow. 
 
    “Well. This is a cave, I suppose. Novel enough,” Avery said, admiring the small space a dozen feet across in all directions. “And there don’t appear to be any more passages for our convenience. What do you think, Thorn? Should we indulge ourselves in a little burrowing and hope we don’t come out of this whole sorry affair brandished as gravediggers?” 
 
    Thorn curled up in the centre of the room. 
 
    Taking it as a sign of defeat, Braith began to pace. 
 
    “This is it? Really? We’ve done all this for what? A series of burrows? A cave?” she said. 
 
    “Calm yourself. You were equally as pessimistic when the mushrooms led us back to Vaelos, and I soon found a solution for that. Laslin will make sense of this. You cannot surely believe this to be a dead-end, Braith! These tunnels do not exist anywhere else on this continent of ours, much less ghost-drenched as they are.” 
 
    Braith’s boots beat the ground. 
 
    “Fine! Fine! It’ll all make sense. You’re right about this, and I’m wrong. Of course! I’m pessimistic for no good reason. It has nothing to do with Siormar being in my head, under my skin, the dreams I’m plagued with, the family I’ve lost, has it!”  
 
    Avery’s shoulders fell. She took the torch from Braith and handed it over to Laslin. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around Braith. She pulled her close, chin on her shoulder. 
 
    Avery didn’t close her eyes. Nothing in her expression changed, but Laslin saw a world of realisation settle beneath the surface. 
 
    The anger was gone, along with the years of resentment and confusion. 
 
     Avery knew exactly what the gods had done to Braith. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” she whispered. “I don’t mean to make light of it all, but this will be the last of it. I swear it.” 
 
    Laslin averted her gaze. 
 
    She let them make their peace. 
 
    She lifted the torch, searching for something beyond the downward descent of ghosts. Everything was close: the air, the dirt, the rock, the residue. She didn’t understand how Avery and Braith could stand it. There were no passages beyond the one they’d taken, but mushrooms grew upon the walls, clinging to the stone ceiling above. 
 
    Laslin drew the heat of her flames into the Mark. It wasn’t moonlight, but the mushrooms listened. They glimmered turquoise in the darkness, constellations spelling out the start of something Laslin was never supposed to comprehend. 
 
    Braith and Avery were staring at it, too. Only Thorn turned his gaze to the ground as water began to pool. 
 
    Spell broken, Avery hopped onto one foot with a yelp. 
 
    “Oh, goodness. I’m certain this spells the start of nothing good,” she said. 
 
    The water rose by inches. The mushrooms didn’t reflect off the surface but illuminated the cave enough to make out the grey water reaching their knees. 
 
    Laslin caught Braith’s eye. 
 
    They both knew what it meant. 
 
    “This has happened before,” Braith said. “When we were in the Empty Ocean, in the forest we told you about. The one that wasn’t really there.” 
 
    The water reached their waists. Laslin found no fear within it; it did not flow, it did not roar. No waterfalls poured from the edge of the continent, and thunder did not crash as dark clouds found freedom.  
 
    “Oh? And what did You both do when faced with such an oddity?” Avery asked. 
 
    “We climbed the trees,” Braith said. 
 
    “Wonderful.”  
 
    Thorn floated on the water’s surface. Laslin’s feet touched the ground, then didn’t; she hadn’t risen, but the safety of rock beneath them was no more. Avery’s eyes darted around furiously, but the cave entrance was already submerged. 
 
    She gripped Laslin’s arm and clung to Braith’s shoulder. The tightness in her grasp and the sound of her and Braith struggling to keep their heads above the surface didn’t snap Laslin out of the trance the certainty in her own purpose had put her in.  
 
    This was how things were meant to be. Laslin was always destined to return the ocean to the continent in some small way. 
 
    It wouldn’t drown them. It wasn’t cruel; it couldn’t help being what it was. 
 
    The ceiling loomed closer. Avery pressed her hand to it, desperate to push it further away, and water lapped around her throat. Braith clung to a cluster of glowing mushrooms, half fossilised in the rock, and Thorn swam contented circles around them. 
 
    The water stopped rising. 
 
    “Gods’ breath. Braith was right,” Avery panted. “All gods, excepting our dear Laslin, are heartless fiends. What was the purpose of all this? To convince me my lungs would fill with salt as I died scraping at the ceiling? Curse them all! I’ve suffered for the better part of ten minutes and cannot comprehend how you go through a single day, Braith.” 
 
    Catching her breath now the waters had stilled as they did in the forest, Braith said, “This is better, actually. I mean, I did think I was going to die, but everyone else can see what’s happening. It’s not all in my head.” 
 
    Thorn surfaced. Naturally buoyant, he offered himself as a raft. 
 
    Laslin folded her arms over him, and Braith and Avery clung to his other side. She didn’t need him for her own safety but wanted him close. 
 
    “Well! Let’s call this a veritable failure, shall we? I believe we’d best quit while we’re ahead and swim out the way we came before the rising tide remembers itself,” Avery said. Laslin and Braith said nothing. “Oh, for the love of all that is—very well! Dash my fears, then. I ought to have known the two of You would never turn Your backs on something so absolutely ridiculous and brave. Go on, then. Let’s hear a better suggestion than mine.” 
 
    Laslin dug her elbows into Thorn’s back and lifted herself onto an island of scales. She placed a hand on Avery’s face, not saying anything for a long moment, horns bumping her forehead. 
 
    “I’m going to get you back to Malik. That’s the most important thing to me. It’s more important than waking the First God,” Laslin said. 
 
    Eyes screwed shut, Avery grasped Laslin’s wrists and nodded over and over. 
 
    Laslin kissed her softly and pulled back. 
 
    “And I’m so sorry, Braith. I’m so sorry for all of this. But I need you here. Not because of what you’ve seen in your dreams or the wrong you feel within the earth. Because you’re you. You can get us through this.” 
 
    Braith tried to scowl. Thorn’s front legs twitched, splashing water over her face. 
 
    “I’ll help You,” she said. “Not because You’re a god, but because You’re You.” 
 
    Laslin kissed Braith’s forehead and slipped off Thorn’s back. 
 
    “Look at the lights. Even under the water, they’re still bright,” Laslin said. “Can you both find something to hold onto?” 
 
    Avery dared swim across the cave to retrieve the now-extinguished torch floating across the cave. Clinging to Thorn’s back, she wedged it between two rocks and tested her weight against it. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Avery promised. 
 
    “Give me a moment. Just a moment,” Laslin said to Braith. 
 
    Laslin dug her fingers between Thorn’s scales. She didn’t have to tell him what she needed or where to go. She never had. He understood her better than she understood herself and dove into the misplaced ocean. 
 
    The cave floor had been as real as the Empty Ocean’s forest. Thorn’s powerful tail pushed them deeper and deeper until Laslin was certain she’d imagined the lights beneath the grey water; they’d only been reflections of the mushrooms above that she’d mistaken as a sign. 
 
    Thorn didn’t slow. Down they went, water tearing around them, air bubbles turning to a swirl of silver. 
 
    When Thorn stopped, lights surrounded them. Mushrooms covered the ground, spread all along the great cave, surviving the sudden onslaught of saltwater. 
 
    Thorn wailed. The noise hummed through the water. Laslin had no need for breath, yet her chest ached in the depths. 
 
    The First God had reclaimed its old form, born anew as a Bloodscale. Mushrooms grew upon its body, rooted between its scales, and their light illuminated its body, vivid and green. The green of spring, of rebirth; the green of Laslin’s scales. 
 
    The First God was not the continent it had once been, but it was still a monumental creature. It had outgrown any Bloodscale Laslin had ever met, though it thought itself dead. 
 
    Laslin tilted her head back to the surface. She couldn’t do this alone. 
 
    Avery wasn’t the picture of panic Laslin had expected to find. There was pride in her eyes, the faith Laslin would see this through, made brighter by the mushrooms. 
 
    “Braith,” Laslin said. “Take a deep breath.” 
 
    She didn’t ask if she was ready. Braith had been waiting for so long, and she wouldn’t hesitate now. 
 
    Laslin took a deep breath, knowing she’d need the air. Together, they clung to Thorn. He tore towards the First God like an arrow let loose, understanding the difference between Laslin and Braith. 
 
    It was futile. The First God would be gone, another illusion created by what she wanted to see. She was only risking Braith’s life, demanding more of her, putting a mortal in harm’s way to find some purpose in her life and Mark. 
 
    The mushrooms glowed brighter. Braith clung to Laslin’s arm as hard as she did Thorn’s scales. 
 
    The First God had slept for centuries before the Bloodscales were born and the millennia before humanity stepped onto the new world. It had not stirred in the minutes it had taken Laslin to reach the surface and return, had not left its memorial of a sleeping place. 
 
    Braith tugged Laslin’s arms, demanding her attention. Only the water around them, the threat of drowning, could tear her eyes from the First God. There was panic in them, panic that was Laslin’s to ease. 
 
    Laslin pressed her palm to her heart, completing the circuit. She summoned all the breath within her and did not pass it to Braith. 
 
    She held out an arm, casting it around the First God, and over the ground it covered. The air took form, pushing the water back. It formed a dome around the oversized Bloodscale, creating a refuge beneath the waters. 
 
    Braith kicked hard and escaped the water. The ocean released her, and as she pulled herself into the air, there was nothing to hold her up. 
 
    She landed with a thud by the First God, hissing as she gripped her elbow. The initial wave of pain faded, leaving only panic. Braith took wide steps back, terrified she’d disturbed the very god they’d come to awaken. 
 
    Laslin left the water. The weight of it churning against her ears faded, and a world of sound rushed in, making room for silence. 
 
    Braith crept towards the First God. She crouched by its side, hands hovering over the scales twice as large as Thorn’s. Laslin tilted her head back and watched the water arch over them, as impossible as cutting out a portion of the night sky. 
 
    Thorn swam above them, around them, one eye trained on the First God. 
 
    Laslin gave Braith all the time she needed to take in the enormity of what rested before her. The whole continent curled up, convinced of its own death. It was the very being who had dreamt them into existence after the loss of the old world. 
 
    Its Mark covered its back, dormant against the thick scales, obscured by mushrooms and moss. 
 
    Laslin stepped closer. Something ached in the pit of her stomach, worse than the arrow that had pierced Thorn’s side, worse than Avery returning to Vaelos. 
 
    Braith couldn’t feel it. Mortals never would. But she understood the truth as the pain deepened: slivers of darkness ran between the First God’s scales, rivers of residue draining through the earth, determined to return to the one who created them. 
 
    Their old bodies had decayed, their souls had moved beyond this world and the old world, but the parts forced to linger clung to a purpose, a reason to keep moving. 
 
    Braith reached out. She kept her eyes on the First God’s head, expecting it to jolt awake at any moment. For the first time since the world had ended in ash and salt, since life had stirred on the continent above, someone touched the First God. 
 
    The scale sunk under Braith’s palm. 
 
    The residue of ghosts wasn’t caught between the scales; it was under them, and poured from the gaps between, covering Braith’s hand in tar. 
 
    Braith gasped, clasping her hand to her chest. 
 
    The First God was not dead. 
 
    It was only hollow. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-Six. 
 
      
 
    Braith shook out her hand. The residue hit the ground in a splatter of falling feathers. 
 
    The sunken scale returned to the surface with a slow, sickly squelch.  
 
    The turquoise lights grew around them. They pierced the water, bringing life to the grey salt. Patterns danced towards the ceiling, and light spilt over Thorn’s brilliant scales as he swam around and around, ever watching. 
 
    “What’s this?” Braith murmured. 
 
    She didn’t expect an answer, but Laslin did her best. 
 
    “Ghosts have been congregating here since there were ghosts. Their magic seeped into the earth, returning to the First God, but… I don’t know, Braith. Maybe the residue isn’t the First God’s power returning to It, like it was in the Empty Ocean, helping the Mark keep the dread at bay. Maybe it’s only convincing the First God It really is dead.” 
 
    Braith braved another scale. She hooked her fingers around it, held her breath as she had in the water, and pried it free. 
 
    She leapt back, fear hissing through her teeth. There was no flesh to tear the scale from, only residue, but the First God ought to have felt something. 
 
    Not even the water rippled around them. 
 
    “Then we need to get rid of it. All of it,” Braith said, setting the scale by her feet. 
 
    She rolled her sleeves up to her elbows and returned to the First God’s side. 
 
    “Braith,” Laslin said, more panicked than stern. “You can’t. You don’t know what it’ll do to you.” 
 
    Braith hesitated. She was used to taking orders. Finally, she turned her back to Laslin and sunk an arm into the First God’s body, residue sealing itself around her shoulder. She did not move in defiance but a hard-won belief in her own convictions. 
 
    Braith was brought here for a reason. Laslin had to trust that. 
 
    “Back in Siormar, they thought of everything,” Braith said, pulling out the first handful of tar. It pooled on the ground, trembled against the rough stone, and stained her boots. “People would travel the continent, claiming to be gods. They might even have a Mark, and they might wield some power. There was an easy explanation for that: they’d pulled apart the bodies of ghosts and taken the magic for themselves. 
 
    “I’m sure You’ve heard that, right? Probably from Saxon. They were imposters, claiming a power that wasn’t theirs. But it isn’t true. I mean, obviously it isn’t. If it was, dozens of people would be claiming to be a god. Not just You. And if people could wield magic so easily, why didn’t they? Why did our healers rely on plants and procedures to help people? Why ride horses that tired when the residue could see us running forever?”  
 
    She pulled more scales back. She hauled the residue out with both arms, faster now, and it poured at her feet. It wrapped around her, clung to her, up to her knees. She didn’t stop. She worked faster, far from frantic. 
 
    The residue didn’t turn her stomach. It didn’t give Braith reason to shudder, didn’t spell out the truth of her very existence. 
 
    She could’ve as easily pulled out handfuls of sand. 
 
    “It’s because we can’t use magic,” Braith continued. “It’s not something we can manipulate. The best humans can do is plant crops close to where ghosts have been seen and hope for a good harvest. The ghosts aren’t the dead. They’re as much their remnants as the rotting bones are. They can’t think, can’t feel. They can only return to the Mark, to the First God who made them, who made us all. Even You, Laslin.” 
 
    Laslin edged closer. The residue webbed the soles of her boots to the ground. Nausea rose, but she pushed it down. Braith had struggled so much in her life, had been at the mercy of pain Laslin’s body couldn’t comprehend, and still she gave everything to the god before her. 
 
    Laslin peeled back another scale. Wishing to be half as strong as Braith, she sunk both hands into the residue, determined to help her. 
 
    Braith wouldn’t endure this alone. 
 
    The residue glowed at Laslin’s touch. Braith screwed her eyes shut. Laslin bore it as only a god could and saw past the darkness, past the light. The warmth of the residue turned her unmoving blood to ice. Here was what divided all living beings into incomprehensible halves: all that was mortal and could rot, and all that would forever remain in a world less tactile than this one. 
 
    Laslin was the reside, wandering the continent, drawn towards the First God without ever knowing it. She seeped deeper and deeper into herself, magic slipping out between her scales. 
 
    She heaved out armfuls of the residue. It turned black as it struck the ground. Tears streamed down Laslin’s face, for she understood what the First God felt and how easily it had convinced itself it was no more. The residue thrummed through her skin, luring her in. Death could be hers, not because she wanted to expire; it would make her like all other beings. She would have a true place in the world, meaningful for its fleeting nature, uniting the First God with all its creations. 
 
    “Laslin,” Braith whispered. “Laslin, we’re done.” 
 
    Laslin stepped back. The residue covered her. It clung to her chest and her face and caught in her hair, just as it did for Braith. 
 
    The rest sunk into the ground. It had done no wrong: the ghosts had come as the First God beckoned them, and now they had a new purpose. 
 
    The mushrooms grew, tall as Braith. Their light turned the saltwater a silvery blue, and Thorn swam with the same grace that Ivy flew through the air. 
 
    Braith stepped into the water, washing away the last of the residue. Laslin did the same, then knelt at the First God’s head. 
 
    She cradled it against her knees. To hold the First God made Thorn into a hatchling again, but the sheer size of it didn’t mean it didn’t need all the comfort she could offer. 
 
    Her Mark glowed. She ran a hand over the top of its head, fingers brushing the moss that grew between the scales. 
 
    “I’m here. I’m here for You. The ghosts are gone,” Laslin murmured. “It’s just You, and You’re alive. You’re safe.” 
 
    Its great eyes did not twitch behind closed lids, as Thorn’s did when he dreamt. 
 
    “Let me…” Braith said, sitting at Laslin’s side. 
 
    The First God was easier to cradle between the pair of them. 
 
    Braith placed her hands on it, then pressed her forehead to its jaw. 
 
    “I don’t know why I’m here. After everything I’ve been through, after all the dreams from Fih Bryn or You, I don’t know why I came. It wasn’t for answers. I know the truth. It’s not all in my head, but I think, maybe, You’re like me. You’ve been made to think You’re something You’re not. For You, that’s dead. For me, it’s—I don’t know. A Peacekeeper of Fih Bryn, a herald of the truth, an empty shell. Like You, with all the residue gone. I don’t know what the Peacekeepers bloated me with, but…” Braith paused. Laslin reached out to take one of her hands. “I’m not a Peacekeeper. I’m not free, not yet, but I will be. 
 
    “And so will You. You’re dreaming, by the way. I’ve done a lot of that. I know Fih Bryn gave me the dreams, but You created Him. So, it all comes down to this. To You and me.” 
 
    The First God did not move. The water swirled around them, counter to the direction Thorn fought to swim in. 
 
    As Fih Bryn’s voice had come within, the First God spoke to them with the voice of light itself. 
 
      
 
    You find yourself dead, too? What are you? 
 
      
 
    Braith sniffed loudly and rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. 
 
    “I’m not dead. Not yet. And I’m a mortal, a human,” she said. 
 
      
 
    A mortal. A human. Like those upon the corpse of my body, those I created from the memories of the old world, now lost to despair. 
 
      
 
    “That’s me. And it isn’t the corpse of Your body. Well. Just Your old body. You know You’re not dead, right?” 
 
      
 
    Of course I am. I gave all I was. I emptied myself and bequeathed it all to the earth I had created. The sinew within me turned to cities, my spirit to the song of birds. There is nothing left that lives on. 
 
      
 
    “Then how are we here? How am I talking to You?” Braith asked. 
 
    She laughed aloud. How absurd and freeing it was to question a god. 
 
    “Gods can’t die,” Laslin said. “You’ve convinced Yourself You gave everything, but You only need to rest. You needed to sleep, not die.” 
 
      
 
    What are You? You sound like me. You are me, in a way—but all living creatures are. There is one divide between us all: they live, and I do not. I understand death, Dear One, in ways You cannot. I was there, aeons ago. I saw the end of all things, and I understood I could only shed my own life to start life anew. 
 
    I created You, a god of my cycle, to do what I could not. To live where I had died. 
 
      
 
    There was a pull between them. The First God’s scales were the colour of Laslin’s, and against it, she was not so misplaced in the world. 
 
    Braith snorted loudly.  
 
    “You’re not dead. You’re guilty,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Guilt is the opposite of death, is it? 
 
      
 
    “It might as well be. You’d have to face everything if You weren’t dead. You’d have to face that You couldn’t save the old world. You couldn’t stop whatever rotted it from the stars, and You’d have to live amongst a new race of beings,” Braith told it. “I’m here for You, not myself. I’ve spent my whole life plagued by the feeling that there was something wrong with the world, and I’ve lost everything to get to You. I’ve done my share of running. I was confused, just like You are, and turned away from the truth. 
 
    “But what was it all for? You’re a coward, hiding away in a cave. Bloated with magic You won’t use!” 
 
    The First God’s eye twitched beneath a lid. 
 
      
 
    You said I created you. That you are a human, but this cannot be. Humanity was lost to the old world. The creatures that live atop my corpse are echoes of them; not lesser and no less loved. Only different. But you are a human, aren’t you? How did this come to be? 
 
      
 
    Braith held her arms out in a shrug. 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you. And I don’t think it matters because I am one of the humans living on the continent. There are millions of us. There are millions of other creations on the land, in the lakes, in the air. There’s a whole world up there. It’s vibrant, it’s alive, and so are You,” Braith said, not backing down. “Open Your eyes. Look at me.” 
 
    Laslin’s words hadn’t reached it. Her Mark hadn’t stirred anything within it, but it listened to Braith. It heeded her words. 
 
    One great eye opened, as red as Thorn’s scales in the sunlight. 
 
      
 
    Look at you. A human. A marvel. You are wonderful, Dear One. And you say you are only one of millions? That you live on the surface and the world is good? 
 
      
 
    The First God’s gentle nature and the soft curiosity in its voice brought tears to Laslin’s eyes. She could’ve sobbed for the love that had brought all things into being. Instead, she closed her eyes and leant against it, letting Braith do what only she could. 
 
    “That’s right. We live in a time of peace. No one goes without, and no one turns their back on anyone who needs help. The world is beautiful, Your Grace. It took me a long time to realise that, but it’s true. I understand that You’re struggling, that You’re mourning all that was lost, but it wasn’t Your fault. You gave everything for life to continue. Everything except Your own life.” 
 
      
 
    Fascinating. And that creature that circles us: a Bloodscale, isn’t he? I remember. I remember well. I sent them into the world first, in my image. A reminder that I had once lived and longed to live amongst the creatures of the new world. They were there to look over humanity, to love them. I would ask if this was a dream, Dear One, but that would prove this is not death after all. 
 
      
 
    The First God lifted its head. Laslin moved back to watch it wake from slumber, eye trained on the shapes dancing through the water, the mushrooms glowing softly around them; Thorn watching over them all. 
 
    Braith rushed to her feet, hand slipping free of Laslin’s, and stood before the First God.   
 
      
 
    You are right, Dear One. It all seems like nothing more than a bad dream, there to eat at me. Already the memory of it fades. You are a wonder, and if you believe I am worthy, I would like nothing more than to meet the rest of your kind. 
 
      
 
    “If I believe You’re worthy?” Braith asked, laughing. “Gods, of course I do. You’d be better off asking Laslin, anyway. She’s been doing Her best to fill in for You, like so many others. Now You’re awake, They can return to the continent, too!” 
 
    The First God bowed its head. Braith’s truth filtered through its missing scales. It understood all of the world, the ages it had slept through, and everything Braith had endured.  
 
    It could not wipe away what had happened to her, but it could understand. It could promise it would never be so again. 
 
      
 
    Laslin? One of my gods indeed. I did not mean to burden You with this, Dear Laslin, but the cycle had to continue. The world had to be sheltered, and prayers had to be answered. 
 
      
 
    Closing her eyes, Laslin said, “I understand. I’m glad I could help.” 
 
    Her chest tightened as she spoke. There was nothing intrusive in the First God’s presence, nothing cruel, and it knew her better than she dared know herself. She wanted nothing more than to curl up between the moss and mushrooms growing along its back. 
 
      
 
    Yet You speak with such sorrow, Dear Laslin. What troubles You so? Beloved Braith cannot help but smile, but You are as bloated with misery as I was mere moments ago. 
 
      
 
    Laslin’s fangs sunk into the inside of her cheeks. She held the words back, furious at herself for having lost her composure. 
 
    It was only because of Braith that she found the words; only because Braith smiled, only because she had poured the truth into a sleeping god and seen it awaken, making peace with herself. 
 
    It was only because of Braith’s heart; only because Thorn swam around and around; only because Avery awaited them on the surface. 
 
    Laslin let herself speak the truth that filled her like the residue of ghosts, turning her life into a lie. 
 
    “Forgive me. I’m honoured to meet You, to have helped awaken You in some small way. This is a new beginning for You, but for me, it’s an end; an end to my time here with the people I love. I can’t stay, First God. I’m going to keep changing. I’m not made to be with mortals. After this, I’ll be alone again,” Laslin said. 
 
    Stepping away from the First God, Braith took Laslin’s hands. 
 
      
 
    Alone? Do not think it so. I will always be beside You. And once You take Your true form, the other gods will have long since returned from the Empty Ocean. You would never be alone. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that. I’m sorry, First God—” 
 
      
 
    Vaelos. The humans of the old world called me Vaelos. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m grateful for all that’s been offered to me and humbled to have been born a god. But there is a mortal I will miss until the day I die, and we both know that day will never come.” 
 
    Laslin didn’t need to say anything more. The First God understood everything of her, everything she felt and everything she had been through, because she allowed it to. She opened herself to the First God, and it did not tremble over what grew within her. 
 
      
 
    That is the extent of Your problem? That is easily fixed, Dear Laslin. 
 
      
 
    Laslin’s eyes flashed open. She dared to hope. 
 
      
 
    You will never be human. But if You will it, You will never take Your true form, either. If You part with Your Mark, then the eternity You feel trapped within will go along with it. It is what I did upon laying down and becoming the continent. I wrapped one ring around my body, this very land, and the other around my old heart, and now the Empty Ocean forever holds back the dread. 
 
    It was only born into this new form because my body turned itself to earth and stone, and I am something different to You. Not more powerful, and certainly not wiser; only different. Relinquish the Mark if You wish to. You have served the world long enough, Dear Laslin. Now it is my turn. 
 
      
 
    Laslin’s heart pounded, but she wouldn’t let herself believe it. It couldn’t be that easy. The Mark was part of her, just as her scales and horns were. They couldn’t be parted. 
 
    Yet she let herself ask, “What would happen to me?” 
 
      
 
    You have been a god for decades. I could not say for certain. Some habits would not leave You. You would not need to eat. You would not always breathe. But You would learn to sleep, and in doing so, You would come to understand Your soft edges. Your body would not change but to age. The horns and scales are Yours. But the shape of Your body is, too. Your voice. Your thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Laslin swallowed the lump in her throat. She was trembling now. Had Braith not clung to her, she would’ve fallen to pieces. 
 
    “How?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    The Mark must always be passed on. Another must take it. 
 
      
 
    There it was. Hope was snatched away as soon as it bloomed, never truly hers for the taking. 
 
    “I wouldn’t wish this upon anyone,” Laslin said. “I couldn’t be so selfish. So cruel.” 
 
      
 
    Oh? But there is one who loves you, who— 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it,” Braith said, voice tight. 
 
    “Braith?” Laslin whispered. 
 
    Braith stood before her, still clinging to her hands. Her eyes were wide, unblinking. There was a lump in her throat and fear in her heart, but they were of her own choosing. The past did not move her. She was no herald of a false truth, and before the First God, she was free of Siormar’s stain. 
 
    It was not fear that motivated her, not the human need to bend to a god’s will, but love. 
 
    She found freedom in offering to take on all that weighed Laslin down. 
 
    “You remember what I said, don’t You? About being terrified I was a god, growing up? Our birthdays are the same day, Laslin. Maybe we were born the same second. Maybe there’s a reason for all of this,” Braith whispered. “Maybe I always believed I was a god because I was going to be one, one day.” 
 
    Laslin let go of Braith’s hands. She pulled her close, knowing no way to express the gratitude that made all the immortal parts of her want to wilt. Braith clung on tightly, fingers pressed to the scales across Laslin’s back. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Braith whispered. “It was always meant to be like this.” 
 
    Laslin pushed herself onto tiptoes and kissed Braith’s forehead. 
 
    “No, Braith. You’re perfectly human. Perfectly you. You don’t have to change,” Laslin said. “You don’t have to be anything but yourself.” 
 
    Braith stepped back, hands curling into fists. 
 
    “But You need this. You need to be mortal, and You need to stay. You’ll be miserable, otherwise. I know You will.” 
 
    “I’d rather remain a god for all eternity than see you become something else, Braith. Not now you’re starting to find your true self,” Laslin said. 
 
    Tears ran down Braith’s face. Her hand shook. 
 
      
 
    Dear, Beloved Braith. Your offer was sincere, from your spirit, and you would make a kind, benevolent god. But Laslin is right to refuse your generosity. You are human, and you deserve to live upon the continent I became without fear, without doubt. 
 
      
 
    And do not worry for Dear Laslin. Look, Laslin: there is another who loves You beyond all others, who would happily take the Mark of the Gods. One who would give anything for You. 
 
      
 
    Thorn broke through the dome of water, gulping down air. The mushroom light reflected off his scales, and he hovered in the water, face poking through, head tilted curiously to the side. 
 
    Climbing over the First God’s tail, Laslin cupped Thorn’s face. She stared up at him but did not know how to ask for all she truly wanted. 
 
    “I couldn’t ask that of Thorn. Not after all he’s done for me,” she said. 
 
    It was almost enough to know that Thorn and Braith would both do the impossible for her. 
 
      
 
    You would be asking nothing. He would gladly give it all. He will live for another five hundred years as a mortal, and as an immortal, his time will be spent softly. He will roam the lands. He will climb mountain paths. He will meet with hatchlings, and he will sink into hot springs. He was created in my image. He will lead a life of contentment, of happiness, and flowers will bloom around him. He will live forever and never tire of the sun setting between the mountain peaks, and his very presence will be a blessing to all those who pass. Ceyda-Yr will curl around him. Fih Bryn will confide in him. He will never be alone. 
 
    Or so he tells me. He wants You to know. 
 
      
 
    Laslin rested her head against his. Tears streaked her face. She had always understood Thorn down to his last scale, and nothing had ever felt so much like the truth. 
 
    “How… how would it work?” Laslin asked. 
 
      
 
    You are already bound. When his life was threatened, You used Your own power to save him. You connected Your palm to Your heart, then poured Yourself into his blood. It would be easy. It would be nothing. Pass it along and know all will be well. 
 
      
 
    The mushroom lights burnt the back of Laslin’s eyes. She didn’t dare look away from Thorn, his bright, clever eye reflecting all the First God had said. Laslin didn’t dare close her eyes. If she did, she’d picture her future for the first time. 
 
    It would no longer be a meandering series of visits to settlements she’d soon forget, no longer be an eternal trek to prove herself good enough. It would not be an exercise in patience, in an anger she would not allow herself to feel as her body was stolen from her. 
 
    It would be a life, a true life, where she set her own routine. A life where she was not forced to say goodbye because she could not sleep, could not pretend to be human. She would forever be stuck between her human form and her true form, but she could learn to love her scales and horns as others did. She could stay in one place without guilt building within her. 
 
    “Would you really?” Laslin asked Thorn. 
 
    He made no reply. 
 
    He didn’t have to. 
 
    Laslin had always known his heart. She had held him as a hatchling, still sticky from the egg, and had taken him to his first hot spring. 
 
    There was nothing she wouldn’t do for him, nothing he wouldn’t do for her. 
 
    Her Mark of the Gods glowed for the last time. 
 
    It glowed brighter than the mushrooms, dissipating as it burnt. Echoing lights spread across Thorn’s back, and the Mark came to life where the First God’s was. The light tore away, drifting into the water, and for a heartbeat, Thorn burnt like lava. 
 
    Laslin only looked away to take in her own Mark. It still spread across her skin, but it was not something beyond ink and bone. It was a scar, already healed over, a twisting of flesh and scales. 
 
    The power was gone. Something within her shifted. 
 
    The waters began to recede.  
 
    They poured into the First God as ghosts once had. All of the grey disappeared into it, and Thorn and Avery found themselves with their feet on dry ground, surrounded by mushrooms that arched over them. 
 
    The ocean had been lost so long ago, but now the First God kept all that remained within it. It carried its guilt but did not drown in it. Braith took the scales they’d removed and pieced them back together. 
 
    When Braith turned to her,  Fih Bryn’s flames no longer burnt in her eyes. They were clear and beautiful, alive with a light of their own. 
 
    The First God was whole again. 
 
    Laslin had been hollowed out, giving room for the things she had not let herself feel, had not dared to hope for, to swirl within her. 
 
    She took Avery’s hand. Avery didn’t have clue what had happened but couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Are you quite well, Laz?” Avery asked, kissing her face. “Please don’t take that as a slight. Truly, you look positively vibrant, but I can’t put my finger on what’s changed. And look at this remarkable fellow! Certainly more of a Moss-scale than a Bloodscale, I’d say.”  
 
    Laslin kissed her. There would be time for words later, but now the entire continent waited for the one it was created from. 
 
    Together, the five of them made their way to the surface. The First God pushed itself through the tunnels that had been so much more accommodating when it had first dug them, eager to see the world it had dreamt into life. 
 
    Ivy waited on the surface. She perched on Laslin’s arm, letting her know nothing could sever the bond between them. 
 
    The moon was bright. Stars blanketed the night. Hardly any time had passed, and so little had changed to set the world right. Everything was quiet and calm. 
 
    Braith stood by the First God’s side, looking across the world as though her own eyes had been closed for aeons, too. Avery, still understanding nothing of what had happened, poked the strange scars on Laslin’s arm and pointed to the dark pattern of interlocking circles running across Thorn’s back. 
 
    Across the village, Malik stirred. He stood at his bedroom window with Saxon at his side, candlelight illuminating them from behind, and waved with both arms at the figures in the cemetery. 
 
    Avery waved back, knowing he would be beyond himself to meet an even larger lizard. 
 
    Laslin followed Avery in the village, safe in the knowledge that though her life would not stretch on forever, it did not mean there was nothing else that would last as long.  
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    Siana and Kani Lonan— 
 
      
 
    Dear mothers, 
 
      
 
    It’s me. Laslin. I don’t know if my handwriting has changed or if you won’t believe it until I write it, but: it’s me. I have been told to get all the awkwardness out of the way first. To apologise and make sense of what seems impossible, so I can say what I truly wish to say. 
 
      
 
    I am sorry it has been so long since I last wrote. I held all the power, in that regard: only Ivy knew where to carry my letters, and without her, you could not send me word. I have searched my things and found your last letter to me. Almost four years ago to the day. 
 
      
 
    It’s far too long to have gone without hearing from me, yet it is not as much time as I’d feared. It is not a lifetime. It is not even a decade. I know it means little to say that I was always thinking of you, that you were always on my mind, but it is true. 
 
      
 
    I was afraid to reach out. I knew I was changing (and I have changed; more on this soon) and feared I wouldn’t be able to relate to you. I thought you would be disappointed in me for stealing your daughter and replacing her with something else. It has taken me so much to write to you again, to believe I am worthy of apologising, and I hope my sincerity reaches you. 
 
      
 
    By now, you and all of Valain no doubt know that the gods have returned to the continent. Two months ago, I saw Ceyda-Yr pass overhead. Fih Bryn visits often, and His feathers are beginning to shine again. I’m sure there are all sorts of stories about why this has happened, so I won’t give you another retelling of it here. 
 
      
 
    I will only say I was part of it. I helped the First God awaken and ended the cycle of gods, born every two hundred years. 
 
      
 
    Here is the part I cannot believe: I am not a god. I cannot say what I am, for I am not human. I have changed, physically: I have grown horns and scales, and my teeth are pointed. I do not need to eat, I rarely pause to take breath, but I am learning to sleep an hour at a time. 
 
      
 
    My Mark is gone. Transferred over to one you know so well: Thorn, the very Bloodscale I left the mountains with almost a decade ago. He has taken the Mark of the Gods upon His back, along with my title. He is the Mountain God, as befits Him, and He is ever at my side. 
 
      
 
    For the last six months, I have learnt to be still. For nine years, I wandered the continent, restless if I had to spend more than a night in a single settlement. Now I reside in a small village and the time passes without me realising it. Still, there is plenty of excitement to be found here, and not only because the First God has taken up residence in the forest. 
 
      
 
    The person at the heart of it all is a woman named Avery Moss. The very woman who has been gently urging me to reach out to you, who has braved all my stilted, pain-staking drafts. I am what I have become – a mortal, by some regard – because of her. 
 
      
 
    Not entirely because I wished to have something akin to a normal life with her, but because she made me realise it was safe to want those things. It mattered that I was frustrated with what I was becoming, in the choice I had not been granted; I was allowed to feel resentment as my body changed, and it was not selfish or ungodly of me. 
 
      
 
    You would both like her immensely. There are few who wouldn’t. She is a hunter with an eye sharper than a hawk’s, with no shortage of stories to tell or speeches to inspire. She is loud, unapologetically herself, and I have never met someone so loving. It sounds saccharine, but as a former god, I am nothing if not entirely literal: I would rather spend fifty years with her than an eternity as a god, seeking the vague goal of doing good. 
 
      
 
    Our life is full of joy. Everything about our days is remarkably ordinary, save for the two gods who bathe in the sunlight across the gentle valley slopes and the phoenix who perches on our roof, every so often. Even the villagers think it nothing short of mundane to see a woman with horns and fangs at market. 
 
      
 
    Avery hunts for the village. I do not join her; I am not so quick as that. We have two dear friends, Saxon and Braith (sisters both), with a cottage close to our house. They are ever coming and going, living the peaceful lives they deserve. Braith is beloved by Fih Bryn, who (and this is another story for another time) owes her the world. Saxon has taken on the care of the library, and Braith teaches music to the village children. 
 
      
 
    A strum of her lute and the First God comes marching out of the forest. 
 
      
 
    As for me, I have been learning the vital skills I never before relied on: cooking, needlework, keeping a house in order. There is a flourish of magic in every small, daily task. 
 
      
 
    I doubt you can imagine it. Not only am I no longer a god and settled into a wonderful, mundane life, but I live in a valley. I’m sure the mountains would make me dizzy after so long. 
 
      
 
    But here is the part I am most eager to tell you of: Malik. 
 
      
 
    My life is full of long stories, so I shall keep this one brief. Avery adopted Malik after his grandparent passed away. As he began to think of her as a mother, I too came to care for him in a way I could never have believed possible. He is my son, in name and deed. I spend my days with Avery and Malik, never short of smiles, and Saxon and Braith are never far. 
 
      
 
    Malik is but six years old. He is a brave, smart boy. He was the first to dare approach me when I came to this village, in fact. He was endeared with Thorn from the start and rode His back into town. As the First God and Thorn have become inseparable, so too have Malik and Thorn. 
 
      
 
    He loves to read and will not go to bed without some story about Bloodscales. It has got to the point where I am running short on them, and my imagination is not so good as yours were, or indeed Avery’s is. You would adore him, and he would love to meet you both. I know it is a lot to ask, especially after so long, but if you ever felt the desire to be grandmothers: well! 
 
      
 
    Not a day goes by when Malik doesn’t ask to visit the mountains. His greatest ambition in life is to meet a Bloodscale hatchling and have the honour of naming them. Avery, too, keeps nudging me in the direction of my first home. I know the mountains are far (though Malik tries to convince me they’re only on the other side of the forest), but something tells me it wouldn’t be difficult to ask the First God to summon Ceyda-Yr for quick passage. 
 
      
 
    I know this is so much to ask. I know it may be callous to write to you with such joy, with nothing but good news after years of silence and expect you to share in my happiness, but I love you both. I love you both so much, and it’s taken falling from godhood to realise it. 
 
      
 
    Thorn, Mountain God that He is, wants to see His domain again. He wants to take Malik. The First God is eager to see more of the continent. Avery keeps pestering me to meet you; she says it isn’t right for us to marry without your blessing. 
 
      
 
    Take all the time you need to reply. I will answer anything you ask of me and do whatever you need. I hope this letter finds you both well and that Ivy has ample time to rest. 
 
      
 
    Funny. I feared I would not know what to say, but now I hardly know how to stop myself. Only the worry of asking Ivy to carry too much cuts this short. 
 
      
 
    With all my love, 
 
      
 
    Laslin of Valain. 
 
      
 
    p.s. I have included a picture Malik insisted on gifting you. He wants you to get a glimpse of our village and family. Talented though he is, he is only six. Let me clear things up for you: 
 
      
 
    To the left are Braith and Saxon. Braith is the taller one, and the orange ball at her feet is her cat, Pumpkin. Avery and I are sat on the sofa (my horns are actually quite accurate) with Malik between us. Somehow, the First God has fit in our living room. It is resting where the table Malik drew this on should be, with Thorn curled atop It. The First God, still covered in mushrooms and moss, warms Itself by the fire, and the Mountain God sleeps on Its back.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 NOTES 
 
    I thought I’d have more to say about The Mountain God Sleeps On Its Back, since it’s my personal favourite piece I’ve written, but I think the story says it all for me. This wasn’t the next book I intended to publish (that was BLACK SNAKE, the prequel to Bitfrost), but after the last few years, I thought this more fitting. There’s a lot of literal world-ending in that one, which I thought we could all use a break from. 
 
      
 
    I’d like to thank so many people for helping make this book what it is, notably my wife, Elly, who drew the amazing cover, along with all everyone who’s been following my work for years. This story is very special to me, and I hope you’ve enjoyed it.  
 
      
 
    I’ll see you all in the next book! 
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