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      This book is an epic fantasy with romantic elements. There are no open-door scenes, nor any language that might be considered cursing. However, this book does contain dark themes, including child abuse, severe anxiety and panic attacks, depression, torture, murder, imprisonment and violence. Please, be aware of these elements and read with care.

      The main character of this book has selective mutism. This depiction is merely one form of selective mutism, and there are many other people with different experiences. Selective mutism is more common in neurodiverse people, but it is by no means exclusive. I did not write Elyria as a neurodiverse character, but if you would like to see her that way, then by all means, you are welcome to do so!

      The sign language depicted in this book is not based on any one particular form of sign language.

      I hope you enjoy the conclusion to the Song of Ink duology!
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      “Come now, child, we must hurry.” The woman holding Alyse’s hand had all the grace of a swan, her steps smooth and motions fluid, but there was an urgency to her words that had Alyse’s heart racing. She hurried as best she could, stumbling and tripping over the uneven stones of the floor. Her gracelessness was a stark contrast to the woman holding her hand and she tried to bite back her shame. She failed.

      It had been barely a week since she’d arrived at the Order of Ter Avest in the Imaran wilderness and every moment was still one full of fear. Ever since her parents had delivered her to the hands of the waiting Order without a backwards glance, she had known that something terrible was going to happen. She was beholden to this place full of women who moved as though they were ethereal spirits or divine creatures. Who watched everything and said words that were poetic or lyrical or merely cryptic. Who could reduce a person to grovelling with a single look.

      Alyse had quickly resolved to do everything that was asked of her, lest one of those women turn that dangerous gaze on her.

      Now, she followed after the woman called Tutor, her heart pounding in her ears, breath barely making it past her tight throat, cheeks on fire with that horrible shame, and she knew that she had failed. They were going to kill her, to finish the task that her parents couldn’t bring themselves to undertake.

      Tutor stopped outside a door of heavy wood bound in iron that was already swinging open at their approach. Another woman, older and stooped with age but no less intimidating, beckoned them inside. She passed a critical eye over Alyse, who quickly lowered her eyes. She wasn’t a threat. She wasn’t a danger to these people. She was a good girl, really, even if the others in her dorm glared at her and whispered into their sleeves as she passed.

      Please, please, let them believe it.

      “Is this the one?” the crone asked, voice a deep, melodious whisper.

      “Yes,” Tutor said. She ushered Alyse forwards so that the crone could look at her. Alyse hid her hands in her skirts to hide their trembling, but she had no doubt that the crone’s sharp eyes saw them anyways. “A bit timid, but she’ll grow into the role.”

      The crone hummed in the back of her throat, then nodded and gestured them deeper into the room. Alyse said nothing, still not looking directly into the crone’s eyes. Afraid that she would see her death there.

      “Come in, Geraldine. Have you brought the child?” The voice that spoke was musical in the way that all the women of Ter Avest were musical, but with an undertone of steel. The crone bowed her head slightly and Tutor pulled Alyse forwards into the room. It was a vast place with wide windows on the far wall that framed the moon and night skies, providing the only illumination. There was no furniture in the room, only the cold stone floor and the windows. And the woman.

      She was shorter than Tutor and with more meat to her bones, but her movements were no less graceful, her smile no less cunning. Where Tutor was a swan, though, Alyse thought that this woman was perhaps a wolf. She wore a dress of dark wool with precious stones sewn into it that reflected the moonlight, making it seem as though she had stepped down from the night sky to be there. For all Alyse knew of this place, that was exactly what she had done.

      “Curtsey,” Tutor murmured under her breath to Alyse, sinking into a low stance herself. Alyse copied the movements, holding the pose until her legs wavered with effort. Still, Tutor did not stand, so Alyse didn’t either.

      “You were right, Geraldine,” the woman said at last. Tutor rose from her bow, Alyse following suit. “She will suit perfectly.”

      “Thank you, Revered Lady,” Tutor said, inclining her head. She gently ushered Alyse forwards, her hands firm on her shoulders. Alyse wanted to collapse, to shake and cry and run away, but she did none of those things, instead keeping her eyes fixed on the floor and curling her toes in her shoes to keep her grounded in the present moment through pain.

      “My child, you are afraid.” The Revered Lady said, stepping forwards to brush a strand of hair back from Alyse’s face. She felt tears threatening to bubble up, but shoved them back. “Why?”

      Alyse paused a moment. “H-have I displeased you? Are you going to send me away?” Again was the word left unspoken. Or worse were the words Alyse couldn’t even bear to think, should they be discovered.

      The Revered Lady laughed, the sound light and airy. Something in Alyse relaxed a touch, enough that she raised her eyes. The woman smiled, her features illuminated by the moon to be almost…angelic. No, not angelic, for those winged beings were monsters, or so her nursemaid had said when she was a baby. The Revered Lady was divine.

      “My child, my dear Alyse, you are far from displeasing. In fact, you are exactly suited for a very special task.” The Revered Lady tipped Alyse’s chin upwards so that their eyes met. In those depths, Alyse saw a cunning that she had never seen before. An intelligence that not even her father, who liked to think himself the smartest man of his tiny princedom, could claim. And with that intelligence came a surety, a confidence that only the truly powerful could claim. Alyse had not been long from her family’s home, but she knew that this woman was truly powerful.

      “A special task?” Alyse asked. Fear slowly began to be replaced by hope. Hope that she was chosen instead of abandoned, hope that she was worthy of that beneficent smile.

      “Indeed. Very special indeed. But first, I have a question for you. What do you know of the gods?”

      Alyse blinked. The gods? “The priest of my father’s castle taught that the gods have two aspects, the human and the beast, and that they represent the two sides within us all.”

      The Revered Lady tittered. “What a quaint idea. Tell me more of what your father’s priest says.”

      Quaint? The gods weren’t quaint. Alyse clasped her hands behind her back and did her best to recite accurately. “He says that there are five gods. The Wolf, god of hunting. The Bear, god of warfare. The Fox, god of revelry. The Mountain Lion, god of fertility. The Crow, god of death. He also says that⁠—”

      The Revered Lady waved a hand and Alyse fell into silence. “Thank you, child, but I don’t need to hear any more. You have answered my question exactly as I would expect.”

      Was the Revered Lady…disappointed? Alyse wanted to do nothing more than please her, to earn her praise. Alyse started to protest, to say that she knew more, but one sharp look from Tutor had her snapping her mouth shut.

      “It is tragic indeed to know that so many are taught such falsehoods.” The Revered Lady turned from Alyse to glide to the window, staring up at the moon.

      “Falsehoods?” The word slipped out before Alyse could stop it. Tutor inhaled sharply, but said nothing. Instead, the Revered Lady turned back to Alyse, gracing her once more with that smile. Alyse began to crave that smile.

      “Indeed. Falsehoods. For I know a truth that so many are ignorant of, and I would like to share it with you. It is the reason for our existence, the Order of Ter Avest, and it is more important than anyone can possibly know.” The Revered Lady stepped closer again, so close to Alyse that she could see the wrinkles at the corners of her eye. “The gods of which you speak? They are not gods at all.”

      Alyse frowned, drawing her brows together. Not gods? But her father and his wife had made certain that the gods were worshipped on their feast days, that they went to Temple every se’ennight to pay their respects. The gods oversaw the lives of all in Imara, not just in her father’s princedom. How could they not be gods?

      “Long, long ago, creatures claiming to be gods enslaved humankind. They locked away our inherent magic and made us work in their mines, build their palaces, farm their lands. They took away our knowledge and made us nothing more than mindless beasts to control and to breed and to work to the bone. Until one day, a brave woman whose name has been lost to history, snuck into the palace with her brother and lover. They captured an angel, one of the false gods’ servants, to take them to the place where knowledge was kept, and slew the angel before it could kill them. Then, they unlocked the knowledge for all humans. The false gods were furious and rained down destruction upon the world, but the humans fought back. And won. That woman was our founder.” The Revered Lady smiled, brushing her thumb along Alyse’s cheek. “And we have worked tirelessly ever since to continue her work. To bring about an end to the false gods who rose up in the wake of the ones who came before so that humans may forever be free, that our magic may belong to us once again, that we might never again turn to those monsters who enslaved us out of gratitude for gifts and blessings that should have been ours all along.”

      Alyse nodded firmly, though she didn’t really understand what the Revered Lady was talking about. Magic was a gift from the gods, surely, and only a few had it, making them blessed and honoured, servants of the people and beloved by all. But she spoke as if there was more than just magic that the gods had taken. And how could there be the gods they had now if the humans won against them so long ago?

      “Ah, child, there is no need to pretend with me. You do not understand, not yet. But you will. For now, all you need to know is that you have been chosen to perform a very special task. It will take years of training, and you will be given power that will make others burn with jealousy, but only you are suited to the task. Will you do this for me?” The Revered Lady smiled once again, shining in the moonlight.

      Alyse breathed out, “Anything,” and meant it. She would devote her whole life to the Revered Lady’s whims and be grateful, if only to be truly chosen for once in her life. To be seen by this woman as worthy.

      “Thank you, child. You may return to the dormitory. Geraldine?” The Revered Lady nodded at Tutor, who turned and ushered Alyse back to the door guarded by the crone. She didn’t know what her task was, not yet, but she would do whatever it took to win that approving glance once again.

      The door started swinging shut behind them as Tutor led her away, but Alyse thought she heard the crone and the Revered Lady talking.

      “Do you think he’ll go for her?”

      “She’s uncommonly pretty, and the Emperor’s heir is known to be swayed by a pretty face, even at such a young age.”

      “Yes, but…isn’t he mad?”

      “As a rabid fox. Yes, I think she’ll do quite nicely.”
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      The frigid wind from the north bit at my fingers and nipped at my toes, yet it was nothing compared to the headache that formed due to the constant bickering around the dwindling fire.

      “We can’t go to the Uncharted Lands. They’re uncharted for a reason. We need to go to the Great Plains. At least we know what’s there,” Alar snapped, digging a finger at the sketch of a map in the dirt. Keir, a contrast to my fair cousin, with his golden brown skin and dark hair, scar like lightning dancing up his right cheek, rolled his dark eyes.

      “Yes, because traipsing around a land full of the remains of dead gods is such a good idea. Do you know how many expeditions have been sent there and lost?” Keir would know better than anyone. An angel to the dead god Hirana, he had traversed the countless years between the reign of his gods and the reign of mine, trapped in the body of a cat, doomed to watch the world pass him by. Now freed thanks to sorcerous magic I no longer possessed, he still had the bite of feline superiority which rankled my cousin so. Not to mention more knowledge than Alar could hope to gain in his lifetime, which I think rankled him more.

      “Why can’t we go back to Vazeri?” Beltran asked yet again. I steeled my expression at this and glared down into the fire. The wind whistled around the flames, making my eyes water. I pulled my cloak tighter around me, huffing.

      Margarethe, the fifth member of our little party and my best friend, barked out a laugh. Dark skinned with curly black hair, she now had the hint of a tattoo peeking out from her sleeve, a sorcerous dragon that I accidentally bound to her in an attempt to defeat Hirana. It had worked; the god was dead, but now Margarethe was stuck with the dragon and its terrible magic. And worse, my own ink magic couldn’t feel the tattoo on her skin. I couldn’t even attempt to rescue her.

      “You can go back anytime you like,” Margarethe sneered. She and Beltran didn’t get along much. “You’re just a guardsman. Who cares that you were taken by Hirana’s twisted creatures? No one. So maybe you should go back to your family. To your wife and child. Elyria and I can do well enough without you.”

      Beltran flinched. By some unspoken agreement, we hadn’t brought up Sabine or his child since finding him in a cave with others destined for a blood sacrifice. For all we knew, they had perished in the taking of Vazeri by the Imaran Empire after the boundary magic had fallen.

      We knew so little. Only what was delivered to us by messenger bird from Summerfell, now lost to my cousin’s duplicitous wife, Jessamine, she of the Order of Ter Avest.

      I raised my hands to sign and immediately paused. Every eye turned to look at me. Desperate for answers. For a solution. “We need to know more.”

      Alar sighed and scratched out the drawing in the dirt. “Elyria is right. We don’t know enough about what’s going on out there. We can’t go back to Vazeri or any of the harbour cities for fear of being captured. And the Great Plains is too dangerous to traverse without any horses or supplies.” His mouth twisted in displeasure at having to admit that fact, given he’d argued for it just moments ago.

      “Which leaves the Uncharted Lands,” Keir said.

      “We could be walking straight into danger there, too,” Alar said, scowling. “We need a third option.”

      “We need supplies.” Margarethe wrapped her arms around herself and leaned closer to the fire. This drew Alar’s attention in a way that my best friend pointedly ignored, even when he offered her his cloak. I, too, felt the chill, but I had grown up with the biting wind and knew its moods. It was fairly mild, now. That could change in an instant.

      “What about Aviena?” Keir asked.

      “You want to go to the supply town for Summerfell, which is now surely under the control of my wife?” Alar scoffed. Venom filled his words at the mention of his wife. Jessamine was a member of the Order of Ter Avest, a mysterious group of people that trained magicless daughters of nobility and the wealthy to the arts of politics and diplomacy, poetry and music, walking softly and drawing every eye. They had been thought relatively harmless but beautiful and useful for their skills, and so members of the Order now infiltrated most of the great city states across the continent. With the fall of Summerfell to Jessamine’s hand, I had no doubt that other members of the Order now also held immense amounts of power. All of it—the death of the gods, the fall of the boundary magic, the release of nightmarish creatures into the world, more—seemed to weave together.

      And I had no idea what to do about any of it.

      “It’s only been a couple of days. Surely Jessamine will have her hands full just keeping Summerfell without the presence of its Baron or heir,” Keir said, nodding to Alar and myself. “If we sneak in under cover of darkness, get some supplies and the latest information, we might be able to make a better plan. What do you think, Elyria?”

      Once more, every eye turned to me. I curled inwards, tucking my hands around my body, and shrugged. Silent. My actions had caused all this damage, no matter what everyone else insisted. I could draw a direct line between the foolish desire to rescue those kidnapped people from Hirana and the mess we were in now. I had caused the boundary magic to fail by killing Hirana and thereby let the Imaran Empire invade. I had bound the dragon to Margarethe. I had done this. And I was determined not to do any more harm.

      Alar broke the silence. “Regardless of where we’re going, we can do nothing without supplies. Let’s make our way to Aviena. Ursa will be able to help us, and perhaps she’ll have more news about what’s going on.”

      With at least a semblance of plan, it seemed that a sigh of relief filled the air, replacing the biting wind. Immediately, everyone sprang into action, Beltran kicking dirt over the fire, Margarethe gathering what few supplies we had, and the rest of us standing and wrapping our arms around ourselves against the wind. Alar studied the sky and the trees for a bit before pointing us in the right direction. We set off into the forest.

      “Hey.” Keir slid into place beside me, his hand close enough to brush mine. “Are you alright?”

      I shrugged. Nodded.

      “It’s just you’ve been quieter than usual, even for you.” His sharp eyes missed nothing, and a part of me was pleased that he had noticed such a thing, even when I wanted to hide it away. I shrugged again.

      “It’s just that everything was so clear before. Find Beltran and the others, deal with whatever had taken them, go home. Now…” I lowered my hands, the words vanishing. I tried speaking. “Now…”

      “Now uncertainty lies ahead,” Keir finished. The others walked ahead of us, avoiding tree roots and each other with the same ease. The tension in the air was palpable, with none of us knowing what to do any more than the others. Everything had changed. Worse, it was all my doing.

      The image of the people I’d…I’d killed with my scribe magic filled my mind. Blood used as ink, drained from a living inkwell. My doing, all of it, every horrible thing. My stomach revolted. I clenched my teeth.

      “I wish I could promise that everything will be alright,” Keir murmured, reaching out to touch my hand with a featherlight brush of his fingers. I paused in my walking and looked up at him. He, too, bore the lines of fear that we each wore around the eyes, the mouth, but there was something else there. A hardness, a strength. “But I have lived through too many lifetimes to say such a thing. Everything will be different, and we can only hope that we end up in a safe place, that the world is not too much the worse for wear.”

      I bit back a snort, entirely inappropriate for this time and place. “Comforting.”

      “Glad I could help,” Keir said, mouth twitching in a hint of a smile. It faded a moment later. “Things have not turned out as we might have hoped, and they may never be whole again, but I am glad of one thing. This brought me to you. I swear that I will never leave you again, my love.” Then, he threaded his fingers through mine and led me onwards, down the mountain towards Aviena after the others.
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      Our journey through the boundary mountains before had been full of tension and uncertainty, with Alar keeping a watchful eye out for the twisted creatures of the mountains or the angelic demons that Hirana had crafted from blood and ink. Now, with the boundary fallen and the creatures no longer bound to the mountains, everything felt eerily silent. There were obvious tracks where animals of some kind had crossed paths, where others had fled or migrated or travelled with intention. The forest floor was littered with signs of other beings passing by: scales and feathers, splatters of blood where two creatures had clashed, claw marks on the trees, bark scraped away, the ground gouged or trampled. But as we walked, we encountered nothing.

      Nothing at all.

      The closer we drew to the mountain pass that led to Summerfell and down to Aviena, the more the trees and air began to feel normal. The bite of the wind wasn’t quite as sharp and there were trees still holding onto their autumn leaves. The plants became less twisted and dark and strange, instead forming recognisable shapes. The forest became more dense, but there was still no sign of any animal life. Even the birds were gone from the sky.

      “Dawn and Dusk this is creepy,” Beltran said, shuddering as he passed a paw print in the mud. Wolf, perhaps. “It’s like everything died.”

      “Not died,” Alar said, crouching over the print. “They ran.”

      “Ran?” Margarethe stiffened. “From what?”

      “Whatever came out of the boundary mountains, I would guess. Dogkin and catkin and feral deer and more. Things only ever hunted by the watch at Summerfell. Predators the likes of which this place has never seen.” Alar rested his hand on the blade at his side, as though expecting one of those things to leap out and attack. Perhaps an instinct borne of training to be Baron of Summerfell his whole life.

      I shivered.

      “The forest will recover,” Keir said with a certainty that surprised me. “The place where Hirana died will never be the same, but the rest of the forest will recover as there is no dead god to taint it.”

      Alar winced. “It’s disturbing to think that all those creatures the Watch dealt with were a result of god blood from centuries ago twisting normal animals.”

      Margarethe pushed past the wolf print and continued down the hill, calling over her shoulder as she went. “Maybe now isn’t the best time to speculate on the nature of dead gods and god blood?”

      Alar flushed a bright red and stalked after her, muttering something under his breath. Beltran hesitated, looking to me. I did not engage, just started walking again, and pretended I didn’t see the way he deflated as Keir and I moved by him. Now was not the time to be bringing up past wounds that had barely begun to heal. I didn’t know what we were supposed to do next, but I knew that much.

      Dusk descended on the forest just as we approached the outskirts of Aviena. Alar had us stay low to the ground while he scouted ahead, looking for any signs of Jessamine’s control or danger from elsewhere. Finally, he returned with a solemn nod. “It’s as clear as it can be. Jessamine obviously hasn’t sent anyone down from the manor yet. At least, no one is patrolling the town.”

      That, it appeared, was as good as it was going to get. We slunk between the buildings, passing more than one that had been ruined by the fire of Hirana’s angels when they came through, dragging Beltran and the other kidnapped victims behind them. Alar led us to the centre of town and then to a low-slung house with thatched roof and thick, heavy stones for walls. He knocked once. Twice. Thrice. Then, we waited.

      A few moments later, the door swung open to reveal the head hunter of Aviena and therefore the defacto leader, Ursa. She had dark circles under her eyes and her broad shoulders were slumped. When she saw Alar, she stiffened in shock.

      “Get in. Now!” she hissed. She yanked Alar in by his arm and gestured madly for the rest of us, peering behind us to be sure we weren’t followed. Then, she shut the door and barred it, going to each window of the house and pulling closed the curtains. Only then did Ursa turn to us, huddled together as a weak and ramshackle group, and snarl, “What were you thinking, coming here?!”

      “We—” Alar started.

      “No,” Ursa snapped, jabbing her finger at my cousin. “You obviously weren’t thinking. To come here as the Baron of Summerfell with everything that’s happened, and not only that but to bring your cousin and heir? Are you insane?!”

      Alar bristled, looking furious. I doubted anyone from Aviena had ever spoken to him like that before, given how beholden the town was to Summerfell. Before my cousin could do something foolish, like speak, Keir stepped in.

      “What has happened?” he asked quietly, calmly. Ursa gaped at him. Then, she took in the true condition of our small band and something in her deflated.

      “You’d better sit down. My partner, Issam, is out for the night, so we won’t be disturbed. Come on, then. I won’t bite.” With that, Ursa had us all sitting around a table near the fire, larger than I would have expected of the low house, but quite comfortable. Within minutes, she had mugs of mead before us and bowls of soup. Beltran and Alar ate as though they were starving. In Beltran’s case, I believed it. He was still so thin from his time in captivity, and a few meals of dried jerky and a rabbit roasted over a fire were hardly enough to fill in the hollows in his cheeks. Margarethe and I picked at the meal, while Keir just waited. Watching.

      Ursa sat at the head of the table and rested her elbows on the wood. “It started after you lot went into the boundary mountains on some foolish, harebrained scheme. Oh, yes, we know all about that down here. We were delivering a batch of wintering supplies for the manor when the whispers started. That you had abandoned your post, that you had gone crazy with the magic from the boundary mountains, brought on by that strange man who appeared by your cousin’s side. That she was a witch who had been taken into the mountains as a child and raised in dark magic, antithetical to the gods. She poisoned your mind and caused you to abandon your post. That it was her fault the boundary fell.”

      Alar choked on his mouthful of soup. “That’s absurd!”

      Ursa shrugged, looking at me apologetically. “I tried to explain that. We knew that Lady Elyria was in Vazeri, that she was a scribe there in the Great Archives. We had that report from you direct, two, three years back was it? It didn’t matter. There’s always been whispers of something strange that happened up at Summerfell with the Lady Elyria, the Lost Heir, who disappeared without a word so long ago.”

      “What happened was that my father—” Alar started on a low growl. I shook my head.

      “There are a few of us that know the truth,” Ursa said quietly, now not daring to look at me. “Who saw her before she was sent away to Liral. The healers tended her, made sure she was fit enough for travel at the old Baron’s orders. But even with our word that it was true, no one believed us against the word of that whispering woman.”

      Alar’s spoon clattered to the table. He was pale, his lips pressed together in a thin line.

      “Jessamine?” Margarethe asked, watching my cousin more than Ursa. “It was Jessamine’s doing?”

      Ursa nodded. “A smile here, a whisper there. We all know how effective those creatures of Ter Avest are at swaying people to their whim. Not a drop of magic in their blood and yet they hold sway over many with a single look.”

      “My wife did this.” Alar shoved his bowl away and glared at the table. “She turned Summerfell against me.”

      “Not all. Most believed me,” Ursa said softly. “Those that sided with her were nearly fanatical in their belief, though. Any who disagreed were said to be under the same influence. They were killed to remove the taint.”

      Silence fell, heavy and sharp, on the room. My breath hurt in my lungs, an ache that I couldn’t escape. Anxiety clawed at my throat and I clenched my hands into fists, nails digging into my palms, to ground myself with the pain.

      “How many?” Alar croaked. His eyes were limned with silver tears.

      “Two thirds of the retinue of Summerfell manor, and fifty more besides here in town. It was a bloodbath. People have been hiding behind closed doors and lies since. Issam is out with others to finish burying the dead, to keep predators away.”

      Margarethe, to my surprise, reached across the table and grabbed Alar’s hand, squeezing tightly. “It’s not your fault,” she said firmly. Alar looked at her hopelessly. “It’s not your fault.”

      “Listen to her,” Ursa said. “And don’t be foolish enough to think you can go marching up there to take back your holdings. I see that look in your eyes and I’m no fool, Alar Trevain.”

      “I have to. They’re my people!” Alar choked out.

      “Summerfell is the least of your problems, no matter how much it hurts. The fighting has stopped, but it will start up again if you go marching up there with a band of untrained, half-starved scribes at your back. Right now, there are worse things stirring.” Ursa leaned in. “The Imaran Empire is sweeping across the continent as we speak. Last report I had was this afternoon, and they said that the Empire is marching directly for the Great Plains.”

      “The Great Plains?” Beltran spoke for the first time since sitting down to eat. “Why?”

      “It’s no great secret,” Ursa said with a disgusted snort. “They’re practically screaming it from every rooftop. They intend to dig up the magic in the Plains and make their Emperor a god. And all who refuse to worship him will be killed.”
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      Keir stared into the fire long after Ursa left us to see if she could scrounge up supplies from loyalists without alerting the others. Alar and Margarethe argued quietly over the division of blame for things beyond their control until they sulked off to separate corners, glaring at one another. Beltran fiddled with his mug of mead beside me for a while, occasionally glancing over at me and looking as if he wanted to say something. Eventually, given no encouragement from me, he curled up on a low cot in the corner and promptly fell asleep.

      I moved my chair closer to Keir and tapped him on the arm. “What are you thinking?” I signed. He frowned and shook his head.

      “It’s just…” He paused, looking over at Alar, Margarethe, and Beltran. None of them were paying us any mind, but he still seemed nervous. He hunched his shoulders as if expecting his wings of shadow and ink to appear and wrap around him. Instead, he lifted his hands and signed back to me. “One of the ways to kill a god is to reach a point where no one worships them any longer.”

      “Do you think Imara wants to kill more gods?”

      He shrugged uncertainly. “Why else would they invade? If it were a matter of resources, then they could have simply taken control economically, through trade. Invading could be a means to expand their territory; the central lands are fractured into various city states and could easily be subdued. But they’re not doing that. They’re fighting their way across the country. Why? To kill worshippers of the current pantheon? To influence people to worship their Emperor? Day, Dawn, Night and Dusk are more distant than those in my time, but they are still present, still worshipped. Killing those who believe in them rather than this Emperor will reduce the power base of the gods. Eventually, they will disappear. Die.”

      I frowned, fingers twining through the tail-end of my braid, the fire glinting off of my white-blonde hair and turning it red. Finally, I lifted my hands and signed slowly, the words precise and careful. “Can they really make him a god?”

      Keir sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know,” he murmured. “For years, I tried to learn what I could about gods, about their magics and power and the way they wax and wane. Nothing I’ve ever found has ever mentioned anything about turning a human into a god.”

      “But the Great Plains…?” The words slipped out of my mouth before I could stop them. Alar lifted his head, interest piqued by me speaking. It was Margarethe, though, who came over to the table and joined the discussion, her expression determined.

      “Based on what your lover said,” Margarethe started, ignoring my furious flush and Keir’s nervous cough, “the Great Plains are full of the remains of dead gods.”

      I had seen what the reconstituted blood of dead gods had
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