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        Several weeks have passed since the capital of Laria narrowly escaped destruction at the hands of the god of death and His followers. Former Captain Yala Palathar is attempting to lie low, but the dead no longer rest easily in their graves, and her role in the battle has drawn attention from potential allies and foes alike.

      

        

      
        Niema, too, has been profoundly changed by the choices she made during the battle of Dalathar, and journeying home to the Disciples of Life reveals the devastating consequences of her actions. Niema grapples with her desire to protect Yala’s secrets, but when monsters start appearing in the forest, she fears that she’s brought doom upon her own people.

      

        

      
        When the Disciples of the Flame come to Yala with the news that a dangerous book used by the god of death’s followers has gone missing, Yala is compelled to seek it out to avert further disaster. Her quest takes her to Setemar, home of the Disciples of the Earth, where her path soon crosses with Kelan and the Disciples of the Sky. It isn’t long before Kelan’s alliance with Yala puts him at odds with his fellow Disciples, and the closer Yala treads to the domain of the god of death, the louder Mekan’s voice whispers in her own ear.

      

        

      
        With threats stirring above and below ground, ally is set against ally, and not everyone will survive the calamity that will follow…
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            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      Seven years ago, Captain Yala led a squad of six fellow soldiers and their armoured war drakes as part of Laria’s army’s flight division. During a clash with the rival nation of Rafragoria over possession of an unmanned island, King Tharen, Laria’s monarch, called Yala’s squad to claim the island before their rivals could gain a foothold there. Yala agreed to take on this secret mission before the watchful eyes of the king and his trusted allies the Disciples of the Flame, little suspecting that the island in question would contain an abandoned temple to the god of death, Mekan.

      When Yala’s squad landed on the island, they found Rafragoria’s soldiers had already infiltrated the temple and had met their deaths at the claws and teeth of Mekan’s monsters. Their actions ripped open an opening to Mekan’s realm, otherwise known as the Void, and Yala and her squad found themselves fighting for their lives. Yala managed to slay the monstrous void drake and sustained a life-changing stab wound to her leg as a result, while her squad-mate Dalem begged the god of the flames to help them escape the island alive. As a former Disciple of the Flame, Dalem was able to gain the god’s attention, but he paid the price for the destruction of the island with his own life.

      When they returned to the mainland, Yala and her surviving squad-mates learned that King Tharen was assassinated by Rafragorian soldiers during their absence and that he told nobody else of the mission he gave her squad. While she’d hoped that her squad-mate’s sacrifice would help her gain the sympathy of the Disciples of the Flame, their leader Superior Datriem refused to believe Yala’s reports and warned her never to share the truth of what they saw on the island with anyone else. Shortly after, the new king disbanded the flight division of the army and Yala and her surviving squad members parted ways.

      After years of living in seclusion in the deep jungle, Yala little expected anyone to disturb her early retirement, much less a war drake. The beast turned out to belong to a Disciple of Life called Niema who claimed to have been sent by her Superior to seek out Yala and to deliver a cryptic warning of danger. It emerged that Niema learned of her location from Vanat, Yala’s former squad-mate with whom she’d had a brief romantic entanglement after the war, but Yala’s refusal to leave her home came to an end with the arrival of a group of mercenaries who claimed to have been offered money to eliminate her.

      Yala killed the mercenaries with the aid of a Disciple of the Sky, Kelan, who was pursuing them for his own reasons. As her house was destroyed in the process, Yala reluctantly joined forces with Niema to find Vanat and learn who was responsible for sending the mercenaries after her. Following Vanat’s tail to the capital, Yala and Niema once again clashed with Kelan, who revealed that he was sent by his own Superior to investigate the rumours of someone meddling with death magic in the capital and that he discovered that the mercenaries were allegedly working for a mysterious group called the Successors. Suspecting that Niema was also aware of this, Kelan pushed her into revealing that Yala in fact appeared in a vision experienced by the Disciples of Life that convinced them she would be a powerful ally against the rise of Mekan, the god of death.

      Shaken by this revelation and suspecting a connection with her experiences on the island, Yala explained to Niema that she and her squad members survived their clash with Mekan’s beast through Dalem’s sacrifice and not because Yala possessed any unique abilities. Niema’s faith refused to relent, not even when they found Vanat’s dead body on the road, murdered by the Successors. Furious at the loss of her friend, Yala parted ways with her companions upon reaching the capital and went to track down her surviving squad members. While Machit was willing to listen to her, Saren refused, while Viam was safely working within the royal palace and Temik’s whereabouts were unknown. Yala warned Machit of the mercenaries’ seeming intention of eliminating all the survivors from their squad and he agreed to help her find the truth about the Successors’ motives.

      Yala and the others soon discovered that the Successors had indeed been meddling with death magic, and in the ensuing confrontation, the Successors’ leader Melian revealed her face. Claiming to be a Disciple of Death and a follower of Mekan, Melian attempted to sacrifice Yala and her friends to gain the favour of the god of death in order to overthrow the monarch and claim supremacy. While Machit was killed in the struggle, Yala managed to fend Melian off with the help of Niema, who called upon the war drake using her abilities as a Disciple of Life and ordered it to attack the mercenaries.

      In the ensuing chaos, Melian escaped, while Kelan went to rejoin his fellow Disciples of the Sky and met with the unwelcome news that some of them believed Yala to be in league with the Successors herself. It soon transpired that the source of the rumours was none other than the Temple of the Flame, which Melian had infiltrated with the help of Yala’s former squad member Temik. When Yala tried to tell him the truth, Superior Datriem attempted to have Yala captured and sentenced to death.

      With two groups of Disciples pursuing them and Melian’s whereabouts unknown, Yala was forced to accept Kelan’s offer to seek out shelter with the Disciples of the Sky. While Superior Sietra believed Yala’s innocence, she also revealed that Melian was right. Anyone who glimpsed Mekan’s realm had the potential to become a Disciple of Death—which thanks to their experiences on the island, included Yala and her squad—whether they acted on that potential or not. As a result, Superior Sietra decided to imprison Yala as a risk factor and sent a team of her own Disciples to the capital to deal with Melian.

      Kelan disagreed with his Superior’s choice, but Niema’s horror at Yala’s connection to Mekan led to her turning her back on both of them. With help of some of his fellow Disciples of the Sky, Kelan helped Yala her escape captivity and returned to the capital, but they arrived too late. Temik, seeking revenge on the Disciples of the Flame for their role in his squad-mate’s death on the island, already killed Superior Datriem and drugged the other Disciples of the Flame, leaving the path wide open for Melian to enact her plan to claim supremacy. With the dead swarming the city at her command, Melian was waiting to slay Yala’s war drake and cut her throat in the city square.

      Before Yala could bleed out, Niema returned, using the power of the god of life to rescue Yala from the brink of death. During her recovery, Yala reunited with her surviving squad-mates – including Viam, now working at the royal palace, who admitted that she was the one who found the books King Tharen used to learn of the island’s existence and handed them to Temik in the hopes of revealing the truth of what their squad experienced there. After Temik gave the books to Melian instead and enabled her to learn how to contact Mekan, Viam wanted to make amends by helping Yala.

      Accepting that the only way to beat Melian was to call upon Mekan herself, Yala followed Viam’s instructions and raised the dead war drake that Melian slew, riding upon its back to interrupt Melian’s attempt to break into the palace and assassinate the king. However, Melian had already opened Mekan’s realm by slaughtering some of Kelan’s fellow Disciples. While Yala managed to kill Melian, she was unable to close the Void and the god of death refused to listen to her. At the last moment, Temik reappeared and gave his own life to the god of the flame in the same way Dalem did, closing Mekan’s realm and ending the slaughter.

      As the city made its slow recovery from the devastation of Melian’s attack, Yala decided to stay with her surviving squad-mates to make sure nobody else attempted to follow in Melian’s footsteps. Death’s Disciple ends with Kelan and Niema leaving the city to return to their homes – and with Niema encountering the unexpected sight of the undead war drake sitting at the roadside outside the capital, as if waiting for someone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Niema’s first vision from the god of life came on an ordinary afternoon in the rain-drenched jungle of southern Laria.

      Dizziness struck, causing the basket she carried to slip from her hands. The supplies she’d gathered from the nearby village—fruits, nuts, and bread—scattered across the damp earthen path as a sudden clamour of emotions hit her like a thunderclap. Not from her five fellow enclave members and the invisible cord binding them together, but from a terrible fear that had no obvious source and which reminded her of the time she’d run into a wild drake and had simply frozen, unable to utter a sound.

      Images of a tall stone building appeared in Niema’s mind, blurred at first, as though washed out by the rain. When she closed her eyes, the stone construction became clearer, as did its surroundings. Thick jungle circled a platform of paving stones, upon which stood a wide stairway leading to the gaping hole in the building that might have once been a door. Everything was age-worn, overgrown, and utterly unfamiliar to her.

      What is this place? A memory? Not hers. She’d never seen a building like it, or the worn, ancient staircase…

      Or the woman, standing on the stairs, looking directly at her.

      Niema’s mouth parted in surprise, but before she could utter a word, the ground tore open, stones cracking as though wrenched apart by a being of impossible strength. From within came the shape of what she might have taken for a giant bird, but wrong, its features twisted and decaying. Feathers dripped from dead flesh, its skeletal wings oozed darkness with each beat, and viscous smoke ballooned outward from the gaping maw that covered the area in front of the stone construction. Revulsion rippled through Niema’s very being. What is that?

      Rain splashed down the back of Niema’s tunic, shocking her back to the present. Gasping, she swayed. Those memories weren’t mine. She’d never seen that building before. Nor had she seen that woman. Yet the images were as clear as if they belonged to her.

      She gripped the basket reflexively, a possibility tickling at the edges of her mind. She’d heard of other Disciples receiving insight directly from Yalet Herself—a great honour, but a rare one. Rare enough to be unheard of in recent years, at least according to Superior Kralia, but what other explanation was there? Niema had sometimes seen her fellow Disciples’ memories in her dreams, but she’d never seen such an apparition in the waking world.

      “Yalet preserve me,” Niema murmured.

      Superior Kralia alone was most favoured by the god of life. If anyone would know the truth, it would be her. Pulling herself upright, Niema ran in a zigzagging path towards home, raindrops falling off the branches on either side of her like pebbles. It never occurred to her to doubt what she’d seen. Yalet’s power manifested in every bird, every tree, every fragment of life in the sustaining forest in which Niema made her home—yet that terrible beast she’d seen in the vision had not been one of Yalet’s creations.

      Minutes blurred into a single breathless span, and soon, Niema came upon familiar ground and the houses nestled within the trees where her enclave made their homes. She dropped the basket of supplies in front of a startled Hachim and then took off like a bird shaken into flight. When she reached the Superior’s clearing, she skidded to a halt. A monster looked down at her, its sharp teeth a mere finger span from her head.

      The reptilian beast perched on claws that were each as long as one of Niema’s forearms; its wings were folded against its back, and teeth protruded from its mouth, stained with dark blood.

      Next to the beast stood a figure dressed in a robe woven from flowers and reeds with a simple crown atop her coiled hair. Superior Kralia watched Niema approach, her expression strained with the effort of keeping the beast from escaping her control. She whistled between her red-painted lips, and the war drake growled in response, its claw raking through the soil.

      “Niema.” Superior Kralia stepped forward to greet her Disciple. Belatedly Niema fell to her knees in the customary gesture of a Disciple to her Superior, but she found herself unable to drop her gaze from the monster standing at her side. Niema might hold reverence for all Yalet’s creations, but that didn’t mean she was unaware of how easily those claws might rip her open.

      “Superior Kralia.” Niema rose to her feet. “Why … why is that creature here?”

      Niema had never used her abilities on a beast of that size before, and while its large wings were tucked against its back, its huge form was ill suited to the jungle. When her Superior gave no answer, she asked, “Is … is it to do with that vision?”

      Surprise flickered within Superior Kralia’s eyes. “You saw, too?”

      “Yes—didn’t everyone?” She’d suspected otherwise, but a weight lifted from Niema’s mind at the knowledge that she hadn’t experienced those terrible images alone.

      “No.” Superior Kralia let a moment lapse before speaking again. “Then it has to be you, Niema.”

      Niema’s heart skipped. “I don’t understand.”

      “No, I don’t expect you do.” Superior Kralia’s mouth pinched, an expression Niema had never seen before. It reminded her, with a jolt, of the way her mother had looked when she’d told Niema she didn’t expect to survive the sickness that had ultimately taken her life.

      “What did I see?” Niema whispered. “I-I’ve heard Yalet gifting some Disciples with visions, but I never thought…”

      “That was indeed a vision from Yalet Herself.” Superior Kralia extended a hand towards the still, formidable form of the war drake. “This beast was found wandering the eastern coast by another enclave leader. The vision he saw through its eyes caused him much distress, and he contacted the rest of the enclave leaders so that we might seek Yalet’s guidance.”

      “You’re saying that beast … showed us the vision?” Niema faltered. “I thought it came from Yalet.”

      “Do you forget that Yalet exists in all of nature, even a beast such as this?” Superior Kralia gestured to the war drake’s scaled form. “She guided this creature to our people to warn us of a terrible threat.”

      Niema’s throat went dry. Superior Kralia’s gift enabled her to establish a bond with this beast, to see the images in its mind, but why had Yalet seen fit to bless Niema with the same vision?

      “I didn’t know.” She swallowed, her heart racing. “That vision was a warning … of what?”

      “This creature has seen Corruption.”

      Dread skittered up Niema’s spine. Corruption. The very antithesis of the power she wielded with her own hands, like its originator: Mekan, the god of death.

      That monster in the vision … she’d known instinctively that it was not of Yalet’s creation, but to hear the truth from her Superior’s lips sent a quake through her very bones.

      “Where?” she asked. “Where is this…?” She couldn’t speak the word. Corruption.

      “Far away from here,” Superior Kralia answered. “I do know that the beast witnessed the sight with its own eyes, and Yalet guided it here to share those images with our enclave.”

      Witnessed … but the beast hadn’t been alone. “Who was that woman?”

      “Whoever she is,” said Superior Kralia, “we must find her.”

      Niema frowned in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      “Yalet must have shown her to us for a reason,” the Superior went on. “She slew Mekan’s agents with her own hand. I saw.”

      Tendrils of dread unfurled within Niema’s chest. “Do you think Corruption is coming here?”

      The very notion of Corruption infecting the forest was unthinkable, but if Yalet Herself had sent the vision, who was Niema to disbelieve?

      “I think we must prepare for the possibility, yes,” Superior Kralia said. “But first, we must gather information. We must find out who this woman is.”

      “She’s not from the enclave.” Niema had never left her small corner of the jungle in all her nineteen years of life. “The woman might be anywhere.”

      Niema’s fellow Disciples had rarely ventured outside of their enclaves, especially not to the large cities. Going by sheer numbers, the woman was more likely to be in one of those cities than elsewhere, but Niema couldn’t begin to imagine finding a person amid the noise and chaos of Dalathar or Setemar.

      “She might,” said Superior Kralia. “However, we are not the only Disciples to have seen the vision, and I intend to convene with the other Superiors at this week’s summit so that we can decide our course of action.”

      Niema inclined her head. “That … that sounds wise, Superior Kralia. What should I do until then?”

      “Prepare.” Superior Kralia allowed a moment to pass before she spoke again. “When the time is right, I would like you to seek out this woman yourself, Niema.”
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        * * *

      

      Superior Kralia gave Niema no clue as to how she expected her to complete this seemingly impossible task, nor did she update her on the situation until close to a week had passed. Mercifully, the war drake had departed the morning after the vision, but unease permeated the enclave. Niema saw grave faces everywhere she went, though she went about her routine as if nothing had changed. Whether she was fetching and preparing food, tending the gardens, sewing clothing, delivering supplies to the elderly Disciples, or taking part in the various rituals and ceremonies dedicated to Yalet, she remained on edge, prepared for another apparition to strike her at any moment.

      None came, but the woman she’d seen in the vision haunted Niema’s dreams. For the first time since she could remember, she had an experience that she didn’t—couldn’t—share with the other five members of the enclave to whom she was bonded. And she might yet have more to come; if Yalet’s will took her far away from the enclave, Niema was in no position to refuse.

      Prathen, the oldest of their number, attempted to assuage her fears. “I won’t lie, it’ll be hard at first,” he told her one evening as they sat around the cookfire for their evening meal. “You won’t remember this, but when you were a child, when only Ekim and I were bonded, I spent some time in Setemar. I was shocked the first day when I woke up and I could no longer sense her.”

      “I didn’t know you’d been to the city.” Niema took the bowl of freshly prepared grains and vegetables Ekim had offered her. I won’t be able to sense them any longer. She’d forgotten what life had been like before they’d been bonded—before she’d been able to feel five hearts beating alongside her own, and before she’d always known five sets of hands would be waiting to catch her should she fall.

      “Oh, it was a long time ago, and she won’t ever let me go that far away again.” Prathen laid a fond hand on Ekim’s arm, who smiled. “It’ll be hard, but if you do this, it’ll be an experience you’ll never forget. And the stories you’ll have!”

      The younger members of the enclave had taken the news much less calmly. Diaman had begged her not to leave, while Threl demanded she bring back plenty of gifts.

      Hachim, by contrast, had a more practical outlook. “It’s more likely that this woman will be in a place with a large population, like Dalathar.”

      “You think I’m going to have to go to the capital?” To most enclave members, Dalathar was a distant hazy place, a mythical land of dense crowds and towering buildings.

      “If you do, you have to bring back a war drake,” Threl insisted. “They’re huge.”

      “Didn’t you see the one Superior Kralia brought here a few days ago?” Niema suppressed a shiver at the memory.

      “Ekim wouldn’t let me.” Threl stabbed his spoon into his food bowl.

      “Wise of her,” Prathen said. “Nasty creatures, those. Don’t get too close to their teeth if you do see one, Niema.”

      Ekim tutted. “Niema isn’t a child, Prathen. She’s two years past taking her vows as a full Disciple.”

      “Three,” Niema corrected. “I’m not going to Dalathar. I don’t understand why I received the vision to begin with.”

      “Yalet chose you,” Ekim said. “A wise choice on her part, to be sure.”

      “Exactly,” Prathen said. “The Superior cannot leave her people, but you can.”

      “What if we don’t want her to leave?” Diaman tugged at Niema’s sleeve. “Niema, I’m scared you won’t come back.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Hachim put down his food bowl, curtains of dark hair falling to either side of his face as he reached to pry Diaman’s hand from Niema’s wrist. “It’s Niema’s choice, isn’t it?”

      “Yes…” Niema paused. Of all her enclave members, Hachim was closest to her age. They’d gone through their ceremony to become full Disciples together three summers prior. “I can ask Superior Kralia to let you come with me.”

      Hachim shook his head. “It’s your task, not mine.”

      “It’s not fair!” Diaman wailed. “Why her?”

      “Sweet child, come here.” Ekim held out her arms, folding the youngest member of the enclave into her generous embrace. “Niema has been given a great honour. It should be celebrated.”

      “Exactly.” Prathen’s expression brightened. “Ah—good fortune. Superior Kralia is back.”

      Niema’s head snapped up, her gaze picking out two novices scurrying away from Superior Kralia’s glade. She put down her food bowl, a flurry of unease whipping around her insides like a bloodfly trapped in a jar. Though she had not been summoned, she rose to her feet and walked the short distance to the glade.

      From the abject fear in the novices’ expressions, Niema was already prepared for the sight of the wild drake crouched beside the Superior. Warily, she knelt before the large altar. “I apologise for the intrusion, Superior Kralia.”

      “Rise, Niema,” Superior Kralia responded. “I expect you’ve guessed the news I received from the other Superiors.”

      Niema straightened, her palms dampening with sweat. “The other enclaves were given the same warning?”

      “Yes, and the other Superiors bore witness to the vision the two of us saw.” Her gaze swept over the thick greenery fringing the glade and then pierced Niema. “They agreed that as the only non-Superior, it is clear that you were chosen for this task.”

      Niema’s heart contracted. “The others … they do not want me to leave.”

      “Understandable.” Her tone was calm, yet firm. “This is not a journey I would ask you to take lightly, but I believe the threat of Corruption is imminent.”

      Once again, Niema flinched at the word, and her reaction was echoed back across her bond with the five others. “Where? Where is this…” The word Corruption stuck in her throat.

      “We have found the location of the woman in the vision,” said Superior Kralia. “According to my messenger, she was last seen in Setemar.”

      “You found her?”

      “We did.” Superior Kralia inclined her head. “It has been many years since the war, and I gather many soldiers took up residence in Setemar. It’ll be easier for you to find her there than in Dalathar, to be sure.”

      “The war?” The war drake let out the faintest growl, and Niema’s breath lodged in her chest. “Oh… the woman was a soldier?”

      Where else would this beast have seen her? War drakes were bred for battle, an affront against Yalet’s will, and urged to take lives not for survival but for conquest. How could a soldier possibly be their saviour?

      “I believe so.” Superior Kralia’s mouth turned downwards at the corners. “I am surprised that Yalet would choose a warrior, too, but to bring down such a terrible foe as Corruption requires skills that we do not have, and sacrifices that we are unable to make.”

      War. She couldn’t imagine such a life. She and her fellow Disciples took vows against harming other living creatures and to break those commands was to experience visceral pain to the core of their very being.

      Niema sucked in a breath. “You still want me to find her?”

      “Yes,” said Superior Kralia. “I do.”

      “Alone?”

      Again, Superior Kralia dipped her head. “None of the other Superiors were willing to spare any of their enclave members, nor were they … quite as convinced of the urgency of the threat as I.”

      “I’m not ready for this.” Dread thumped in her chest, and she could have sworn the beast in front of her reacted, its nostrils flaring, its eyes seeking the prey animal within easy reach.

      “Yalet will protect you.” Superior Kralia’s steady gaze anchored Niema. Who was she to doubt her Superior—to doubt her deity? “See for yourself.”

      She gave a short whistle and the wild drake lowered its head at her command. Taking the implied order, Niema whispered her own prayer to the god of life, and the beast’s gaze fixed on her. This time its eyes didn’t contain any hint of a threat, but meek obedience.

      A whistle flew from Niema’s lips. The wild drake nudged one step closer, then another, and she placed a hand upon its scaled head. Sharp edges brushed Niema’s soft palm, and the rustling trees seemed to whisper, See, Niema? Yalet’s will permeates even a wild beast such as this.

      Superior Kralia wore an approving expression. “Yalet rewards those who are faithful, and few are as devoted as you. Moreover, you’re young, strong, and open-minded enough to walk amid the regular folk without losing your way.”

      Am I? The forest was a part of her blood and her bones, yet was the world outside not of Yalet’s creation, too? Despite the confusion and fear of the past few days, she’d listened to Prathen’s stories with just as much curiosity as the younger children had.

      And as little as she could forget the beast she’d seen in the vision, the woman’s face was also burned deep into her memory.

      Niema bowed her head. “I accept the task you have given me, Superior. I have faith that Yalet will not lead me astray.”
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      There were too many fucking stairs in Dalathar.

      Yala Palathar descended into the undercity with a stream of curses, her cane smacking each step and her feet unsteady on the slick stones. While the past few days of heavy rain had washed away the stench of the corpses that had once clogged every entrance to the lower level of the city, the place looked even more desolate than it had during her last visit. Rivulets of water ran off roofs, and gaunt faces peered through windows in the shacks that flanked Yala on the way to the crossroads where she’d arranged to meet Nalen.

      The broad, bearded man waiting for her cracked a grin. “Thought you’d be late.”

      “Blame those wretched stairs.” Yala maintained a firm grip on her cane to avoid slipping on the rain-slick cobbles. “You know, I’d have much preferred to meet aboveground.”

      “This isn’t a conversation I want to have within hearing distance of the city guards.”

      “Why?” Yala liked Nalen, who’d once fought in the army and now helped protect the people of the undercity against threats both living and dead, but his paranoid streak often grated on her nerves, justified or not. “Viam kept her word, didn’t she?”

      Yala had been under the impression that some of the ex-soldiers from the Undercity had found employment among the king’s guards, after their ranks had suffered substantial losses during Melian’s attack.

      “She did,” he grunted, “but that doesn’t make me trust those scumbags, and people are often quick to discard their origins when offered a way out.”

      “True enough.” In her day, the only way out of poverty had been through conscription into the army, but the new King had abolished that law when he’d taken the throne. Yala rarely thought of the orphanage in which she’d spent her formative years after her parents’ deaths in a fire, but here among the dilapidated shacks, she could hardly blame anyone who seized on the first opportunity to escape.

      “Not that I’m referring to you,” added Nalen. “You’re a special case, seeing as you saved our hides.”

      “Don’t be absurd,” she told him. “Didn’t I tell you not to stick me on a pedestal? As far as I’m concerned, the last thing these people need is to attach false worship to someone who can’t do a damned thing for them.”

      “You stopped the place being flooded with the dead, that’s enough for some. Better than His Majesty managed.”

      That’s true enough. King Daliel had inherited one hell of a mess to clean up and had done little to fix the many problems Laria had faced since the war. He hadn’t so much as peered out of the palace complex since the battle that had shaken the upper city, perhaps fearing retaliation. Frankly, Yala considered it lucky that there hadn’t been more revolts on the level of Melian’s attempt to topple him from his throne some weeks prior.

      Granted, most would-be rebels wouldn’t have had the audacity to seek the allegiance of Mekan, the god of death, to achieve their goals.

      “Go on,” Yala pressed Nalen. “Why exactly did you bring me down here? What is it?”

      He glanced around, then whispered, “Corruption.”

      Yala’s heart missed a beat. “How many times have you found Corruption in the last few weeks?”

      “This time it’s real.” He drew closer, his face a grim mask. “In the river.”

      Of course it’d be in the fucking river. “Let’s see, then.”

      He beckoned her past another row of shacks. Faces peered from the windows, brightening when they saw her, and some even cheered or shouted her name. She never knew how to respond to that kind of behaviour. The gods knew she was no saviour of theirs, but the undercity folk seemed to have designated her as one all the same.

      Ducking between two of the small dwellings, Nalen lifted a misshapen sack tied with a rope that didn’t quite hide the outline of what looked like a human foot. “Had to stash it somewhere … didn’t find the rest of the body, mind.”

      “That’s a severed leg, Nalen.” There was a difference between an ordinary dead body and one that had been touched by Corruption—and Yala had a deeper understanding than most, being a Disciple of Death. Not that she’d chosen the title for herself. Her last encounter with the god of death hadn’t ended on pleasant terms, and her heart sank with a familiar dread when Nalen opened the bag wider. She peered inside, wrinkling her nose at the smell, but its contents gave no signs of interference from Mekan or His followers.

      “I swear it was twitching when I found it,” Nalen pulled the rope taut, sealing the sack. “Creepy.”

      “Bodies do that sometimes,” Yala said. “Besides, I’m fairly sure a decaying one-legged body hopping around would have drawn attention.”

      Annoyance aside, she didn’t blame Nalen for being on edge; she suspected the entire city had been haunted by a miasma of nightmares in recent weeks since the dead had infested the streets. Before then, she’d been able to count on one hand the number of people who’d seen such a sight aside from herself.

      “What should I do with it, then?” He looked at the sack. “Bury it?”

      “In my experience, burying things leads to them clawing their way out of the ground.” The trouble was, the alternative would involve paying another visit to the Disciples of the Flame, and Yala had no desire whatsoever to meet whoever they’d chosen as their new leader.

      Or to be more precise, whoever Dalathik, the god of the flame, had selected, and given that His last choice had let Corruption rise in the capital, she had little faith in the Disciples or their deity to make a good decision on the matter.

      “I’m not tossing it back into the river to poison the water supply,” Nalen growled. “I swear I was sick for a week the last time I drank from the undercity well.”

      Yala sighed inwardly. “I’ll get rid of it.”

      After checking the ropes were secure enough to conceal her grisly prize, Yala left the alleyway. More pairs of eyes watched her walk to the stairs out of the undercity, and climbing was even more awkward with a severed limb in addition to her cane. Why did I agree to this again?

      At the top of the stairs, she assessed her options. The limb wasn’t infested with Mekan’s power, but part of her expected to feel the chill of the void through the damp fabric of the sack, and to hear the chilling whisper that had haunted her dreams since the battle. Frequently she woke with the sensation of ghostly hands gripping her throat, and the grim knowledge that if she ever called upon Mekan’s name again, the odds of her own survival were not favourable.

      “Guess I’ll have to get rid of you the old-fashioned way.” Yala carried the sack across one of the bridges over the river. The gushing water below remained murky, but the guards had been thorough when they’d removed any dead bodies and handed them to the Disciples of the Flame.

      Who, then, had been responsible for throwing a corpse into the river? Hadn’t they worried it might come back to life? Maybe that’s why they cut off its legs, Yala thought, then gave herself a mental shake. There were countless reasons someone might commit murder, and not everyone would consider the risks of leaving a body for the next would-be Disciple of Death to find.

      For all she knew, there was no risk, as no Disciples of Death remained in the city aside from herself.

      Yala carried the sack to an alley near a slaughterhouse, trusting the already foul smells to mask the stench of rot. Unease tugged at the pit of her stomach, but she could hardly haul the limb around the city asking people if they knew who it belonged to. Best to rid herself of the burden while she could.

      With the sack gone, Yala made her weary way home. Yala and Saren had negotiated where to move their lodgings after the latter had been evicted from the pleasure house where he’d once resided, and they’d compromised by selecting a property close enough to the centre of Dalathar without venturing into the noisy and expensive upper city. The narrow tenement might not be as remote as her jungle cabin had been, but its location gave Yala some semblance of peace and quiet, most of the time.

      Yala retrieved the key from a pocket and unlocked the door. She’d taken the lower floor as her own, but the furnishings remained sparse. Unlike Setemar, the capital was a haven for thievery, so her first act upon moving into their new home was to pry one of the floorboards loose and stash any valuables underneath, covering the hole with one of the battered armchairs she’d picked up from the market. The opposite side of the room contained some planks of wood she’d set up for target practise; over the past weeks, she’d began the gruelling process of trying to get back into fighting shape. Years of idleness had slowed her quick reflexes and her body ached as muscles she hadn’t used in years protested at her carrying that accursed sack.

      Saren was in an even worse state. When she called his name, his only response was a faint groan.

      “Hey, Saren,” she repeated. “You alive?”

      After a short pause, he appeared in the stairway, his eyes bloodshot and his skin sallow. “Unfortunately.”

      “Have you been up there all day?” Since the battle, the owner of the pleasure house where Saren had once lived had refused to return his alcohol to him, claiming payment for damages. As a result, Yala had made three attempts to convince Saren to stop drinking liquor and all had ended in her finding him insensible in a tavern. Each of Yala’s squad members had found a different way of coping with the burden of the horrors they’d witnessed on their last mission, but seeking oblivion held little appeal to Yala. Recent events had provided a new series of nightmares that no amount of liquor would dull.

      “Define ‘day’.” He stumbled on his way downstairs, resting a hand against the wall for balance. “Where’ve you been? You smell horrible.”

      “The slaughterhouses.”

      “That would explain it.” He wrinkled his nose. “What were you doing there? Wait. I don’t want to know, do I?”

      “Disposing of a severed limb.” She made her way to one of the armchairs and sat. “Nalen found it in the river.”

      “Why’s it always the river?” He fell into the other chair and produced a flask from a pocket. “Whose leg was it? That should’ve been my first question.”

      “No clue.” She rested her cane against the chair and made a mental note to obtain a footstool during her next trip to the markets. “He claimed it was infected with Corruption, which turned out not to be true, but I took it off his hands anyway.”

      Familiar horror flickered over Saren’s face. “Are you sure it wasn’t infected?”

      “Of course I’m sure.” She suppressed a shiver. “I’m concerned about why someone would commit murder and dismember the body after the dead were walking around the city a few weeks ago.”

      Saren’s head slumped to his chest. “Maybe that’s why they dismembered it.”

      “Where’s the rest of it, then?” Yala’s mind refused to let the questions subside; curiosity gnawed at her like a wild animal. “Nalen was convinced the leg was twitching, but he’s on edge, and I didn’t see any … weirdness.”

      “What’d you do, toss it in an alley?”

      “Did you want me to bring it in here?”

      “Gods, no.” Saren shuddered. “I thought… I thought you might have gone to them.”

      The Disciples of the Flame, he meant. “Did you really?”

      “Well… I suppose not.” He chuckled. “I wonder if they’ve chosen a new leader?”

      “I was wondering the same, but I don’t see them inviting me for a visit soon, considering my role in the death of their last Superior.”

      “Their last Superior killed the damned king.”

      Yala levelled him with a stare. “Please tell me you haven’t been spreading that.”

      “I’m not an imbecile.” He scowled at the flask. “This tastes abysmal.”

      “What is it?”

      “Drake piss.” He coughed. “Or it might as well be. Fuck that Giran for stealing my liquor.”

      “Considering the state we left his pleasure house in, we’re lucky he didn’t take every coin we had.”

      “He’s a prick.” Saren shrank further into his seat. “Why did you have to mention severed limbs? I didn’t need that image in my head.”

      “It’s just Nalen being paranoid, Saren. Trust me, I’d know if he was right.”

      “I guess you would.” He let the flask fall from his hand. “This is doing nothing for me.”

      “Neither is drinking yourself into an early grave.” She stretched out her good leg and trapped the fallen flask under the heel of her boot. “Now, I’m not your squad leader any longer⁠—”

      “Stop that sentence there.”

      “—but you’re living with someone who nearly became a sacrifice to the god of death, so you might want to consider being more aware of your surroundings.”

      “As a walking sacrifice to the god of death, you’ve some nerve lecturing me about my life choices.” He snatched the flask from underneath her foot and cradled it like an infant.

      Yala huffed. Often, dealing with Saren’s petulance reminded her of the times she’d been put in charge of supervising new army recruits, and while she’d had them muck out the war drake pens if they gave her grief, Saren was a friend. Besides, he’d never been the person to go to if one wanted a serious conversation. That role went to Viam, whose current job at the palace complex meant Yala rarely saw her, and Yala could hardly show up at the palace smelling like a slaughterhouse. Though Viam at least might have some suggestions about how to handle Nalen’s paranoia that didn’t involve personally disposing of every body part that crossed his path.

      And what if he was right? The thought prodded her. Yala rose to her feet and nudged the armchair sideways to reveal the loose floorboard beneath.

      “What’re you doing?” Saren peered at her as she used her cane to prop the floorboard open and reached for the small bag in which she kept her one concession to the title of Disciple of Death—a curved claw that had once belonged to a beast from the void.

      Saren sprang out of his chair as if he’d sat on a prickly groundfruit. “You kept that?”

      “Obviously.”

      “No wonder there are bodies walking around.” He backed across the room, waving his hands as though to swat a bloodfly. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “There’s one way to confirm if Nalen was right.” She ran her fingertips over the end of the claw, the splashes of her own blood as red as rust against the black scales, and a tingling sensation whispered across her palm.

      “You’ll be the death of both of us.”

      “I did warn you when we signed the paperwork for the house.” She’d also paid half his share, as he’d drank so much of the money her squad had received after the flight division had disbanded that his habit of sleeping his way around half the city had likely spared him from being rendered homeless. “I already have Mekan’s eye on me, remember?”

      The god of death hadn’t spoken a word to her since she’d reneged on their bargain and seen Him banished from this realm, but the claw was the closest she’d have to a means of direct access. Destroyable only by Dalathik’s holy fire, it was a piece of Mekan’s realm and would surely react if anyone else in the region had been meddling with death.

      Saren fell back into the armchair and covered his face with both hands. “Get that thing out of here.”

      “That’s the plan.” Yala pushed the floorboard back into place and hefted her cane. “I’m going to look for the rest of the body.”

      “If it’s walking, please don’t bring it back here,” Saren mumbled into his palms. “I don’t need the dead following me again.”

      Do you think I do? Someone had to take responsibility and somehow, the role always fell to her.

      Yala left the house, tucking the claw into the belt that held up the loose trousers she’d chosen as the most comfortable clothing to wear in the heat. Drakeskin would offer more protection, but it was too damned hot, the air like thick soup when it wasn’t raining. Saren had had a point about the lingering smell, too, though the general stench of the city was hard to shift at the best of times and it wasn’t uncommon for her sweat to carry a layer of grime. Yet another aspect of living in the capital that she’d forgotten during her years in self-imposed exile in the jungle.

      Yala’s steps carried her back to the river and over the bridge. Nalen had found the body near the undercity, so she reached the other side and mentally mapped the route alongside the river. If the body had been dumped further upstream, it would certainly have floated this direction.

      With the gushing river on one side, she reached into the pouch at her waist and traced the curved shape of the void drake’s claw with her fingertips. A chill rippled up her palm, and she scented a familiar tang in the air, one that raised the hairs on her arms. A skittering noise echoed, and her gaze picked out a small animal crouched in the shadows above the swollen waters.

      A skirrit, a small rodent, its fur plastered to its body with filthy water and dark blood. Shadows oozed around its paws, and its sightless eyes were like dull glass beads.

      Someone had called upon Mekan. Nalen had been right.
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      Superior Sietra could not have possibly devised a worse punishment.

      Kelan studied the open book, willing the letters to stop sliding about as if they wanted to escape the pages, and wishing that the Superior had assigned him a text that didn’t make the subject of warring gods seem as dry as a drought-ridden field. He’d slept terribly the previous night, while the laborious process of reading the aged text made his head throb as though he was nursing a hangover. Rubbing his temples, he pushed the book aside. Nobody had come to check on him in a while, and the quiet library was a pleasant enough place for a nap; the daylight streaming through the wide windows urged him to put his head down and let the sunbeams lull him to sleep.

      Seemingly a heartbeat later, a voice woke him. “Kelan?”

      Laima peered over his shoulder and Kelan lifted his head from the book, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand. “Yes?”

      “You’re supposed to be working,” she reprimanded him. “Not sleeping.”

      “I know.” Since the battle, he’d struggled to sleep at night without being revisited by nightmares of clawed beasts from the Void, and the dull work was more effective than any herbal remedy. “Did you come here for a book, or…?”

      “Not me. Superior Sietra wants to talk to you.”

      “Oh.” He stretched his stiff neck and rolled his shoulders. “I don’t suppose she’d mind if I stopped to grab something to eat first?”

      “It’s your own fault for sleeping through dinner.”

      Sure enough, the sky outside had darkened since he’d last looked out the window. Kelan pushed to his feet and did his best to pull himself together before he headed out of the library to meet with his Superior. While he’d accepted the punishment for going against her direct orders, he couldn’t help thinking she’d have been better off handing the task to someone more competent in academic matters. She rarely had to give a severe punishment to a full Disciple like him, and she’d already given him a temporary demotion in rank before he’d helped a prisoner escape from Skytower. Since the prisoner in question had saved the capital of Laria in the process, he was less disgraced than he would otherwise have been, and research wasn’t supposed to be painful. In theory.

      Laima picked up one of the books, flipping it open. “What’s this?”

      “A history book.”

      “Looks like a treatise on farming methods to me.” She tossed him the book, which he caught in his left hand, stifling a grimace as the movement jarred his injured shoulder. The wound had healed over the past few weeks, but he’d been left with a scar across his upper arm that itched like an infected bloodfly bite.

      Kelan placed the book back on the table. “Did you want to take some of these books off my hands?”

      “It’s your punishment, not mine.”

      “Sometimes I’d rather she’d assigned me to clean out the latrines.”

      “If not for you being incapacitated, she probably would have.” Her attention lingered on his shoulder, and he wondered if he hadn’t hidden the pain as well as he thought he had. “This is bound to have some purpose. Why history? Of what?”

      “The Disciples.”

      A furrow formed in Laima’s brow. “Doesn’t the Superior already know it all?”

      “I thought so, too.”

      Skytower had a more extensive collection of texts than anywhere in Laria except Dalathar. Some tomes even dated back to the nation’s origin, back when the foundations of Skytower had been laid down alongside the Temple of the Flame and the Temple of the Earth. Texts from that era were mostly unreadable in their original language, but modern scholars with entirely too much time on their hands had translated some of them into modern Larian. That didn’t make them any more comprehensible to Kelan, who was inclined to think that a nation that had never seen a Disciple of Death until a few weeks ago was highly unlikely to have any mentions of the subject in their history books.

      “Unless…” Laima’s eyes widened. “She wants you to research Corruption. She doesn’t, does she?”

      “There’s so little information on the subject that I’m unlikely to be able to make an altar to Mekan here in the library.” He spoke in jest; as far as he knew, it wasn’t possible for a Disciple to change allegiances to another deity. At least, he’d never heard of anyone doing so.

      “Don’t joke about that, Kelan.” She surveyed the stacked tomes as if they might sprout teeth and bite her. “Superior Sietra must have thought you’d find something.”

      Yes, but I’d sooner pull out my eyes than read every title in here. “Not in any of the Larian texts, and the others…”

      The texts from the Parvan Empire were unlikely to help either, as their Hierarchs had outlawed Corruption some centuries prior. Rafragoria’s Empress hadn’t, but few Rafragorian texts were translated into Larian, and even fewer found their way to Skytower.

      “She wouldn’t set you an impossible task.” Laima, not to be deterred, picked up a book and carefully cracked open its aged spine.

      “Feel free to peruse the stacks.” Kelan selected two titles to take with him to see the Superior, hoping Laima would develop a sudden interest in scholarly research and take the entire task off his hands.

      Now to convince Superior Sietra of the same. He suspected Laima was correct that his injury had spared him from being assigned to perform menial chores that were usually designated to novices, but losing his rank meant being forced to sit with the novices at mealtimes and to wait at the back of the line, which inevitably meant being left with the cold scraps the ranked Disciples had left behind. That was better than nothing, though, and his stomach growled its displeasure when he contemplated having to scrounge whatever rations were left in the kitchens after his meeting with the Superior.

      Gliding to the top floor of the tower, Kelan reached the Superior’s office and rapped his knuckles on the wooden door.

      “Come in,” called a strong feminine voice.

      Kelan entered, tucking the books under his arm, and knelt on the rug before her. Superior Sietra, dressed in the dark blue tones of a clear night sky, gave the impression of agelessness, her curly dark hair topped with a gold headdress that reflected the sun’s dying rays as it slipped below the surrounding hills. Golden light glinted off the carved serpentine figures coiling around the chair in which she spent most of her time; as a child, Superior Sietra had lost the use of her legs after a severe illness.

      “Have you been in the library all afternoon?” she asked as he rose to his feet. “I hope you’ve made decent progress on the task I assigned you.”

      Heat crept up his neck, as if she were reprimanding him as a novice for not completing his assignments to satisfaction.

      “I’ve been working my way through the history section,” he evaded. “I rather think King Larial’s scribes could stand to be less verbose.”

      “Yes, they have a tendency to meander,” she said. “I recall a whole volume on farming methods.”

      “You’ve read them already?” Had he spent the past few weeks giving himself a headache with no cause?

      “I thought there was a chance there might be a reference I overlooked.” She surveyed him. “I thought you’d appreciate the chance to recuperate. Has your injury healed?”

      He stretched out his arm. “It has.”

      The injury had cost him a little mobility in that side, but he’d survived. The rest would heal in time, and it struck him that she’d been much less harsh on him than he’d deserved.

      “Good,” she said. “Aside from King Larial’s treatises, did you find anything illuminating in our collection of texts?”

      He held up the pair of books he’d brought with him. “Very little. Laria has no history with Corruption, and the few Rafragorian texts in our possession have little information on any of their Disciples.”

      “As one would expect,” she said. “Were there no mentions of Mekan at all?”

      “Only as a pejorative,” he answered. “If any book with more information exists, I imagine it’ll be in the hands of the Disciples of the…”

      “Flame?” she finished.

      “They did invite a Disciple of Death into their midst.” Unwittingly, but Kelan didn’t know where else to search outside of Skytower. Laria might not have openly banned Corruption, but that didn’t mean most other Disciples would be pleased to know Mekan’s influence had taken root in the nation.

      “I intend to send an envoy to talk to them soon,” Superior Sietra said, “but I have a different assignment for you.”

      “Really?” He did his level best not to sound overeager, though he’d begun to think she’d intended to keep him confined to the tower to the year’s end.

      “Yes,” she confirmed. “We have yet to hear from the Disciples of the Earth in Setemar, so I’ve chosen to send you and Laima to investigate.”

      “Setemar?” Wait. “Me… and Laima?”

      “I can trust you to keep this matter between you two?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Not only did she trust them to keep silent, but she must also have faith in the pair of them not to murder one another during their mission. It didn’t surprise him that she had yet to hear back from the Disciples of the Earth, who’d remained ensconced in their temple and hadn’t deigned to answer the door to any visitors during his last visit to Setemar.

      “Good,” she said. “I’ll restore your rank. I think you’ve learned your lesson.”

      “Thank you, Superior Sietra.”

      That could have gone worse. He cast a smile in the direction of the mural of Terethik on the wall, depicting the serpentine deity hovering above a contingent of humans at prayer; it seemed his god had not entirely forsaken him after all.

      Laima wasn’t waiting for him outside the office. Probably, that was for the best; if she didn’t already know about their upcoming mission, he would prefer not to be the one to break the news. Granted, she hadn’t been nearly as snappish with him since the battle, and at least this mission would afford him a chance to make amends for the disastrous way in which he’d ended their romantic relationship several months prior.

      Assuming he managed to avoid another encounter with the god of death.
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      Niema knew from the birds that she was almost home. After the weeks she’d spent away, she’d all but forgotten the particularities of the forest in which she’d spent almost her entire life, but the song that came from the trees around her formed a symphony as familiar as her own heartbeat.

      “I’m nearly there.” To stave off loneliness, she spoke to the animals around her, whispering her secrets into their unknowing ears. “Strange. I miss the city now, almost.”

      The capital of Laria had been a wondrous nightmare, and yet on the lonely nights of travelling through the deep jungle, she missed the raw energy of the city, the way it had quickened her heartbeat and made her feel as if she was part of something more than herself. Like being with her enclave members, but far vaster, far stranger. In the jungle, she might have been the only person left in the world.

      At first, she’d been glad of the chance to drink fresh water out of the rivers rather than avoiding them as a health hazard; it’d taken days for the stench of the city to wash out of the clothes Yala had given her. Even her attire had changed from handmade garb to the proper trousers and shirt of a city dweller and hard-soled shoes that were much sturdier than the woven reeds that had simply fallen apart upon her entry to Setemar’s cobbled streets.

      Yala. Niema hadn’t quite dared mention Yala’s name in the message she’d sent to tell Superior Kralia of her imminent arrival, but she didn’t have much longer to prepare. For weeks she’d wondered how to break the news that Yala wasn’t their saviour, not in the way they’d assumed from the vision Yalet had imparted upon them. Everyone, even Superior Kralia, believed that Yala was supposed to help Niema defeat Corruption.

      She wasn’t supposed to be a Disciple of Death herself.

      Niema had yet to unravel her complicated feelings on the matter, but it was impossible to give an honest account of the events in the capital without having to face the question of whether Corruption had successfully been vanquished. The notion of lying to her Superior repelled her, but what choice did she have? She looked to the trees for answers, listening to the chorus of birdsong, which soothed her misgivings. I’m almost home. Strange, that the notion could bring both pleasure and melancholy at the same time. She’d been gone close to two months, and she’d travelled further from the enclave than she’d ever believed possible.

      Niema caught sight of a red-striped bird she recognised as the messenger she’d sent to tell her enclave of her return. She extended a hand, but instead of flying to her, the bird let out a sharp cry that hit her like a clenched fist ploughing into her stomach.

      “What is it?” Chills raced down Niema’s arms as the other birds fell to silence, the echoes of that single cry lingering in the air like a warning. “Please—take me to the others.”

      The bird let out a short noise of distress, and then took off into the surrounding forest.

      Niema’s pace quickened, her mind racing. While she’d been far enough from her enclave that she could no longer sense their emotions, had they been able to feel some of what she’d experienced in the capital? Niema had called upon the god of life’s power to its fullest extent to save Yala’s life, and she’d felt the aftermath ripple through their bond. That had been the last time she’d sensed them.

      Between one breath and the next, they returned. Five extra heartbeats in her chest, five sets of discordant emotions battering her like a storm. She stumbled, a part of her wanting to run into their painful embrace, the other part of her wanting to flee, lest she lose all sense of herself amid the torrent of emotions.

      What am I thinking? Sucking in quick breaths, she tried to pin down what she felt from the others. Pain, grief, and dread. Someone was hurt. Badly.

      One of her enclave members—one of those bound to her soul—was dying.
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      Yala inhaled the scent of death and felt its chill settle into her bones. Her eyes tracked the skirrit’s unsteady gait, until the rodent skittered out of sight, as though the shadows themselves had drawn the small creature into their embrace.

      That’ll poison the water supply, she thought, rubbing her chilled hand on her trouser leg. The creeping sensation of being watched by unseen eyes vanished when she removed her fingers from the claw concealed in the pouch at her waist, yet the clammy coldness on her skin remained.

      “You’re still here,” she murmured, unsure if she was talking to the god of death or the person who’d been fool enough to draw His attention. “Now… where’s the rest of the body?”

      The city was drenched in enough other unpleasant scents that a rotting corpse wouldn’t draw undue attention, but using Corruption had effects on the surrounding world. Corpses rose, stirred by Mekan’s hand, and not necessarily under the control of the person who’d initially called the attention of the god of death. Unless they were cleansed by holy fire, but there wasn’t much of that outside of the upper city.

      Yala walked with careful steps, following the gushing river to where it ran behind the shacks of the undercity. Presumably it was around here that Nalen had found the severed leg, though if the rest of the body had been dumped in the river, it’d likely end up elsewhere.

      Frustrated, Yala slowed, her hand seeking the knife she kept strapped to her waist, and she pressed her fingertip to the edge until blood beaded on the surface. Then she released the knife and slid her hand into the pouch containing the severed claw, letting her fresh blood smear onto its already stained edge.

      Every shadow seemed to sharpen before her sight, and the scent of decay caught in her nostrils, carried on the faint breeze. Her steps carried her forward until her attention snagged on a tunnel into which the river disappeared, from which skittering noises issued. She peered inside and spied numerous small rodents, their rotting tails writhing like worms, their decaying fur peeling back from their bones. It was too narrow to crawl inside even if she’d been willing to suffer the indignity—not to mention the stench.

      A second set of footsteps rang out on the cobbles. Yala stiffened, surprised to see a city guard approaching; she hadn’t seen one this far from the city wall since they’d had to clean up the aftermath of Melian’s attempted coup. He spied Yala watching him, his hand jumping to the shortsword strapped to his belt. Expecting trouble, is he?

      Yala gave him a wary nod. “Morning.”

      “What’re you doing?” he released the sword, letting it swing back to his side.

      The king’s guards were typically found on top of the wall circling the upper city or outside the palace, but they must have altered their patrol schedule after having spent weeks carrying twitching corpses to the Disciples of the Flame before the god of death could claim them. Should have asked them to burn the animal corpses, not just the human ones, she thought.

      “Grim question, but I wondered if any guards found a corpse earlier today?” Yala asked. “Nalen found a severed leg, but not the rest of the body. Figured I ought to check in case someone is dumping bodies in the river again.”

      The guard’s mouth pulled down at the corners. “No corpses. Certainly not in the river.”

      “All right.” Her skin prickled. “I imagine the body won’t be hard to find, if it’s missing a leg.”

      He grunted. “I’ll let the others know to keep an eye out.”

      “Thanks.” She assumed the city being flooded with walking corpses a few weeks ago had made the guards less inclined to ignore any reports that sounded suspicious.

      The question was, who had been fool enough to meddle with Corruption? Only those who looked upon Mekan’s realm had the potential to become Disciples of Death, but the Void had ripped open in plain view of half the city a few weeks ago. Even Viam wasn’t certain on how it all worked, though Yala did know that calling upon Mekan’s will required a piece of His realm like the claw in her pocket, a remnant of the monster to which she owed her injured leg. The Disciples of the Flame were supposed to have burned every trace of Mekan’s monsters, but evidently, they’d missed one.

      “Gods be damned,” she growled. “Does it have to be them?”

      Most of the Disciples of the Flame had been unconscious throughout the battle due to their would-be leader having drugged his fellow Disciples in order to enact his coup, but they alone dealt with cremating the recently dead. They also despised Disciples of Death … or they had. In truth, Yala didn’t know how much of their prejudice remained after Melian had infiltrated their ranks. It’d been one of their people who’d assassinated their former leader and not Melian herself, but if their new Superior was anything like his predecessor, she’d be a fool to go to them for advice.

      With a muttered curse, Yala turned her path towards the gates to the upper city. If she didn’t at least try to stop whoever had raised the dead, it’d be just her luck to wake up to rotting skirrits on her doorstep next. Aside from the Disciples of the Flame, the only people she knew with the skills to counter Mekan’s touch were the Disciples of Life, whose deity was opposed to the very notion of anyone forging an alliance with Mekan. The one she’d met—Niema—had been frustratingly naïve, but her ability would certainly have come in handy today. Yala didn’t expect to see Niema again
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